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‘Document and Eyewitness is an essential purchase for anyone who was involved in or influenced by the punk maelstrom of 1976, a riveting evocation of a period in musical history that becomes more important the further we get away from it … Taylor’s book is a joy’


Dylan Jones, Independent


‘Document and Eyewitness’s treatment of its main players is affectionate-going-hagiographical, but the implication of that end-point is inescapable. The journey from the mid-70s to now denotes the arrival of an altogether duller world: music that tends to be reverential rather than iconoclastic’


Guardian


‘Taylor knows his stuff, painting a picture of a chaotic organisation with a good heart … a story that’s fascinating and entertaining in equal measure’


Big Issue


‘The Fall and The Smiths – even if these were the only bands Rough Trade had signed it would be worth a 400-plus page book like this’


Manchester Evening News


‘Long overdue … The type of reader who buys rock biographies will crave the detailed information that spans the late 70s to 1991 – and they will not be disappointed’


Record Collector
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‘And these images – what do they deal with? I do not claim that they represent truth – they are too varied, even contradictory, for that. But they represent human experience …’


Humphrey Jennings,
Pandaemonium: The Coming of the Machine As Seen by Contemporary Observers


‘One of the feelings was that you were part of a very special elite group that was outside and downtrodden. You felt like you were part of a different community, a more secretive one … I know in my mind I am still a member of the secret community. I might be the only one …’


Bob Dylan






AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a work of collective remembering. It draws upon the testimonies and recollections and in some cases personal artefacts of many of the principal characters who together help make up the Rough Trade story. It is a work told largely in the words of the participants and entirely from their viewpoint. The formidable soundtrack that this extraordinary group of people helped to create is also the story, but one that has been more comprehensively dealt with elsewhere.


For nearly thirty-five years, Rough Trade has been at the vanguard of contemporary music and a settled historical view of it has emerged: that of an ethically minded, idealistic, radical record business that set out to redefine the market on its own terms – and did so spectacularly successfully – only to be knocked back by a combination of overly rapid growth and naïve business management, to then once more rise up again in an altered form and have even more success than first time around.


Many of the best independent artists found their start or did their best work, and often both, on Rough Trade – Cabaret Voltaire, Subway Sect, The Fall, Scritti Politti, The Pop Group, This Heat, Essential Logic, The Raincoats, Swell Maps, Robert Wyatt, Young Marble Giants, The Smiths, The Sundays, The Strokes, British Sea Power, The Libertines, Sufjan Stevens, Eddi Reader, Antony & The Johnsons, Emilíana Torrini, and Micachu & The Shapes, to name but a few. An equally impressive and even larger number of artists were beneficiaries of Rough Trade Distribution, which, prior to its collapse in 1991, handled, among thousands of others, releases by Rough Trade’s own acts as well as those by Joy Division, Crass, Depeche Mode, The Specials, Pigbag, Orange Juice, Throbbing Gristle, the Cocteau Twins, Yazz, and The KLF, whose collective record sales number in the many tens of millions. Although an echo of the music of those artists resonates through Document and Eyewitness, the book aims primarily to be a work of social history, one that tells the (often-overlooked) stories of the people who, in helping the musicians to create the music, lovingly created something different and every bit as enduring.


The book retells the Rough Trade phenomenon in a largely critique-free way – Mass Observation-style. Part One, which briefly stretches back to the mid-1960s and ends at the time of the move to Blenheim Crescent in winter 1980, is an entirely eyewitness account. Parts Two and Three use documents and eyewitness accounts and take the story from Blenheim Crescent, through Rough Trade’s time at Collier Street and Seven Sisters Road, up until the company’s collapse in 1991. In these sections I have made use of an extensive if somewhat incomplete and random archive of original documentation, which Richard Scott rescued on leaving the company in 1988. Infuriatingly, the archive material relates largely to the years 1981 to 1989, with a few useful exceptions. Information from the documents is used in footnotes to illustrate/confirm/contradict the accounts of the main text. Very occasionally I have used other footnotes to explain some event that may now have been forgotten or have occurred too long ago for certain readers to recall, such as the inner city riots of 1981 and the nurses strike of the following year. Prior to Part Four, which reverts to eyewitness and is an account of contemporary Rough Trade, there is an interlude that deals with the inbetween years.


There are, as in any book of this kind, absences and omissions, which are largely arbitrary and accidental. There were a small number of musicians with whom I tried, and failed, to engage. There were also a number of Rough Trade employees – the real heroes of the story – who I didn’t reach or who declined to be interviewed: their absence I regret more.


History is – as they say – a lie agreed upon. Everybody I interviewed for Document and Eyewitness had a different view of what represented the Rough Trade story: yet none of them can deny the lasting contribution they collectively made and continue to make to the culture they helped to create.


Neil Taylor, spring 2010









FOREWORD


Comments on Fifty Years of Rough Trade




At the Smiths’ mock trial in 1993, the cannibalistic cross-examining QC named Nigel Davis announced before a High Court judge that the only reason the Smiths had signed to Rough Trade ‘because Morrissey liked the name.’


He said this with a sexually suggestive flesh-eater’s snigger, and of course, every word that he said was untrue. Many of his dreadful quotes were later attributed to me – such being the stillborn quirks of 1990s journalism. In truth, my only understanding of record labels was the way by which most were apt to kill the very thing that made someone interesting in the first place. Beyond that, I knew nothing. When I entered Blenheim Crescent for the first time I was immediately freed from my own background. I saw a record label of liberal education and harmonious support, with an unstoppable aim to broaden public taste instead of simply replicating it. Rough Trade were providing everything that young bands needed but could not bring about. The alternative was to get screwed into the system, to sign to CBS and to drown the crazed mania that had allowed you to rise. Human liberation had first appeared in the films of Pasolini and Warhol, but it throbbed, too, in the shabbily respectable chambers of Rough Trade, where everyone was too shy to talk about money. Jo Slee stepped forward like an English language novelist – but with a thought-smashing spirit of sacrifice. The RT racetrack gang was, of course, full of angularity in the shape of Geoff Travis – the figurehead of the ship; Ahab in search of that white whale. He never once paused to wonder whether continued effort was worth it. His deep commitment was only satisfied by the deep commitment of others. Obedience was not the key to success. If we wanted change then we should therefore make it. Chewing on an old pencil, Scott Piering, from Minnesota, tackled radio for Rough Trade, and every idea was a wow. Martha DeFoe was a sentimental counsellor with a reasoning mind – forbidden knowledge on the rise; and in the shadowed back room, Mike Hinc’s graveyard cough was always too willing to go to the edge of live agency; Richard Boon nursed a headache from imagining too much as the building shifted to Collier Street off Pentonville Road. Here, where sun dare not shine, and where the Cleft Chin murderer had hidden in 1948, blacked-out London came alive with a set of people who could not pretend to be anything else. I would turn up almost every day at 2 in the afternoon, falling out of a black cab. The hazard known as the Smiths was an undoubted insistence. We believed, rightly or wrongly, that we had instantly driven off all RT competition. It felt exhilarating to at least say such things because without that passion… we were all so very far apart.


Jo saw the music as an act of love. She would bike over three different sets of notes every single day to my Chelsea flat – each suggesting a slight shade alteration for the next Smiths sleeve. I gave everything to those Smiths sleeve designs, and Jo hovered with a ‘yes, but no’ logic that always won in the scrum. The RT design pattern hadn’t so far worked against the sameness of the majors, but a rush and a push and the land was ours. In truth, one fit of hysterics followed another every afternoon at Collier Street. It also had the dangerous excitement of a dance on a tightrope – knowing that you were very suddenly on the skirts of history, but with the best humour possible. Richard Boon gave me a short written proposal to which I laughed – explaining how I’d much rather read it in Welsh. The next day he handed me the same words written in Welsh. Back then, unlike now, disagreements and sarcasm were all acceptable amongst fellow travelers. My motto for the Smiths was always: something must happen next. I pushed for Hatful of Hollow, The World Won’t Listen and Louder Than Bombs – none of which were on the contracted schedule; none of them thought to be necessary. Hatful of Hollow became the very first Platinum disc for Rough Trade, The World Won’t Listen entered a majors-driven Top 100 at number two, and Louder Than Bombs quickly hit 500,000 sales in the USA. Suddenly Rough Trade became a label that the majors discussed with sly admiration and mumbles of worry. Whatever the suggestion, Geoff’s immediate response was ‘OK!’, Jo grabbed her Pantone book, and Richard Boon tracked down Shelagh Delaney in an Islington council flat. Alain Delon sent a personal letter to me care of Collier Street. I began to fret from too much excitement, but I was free from the past. And suddenly in England something had shifted. A year after their death, ‘Rank’ became the fifth Smiths album to enter at number 2. These were the days of unimaginable sales competition from Queen, Michael Jackson, Phil Collins and Bruce Springroll. In fact, Meat is Murder had kicked Bruce Springroll off the number 1 position – without the title track ever being played on radio. But the Smiths dug in, and Rough Trade dug further. And even at the point of the Smiths’ death, it seemed to still be just beginning.


Poetry doesn’t end, and the Smiths durable artwork may have been scrapbook cuttings from my daytime nightmares in 1970s Manchester, but it was Jo who held each smudge up to the light and gave the final verdict. Lax and spent by 6 p.m., I would be driven back to Humdrum Hall in Chelsea by either Geoff, Scott or Jo, in their treadless tyre bangers. Once I entered my mausoleum in Cadogan Square, there were answer machine messages from the people who I had just left at Collier Street: the excitement wouldn’t sleep. I was guilty of a reverential disregard at times – seeing Rough Trade as the allotment backing onto Kew Gardens. But I couldn’t help it. As much as it was in my nature to like anyone, I felt an exhilaration from the RT racetrack gang. I hadn’t the educated blessings of Oxford or Cambridge, and I often wrote in schoolboy hand assuming I had made a good joke when I hadn’t. But there was a handkerchief to a ready-eye when it all disappeared. I may very well have survived the sight of Scott Piering in speedos, but I hadn’t yet realized that the present was soon to be the irrevocable past. My 1990s had more explosion because I had followed the bells to Los Angeles … where the lawyers are the bridesmaids. But I had cut my teeth with Geoff and his chosen crew with their bagful of Dada, Eastern thought and Beat speech, all innocent of that iPhone weapon laying in wait in the distant dystopian future. No one likes to be reminded of how foolish they were, but what was I supposed to know about anything? I began to feel uneven heartbeats of joy. The broken heart drove the larynx. I had come from a world where nothing of what was said reflected how anyone felt. But when I gave one of my toilet-trained speeches of self-destruction, everyone from RT cared enough to check up on me and drop something amusing off at Humdrum Hall.


Often, the afternoon debates at Collier Street slumped into pie-fight disagreements, but everyone cared enough to draw fire and then laugh it off. The down days were tolerable pain because tomorrow’s luck could flip like a coin. On wet Wednesday afternoons, Martha DeFoe would appear at Humdrum Hall with bags of food from Partridges – all just in time for Spring and Port Wine. It was not a normal artist-label relationship, for which praise be thanked … as I wondered where I’d be in the future when all’s well. In fact I soon melted away to Los Angeles – a passionless vegetable in search of the sexy bits.


Morrissey, Sicily (Italy), 2025









CAST (AS THEY APPEAR)




Geoff Travis – founder, Rough Trade; Jackie Rafferty – sister of Geoff Travis; Alan Travis – brother of Geoff Travis; Vivien Goldman – journalist; Jo Slee – housemate of Geoff Travis, Rough Trade Custom Leather employee; Jon Savage – Rough Trade customer; Carolyn Holder – textile designer and partner of Geoff Travis; Peter Travis – father of Geoff Travis; Steve Montgomery – Rough Trade employee; Pete Flanagan – Harlequin Records employee; Savage Pencil – Rough Trade customer; Sandy Robertson – Rough Trade customer; Richard Boon – founder, New Hormones; Peter Walmsley – Rough Trade employee; Richard Scott – Rough Trade employee; Robert Christgau – journalist; Daniel Miller – musician, founder Mute Records; Richard H. Kirk – musician; Green Gartside – musician; Mayo Thompson – musician, Rough Trade employee; Simon Edwards – Rough Trade employee; Gina Birch – musician; Ana Da Silva – musician; Patrick Keiller – musician; Shirley O’Loughlin – Rough Trade employee; Pete Donne – Rough Trade employee; Tom Vague – Rough Trade customer; Joly MacFie – proprietor, Better Badges; Slim Smith – designer; Robert Wyatt – musician; Steve Jameson – Rough Trade employee; Dick O’Dell – proprietor, Y Records; Gareth Sager – musician; Mike Hinc – Rough Trade employee; Chris Williams – Rough Trade employee; Charles Hayward – musician; Chris Cutler – proprietor, Recommended Records; Doug Kierdorf – Rough Trade employee; Jim Moir – Rough Trade customer; Patrick Moore – Rough Trade employee; Tony K – founder, Red Rhino Records; Lloyd Harris – employee, Revolver Records; Bob Last – founder, Fast Product; Johnny Appel – founder, Backs Records; Geoff Davis – founder, Probe Records; Johnny Marr – musician; Robin Hurley – founder, Red Rhino Midlands (Nine Mile); Sandy McLean – founder, Fast Forward; Tony English – lawyer; John Duguid – musician; Marek Kohn – journalist; Jeannette Lee – Rough Trade employee; Don Letts – manager, Acme Attractions; David Whitehead – Rough Trade employee; Jeremy Boyce – Rough Trade employee; Duncan Cameron – Mute Records employee; George Kimpton-Howe – Rough Trade employee; David Murrell – employee, KPMG Peat Marwick; Martin Mills – founder, Beggars Banquet Records; Eddi Reader – musician; Jarvis Cocker – musician; Clare Britt – Rough Trade employee; Patsy Winkelman – Rough Trade employee; Bernard Butler – musician; Cathi Gibson – Rough Trade employee; Dai Davies – employee, Sanctuary; Joe Cokell – employee, Sanctuary; Jeffrey Lewis – musician; Ben Ayres – Rough Trade employee; Martin Noble – musician; Stuart Murdoch – musician









BEFORE
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PART ONE:


202 KENSINGTON PARK ROAD
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ROCK ’N’ ROLL MECHANICS


‘We figured we could change the world, or at least our little corner of it, and in so doing we would take one step forward for everybody.’


Steve Montgomery







Rough Trade emerged out of that marvellous, miasmic, and – in terms of pop culture – largely unexplored, period of the mid-1970s. It was in this age of inbetweenism that the early Rough Trade pioneers honed their ideals – which were anti-establishment, collectivist, communal-influenced, profeminist, egalitarian. The ideas of the late 1960s underground, which influenced Rough Trade (and came before), were in remission, and the attitudes and postures of punk, which altered it (and came after), had yet to be developed.


Geoff Travis returned from travelling in America in the late autumn of 1975 and, after a false start in Kensal Rise, opened the Rough Trade shop at 202 Kensington Park Road in West London in February 1976, almost to the day that the Sex Pistols first appeared in the national music press.1 Punk changed Rough Trade in much the same way that it changed the rest of the music business and it is likely that had punk not emerged, the shop would not have survived. The economy was in a lamentable state as Prime Minister Harold Wilson slipped out of office in March and handed over control of the failing state to Jim Callaghan. Unemployment had reached the unprecedented and then staggering figure of one million and not long after, fuelled by the rigours of living through one of the hottest summers on record, the frustrations of certain sections of the community, particularly those in the inner cities, manifested itself in a series of disturbances. The most prominent of these was the riot at the Notting Hill Carnival, the direct result of confrontational policing and a subject later immortalised in the Clash song ‘White Riot’.


Almost three and a half decades later, it is that early, frustrating, combustive and ultimately creative period which for some most defines Rough Trade. Indeed, as early as the start of the 1980s, Rough Trade already evoked a notion, an aspect of the late 1970s that was and remains instantly recognisable. In any decade, only a handful of enterprises will go on to become such ciphers – in the 1970s, it was Rough Trade, Sniffin’ Glue, Sex, Acme Attractions and Compendium which mirrored the status afforded Middle Earth, International Times, Oz, Granny Takes A Trip, Indica Books and the Arts Lab from the decade before.


Geoff Travis tribally describes himself as being ‘between the cracks’. He wasn’t a punk, he wasn’t a hippy. And when Rough Trade opened, it could certainly not count itself amongst the tiny handful of originators for whom punk was already a living reality. The shop self-consciously resembled an end of the hippie-era emporium. There was a wagon wheel adorning the building, which allegedly drew Geoff Travis to the premises, and in the window hung the original swirly Rough Trade sign that had been designed and stencilled on plywood and hand cut using a fret saw by Geoff’s original business partner Ken Davison, modelled somewhat on the work of Roger Dean.
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There were some lugubrious potted plants and a table and chairs. There were new records and second-hand records. (Leftfield singer-songwriters such as Jackson Browne and Kevin Coyne shared space with arty mainstream bands like 10cc and Steely Dan and the usual heavyweights, a smattering of bootlegs and a lot of reggae. Crucially, there were also the early manifestations of both Geoff’s taste and his trip to America in the form of a reasonably large amount of garage rock ’n’ roll.) For a time, according to both Jo Slee and Steve Montgomery, two very early Rough Traders, they even had a rental section, hoping to capitalise on the fact that recordable tapes had recently become commercially available.


Reggae was the first type of music to distinguish Rough Trade and 1976 was a vintage year with extraordinary albums released by, amongst many others, The Abyssinians (Satta Massagana), Bunny Wailer (Blackheart Man), Augustus Pablo (King Tubby Meets Rockers Uptown) and The Mighty Diamonds (Right Time), all of which Rough Trade stocked. Reggae was particularly important for a shop keen not to be seen as a cultural interloper in an area dominated by a West Indian community.


Initially – at least after a month or two – there were two businesses operating from the premises. Front of house was the principal concern of the Rough Trade record shop but in the back there was the lesser-known Rough Trade Custom Leather (with its own post-hippie swirly sign designed by Jo). John Kemp had been Geoff’s best friend at Cambridge University and ran the leather workshop in the shed out of the back of the shop along with his partner Jo Slee. They sold leather boxes and belts, hand-made shoes and sandals and clothing, which they had taught themselves to make the previous year in Amsterdam. John had salvaged materials for the shed from across the road when a row of Victorian dwellings – once the election offices of Fascist sympathiser Oswald Mosley – had been demolished.2 It was rudimentary, exposed to the elements and lacked heating.


*


Geoff Travis had gone up to Churchill College, Cambridge, in 1971 and met John Kemp, the son of an English nuclear physicist, on his first day. By their second year, they shared part of a sprawling rented house in Huntingdon Road and had met Jo Slee, who had answered an ad for a spare place in the house which she’d seen on the Grad Soc noticeboard. She was staying at Girton College with a friend, having run away from her husband in Cornwall. Although not a student – for a brief period she gained implausible employment measuring grass for the National Institute of Agricultural Botany – Jo Slee fell into the student life and went to concerts with Geoff and John.


After graduation in the summer of 1974, John and Jo went travelling, first to Amsterdam. By November they ended up in a house in the draft-dodgers region of downtown Toronto. Back in England, Geoff meanwhile had gone off to teacher-training college and was about to undergo a famous Dice Man moment when he decided, while waiting for the bus to take him to college, that if the bus didn’t arrive in the next five minutes he would throw it all in and go and do something else. The bus duly failed to arrive.


Geoff Travis eventually wound up in Toronto at the house where John and Jo were living and it was there that he met Ken Davison. Ken was a music man, a guitarist and lover of photography, a wanderer who had spent large periods of time away from his native Newcastle and had acquired a worldy-wise air – he was that bit older – that settled easily on the other three. His great claim to fame was that he once knew, or had met or had played in a group with, Hilton Valentine from The Animals. This impressed Geoff.
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Ken Davison (left), co-founder of Rough Trade, with Jo Slee and friends, Niagara Falls, 1975.


It was Geoff’s plan to end up in San Francisco where he was to visit an old school friend, ‘Big Al’ Newman. ‘Big Al’ had been Geoff’s school buddy and they often went together to see bands at venues such as the Marquee. Ken and Geoff got on well enough for Ken to decide to travel with Geoff at least part of the way to San Francisco before heading off there himself directly, and it was while on the road that Geoff started to plunder thrift shops for vinyl. As ever with Geoff, he acquired far more vinyl than he would ever be able to listen to, and so Ken suggested that the simplest solution would be to ship the stuff home and open a record shop. In a period when music was cooling its heels, there would be ample opportunity to listen to the records, relatively undisturbed by customers.


By the time Geoff and Ken returned to Toronto in the summer of 1975, the germ of the Rough Trade idea was starting to infect, but it was still not certain that it would be a record shop that would be opened. The four of them – Geoff, Ken, John and Jo – knew that they would do something together and they discussed the various options. Jo recalls the idea of a café/bookshop. This appealed to Geoff, who had been to visit Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights bookstore while in San Francisco and had admired the customer-friendly vibe, a vibe he would seek to emulate at Rough Trade, where the table and chairs would encourage people to hang out without feeling pressured into buying. Back in Toronto, they went out to watch Carol Pope’s rock band Rough Trade, a name that certainly stuck. At the end of the summer, with John’s and Jo’s visas long expired, they returned home.


Back in England, the first problem was where to live. In time-honoured fashion, the immediate solution that presented itself was squatting. By the mid-1970s, many tens of thousands of people squatted across Britain and – for most of them – squatting had largely become an exercise of necessity, due to unaffordable rents. In the 1960s, squatting had been radicalised, motivated by any number of causes and concerns: Gay Liberation, Black Power, Women’s Lib, assorted political movements (Anarchist, Marxist, etc), Claimants Unions, and even the desire to set up radical community newspapers or food co-ops. The folk-devilic and romantic notion of Hell’s Angels upturning their helmets at the Hyde Park Free Festivals to collect money for the squatters at the famous 144 Piccadilly squat, as had happened, had been supplanted by a grim reality.


Aside from some very detailed and site-specific accounts in underground magazines such as International Times, Oz and Friends/Frendz, and later in publications including the radical photography magazine Camerawork and the anti-racist fanzine Temporary Hoarding, information on squatting during the late 1960s and early 1970s is disjointed and there is only one, somewhat academic, unified account.3 One of the few really good – albeit brief – portraits of squatting at this time was created by Twickenham Council, who were prescient enough to realise that the relatively large number of squatters in the borough had concerns that merited investigating.4


They found that people often squatted with the passive approval of the buildings’ owners – as was the case with large building firms, who turned a blind eye (while it suited them) in the knowledge that property was less likely to fall into disrepair occupied than unoccupied. Squatters were victimised5 yet they could be exemplary occupants, often paying their general and water rates. Squatters in the much-squatted Grosvenor Road in Twickenham in 1973, for instance, as well as tending vegetables and flowers and generally keeping their gardens neat, held a ‘scrap art’ exhibition, took communal meals and took an annual communal holiday at one of the major rock festivals. They set up a summer gala offering ‘acoustic and electric music, video, Punch & Judy, a jumble sale, film, fringe theatre, free balloons, clowns and an art exhibition’. They even had their own postcard printed.
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Geoff first squatted in Mile End with his girlfriend from Cambridge, Miriam. John and Jo found space in an enormous squat in Cornwall Terrace on Regent’s Park, which was being run by Piers Corbyn, the self-styled ‘king of the squats’. ‘Always cold, always dark, always homeless, utterly grim,’ is how Jo Slee describes her existence at this time. After the squat was broken into, while Jo was inside and John was away in Manchester, they moved quickly to another squat in Archway, which had the advantage of being near the flat where Geoff’s sister, Jackie Rafferty, lived. They visited Jackie for the use of basic amenities, such as hot baths when they could stand the cold no longer, and often fell asleep on the rugs in the front room through exhaustion, but more usually gratefully accepted the free dinner she laid on for them and passed the night playing board games.


Geoff and Ken scoured West London for premises for a record shop, which Geoff had announced would be called Rough Trade, and initially thought they had found what they were looking for in Duddenhill Road, W10. John and Jo set about the back-breaking job of ‘stripping ten layers of crap off the walls with a blowtorch’. They had barely finished their labours when a passing Polydor Records rep pointed out the hopelessness of the shop’s position, which would attract virtually no ‘passing trade’. After the meaning of the term was explained to them, they set about looking elsewhere.


When they discovered it, 202 Kensington Park Road was in so many ways ideal. Like much of what Rough Trade would come to represent, it was off-centre but not too off-centre, in the scene but detached from it, unassuming and self-sufficient.


*


The topographic fabric of London, W11, in late spring 1976, in places resembled a bomb site. The second issue of Jon Savage’s London’s Outrage fanzine, published ten months or so after, is a photographic record of the author having walked the area at the time to record its decay, and it brings home the bleakness and desperation – but also the beauty and the charm – of the area’s desolation. Corrugated iron proliferated, spread like weed around the dilapidated housing stock, which was perfectly habitable save for the fact that years of council neglect had left it too expensive to repair. Pubs were boarded up and derelict. A rag-and-bone man,6 thought to be the inspiration for Steptoe & Son – the BBC studios at White City were close by – still had a yard in nearby Frestonia, which was itself subject to a marvellous Passport to Pimlico moment when it declared itself an independent free state.7 Children roamed abandoned, flattened sites where the occasional unexploded bomb from World War II lurked. The locals were a mix of Jamaicans, working-class whites (many of whose families had suffered in the previous decades at the hands of notorious slum landlord Peter Rachman), bohemians, artists and musicians.


A 1977 guidebook to the area lays claim to the fact that 202 Kensington Park Road was ‘the country’s first Head shop’ but this is so unlikely as to be arbitrarily dismissed, although a Head shop of sorts had occupied the premises at one time.8 Ten years earlier the epicentre of the underground had shifted west from the King’s Road to Portobello Road and when Rough Trade opened, hippie vibes still lingered. Local hipster outlets, such as I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet and the equally marvellously named record shop The Magic Phonograph, had disappeared. However, the underground newspaper International Times still had a presence at 2 Blenheim Crescent (above what had once been the old Family Dog shop and which up until recently remained the longest-running counter-culture premises in England), and also at 286 Portobello Road, where space was shared with Joly MacFie’s badge-producing emporium Better Badges. Better Badges had serviced the hippie community and would go on to mass-produce punk badges and set up a punk fanzine printing service.


On the first day of trading, one of the first people through the Rough Trade doors, according to Jo Slee, was Steve Montgomery, who was squatting locally and filled in his days roaming the market. Steve would be the first in a long line of key people who, hanging around for a sufficiently long period, would eventually be offered a job at Rough Trade. There was an immediate rapport between him and Ken Davison (formed while Geoff was often out on buying sprees), whose insane passion for music (although allegedly not work) Steve could relate to. Ken’s broadly left-wing politics, as well, chimed with Steve’s, which were far more full-throttle. When, after a couple of months, Ken decided to pursue photography, he put Steve up as his replacement and Steve formally joined the fold.


Steve Montgomery is one of the most influential people to have worked at Rough Trade. His indefatigable spirit, relentless enthusiasm and dedication – not just to the music but also the way in which the music would be sold, in terms of ethics and politics – defined Rough Trade and remains part of the basis upon which ‘Rough Trade’ has been perceived ever since. He was the first and loudest to vocalise the politics he shared with Geoff (who was every bit as politically committed, probably even more so – but perhaps not as loud) and which gave Rough Trade a distinct persona. He was also self-effacing and committed to the cause, and later became a celebrity in the shop (if such a thing could be said to have existed) through authoring very wittily the mail order catalogues, prompting droves of bedroom-bound souls to venture to 202 Kensington Park Road in search of the anonymous person they were sure was their soul mate.


For a long time, Rough Trade was just Geoff and Steve (with Jo occasionally helping out). Geoff would take care of the music: Steve would organise the shop. Steve had notepaper printed up – dubbing them ‘rock ’n’ roll mechanics’ – and took care of postal enquiries that started to grow as the stock mutated. Geoff had been writing to like-minded souls further afield and as a result they were starting to receive the prototype examples of the coming singles explosion – records from Pere Ubu’s David Thomas (who was sending over Hearthan label releases from Cleveland), from Greg Shaw (who was supplying stock from his Who Put The Bomp? label), and from Terry Ork (who was shipping over copies of the Television single he had released on Ork, ‘Little Johnny Jewel’). Legendary distributor Larry Debay, who had set up Bizarre Records in Praed Street – probably the UK’s first independent record distributor – and made deliveries out of the voluminous boot of his Mercedes coupé, was supplying material from the avant-garde French label Skydog, who had issued the two early Flamin’ Groovies EPs, Grease and More Grease, both big shop sellers, as well as more ‘legally vague’ releases by Iggy Pop and the Velvet Underground.


In the very early months of the shop, Geoff trawled the pub rock scene – back to basics, inbetweenism – going on his own to supersize pubs such as the Hope & Anchor in Islington, the George Robey at Finsbury Park, the Red Bull at the Angel, the Bull and Gate at Kentish Town and the Dublin Castle in Camden, to see bands including Ducks Deluxe, Eggs Over Easy, Brinsley Schwarz (a particular pre-punk favourite), Chilli Willi and Kilburn & The High Roads.


What happened next is a well-told story. The Sex Pistols played the 100 Club for the first time in March: they appeared at the Screen on the Green (with The Clash and Buzzcocks) in August. In between these two dates, the pop-cultural world somehow got turned upside down. Patti Smith played the Roundhouse in May. The Ramones played the Roundhouse in June. Issue one of Sniffin’ Glue appeared in July when the Damned also played the 100 Club, supporting the Sex Pistols. In September, Stiff Records released their first single, ‘So It Goes’ by Nick Lowe (although a couple of notable independent labels – Raw in Cambridge and Chiswick in West London – were well under way by then). It took some time for the consequences and effects of all of this to register and before it did Rough Trade ushered in the new by giving prominent space to the nascent but burgeoning fanzine scene.


*


Rough Trade was the first shop in London to stock Punk magazine, which they bought direct from its publisher John Holmstrom in New York and sold from its first issue (which came out one month before the shop opened in February 1976). But it was the home-grown literature of the revolution that they helped make famous. Between July 1976 and June 1983, when, to their eternal shame, the Rough Trade organisation officially stopped taking fanzines, they handled almost every fanzine produced in Britain (and many from abroad).


Fanzines were ‘bulletins from the front line’, a ‘call to arms’, written ‘from inside the musical movement’, that didn’t seek to critique the moment. Although the early examples tended to be London-based, as fanzines proliferated they enabled Rough Trade to engage in the politics of decentralisation – something it would dramatically develop with the realisation of the Cartel, the independent distribution network tentatively begun in 1980 and formalised in 1982 – and enable people to hear voices (or, even better, rants) that would otherwise have gone unheard. They also furthered Rough Trade’s love of community spirit.


Rough Trade would even help in the assembling of them – what Jon Savage calls the ‘let’s make a revolution out of loo roll’ aspect. They encouraged potential buyers to sit at the table and chairs in 202 Kensington Park Road and browse the wares; and they encouraged fanzine editors to assemble their fanzines around the table as well.


Prior to the advent of the UK punk fanzine in July 1976, Britain hadn’t lacked an alternative media in which discourses flowed unfettered by the restraints of establishment ownership. But by 1973, the more grand voices of the alternative press – Oz magazine, International Times, Friends/Frendz – were either obsolete or had gone missing. Zigzag marched cheerfully and obliviously on after that point but wouldn’t offer much of a viable alternative voice until a staff mutiny forced it to take the punk line in 1977.


[image: Three examples of fanzines from the 1970s titled Fat Angel, Dark Star and Bam Balaam. They contain images of musicians and stylistic titles.]


A number of thriving fanzines that existed between 1973 and 1977 (some went on longer and started earlier) fulfilled some of the services – they tended to lack the public-spiritedness and largely toeed the music-business line – that the best punk fanzines would later provide. Supersnazz, Bam Balaam, Fat Angel, Hot Wacks and Dark Star all variously provided an alternative medium if not always an alternative voice. West Coast, prog and Krautrock, troubadour solo artists in the Tim Buckley mould, or maverick singer/songwriters such as Tom Waits and almost anything post-Velvets, were their favoured editorial subjects: but some looked back to snapshot periods, covering mods, freakbeat and other hard pop areas. These fanzines looked the same and they were assembled in the same way as those that came after.9


Because fanzines were free voices, uncensored, there was initially a variety of both voice and style. The earliest punk fanzines the shop stocked were Mark Perry’s Sniffin’ Glue, Tony D’s Ripped & Torn, Sandy Robertson’s White Stuff, Adrian Thrills’s 48 Thrills and Jon Savage’s London’s Outrage, which was the first fanzine to print the Rough Trade address as a point of contact on its cover.10 Pretty soon the net was cast beyond these largely London-centric examples and trawled in regional fanzines such as the exceptional Gun Rubber from Sheffield. Other fanzines that sold well enough to be included in the early mail order catalogues included Shane MacGowan’s Bondage, Shews, Jolt, Situation Three, and Flicks.


Being, as they initially were, largely a response to the live scene, early fanzines tended to lack any kind of political content. This infuriated Steve Montgomery, who detected a vehicle through which suppressed views might be expressed. He came close, allegedly, to being allowed to guest-edit ‘a Maoist issue’ of Sniffin’ Glue, but it didn’t go anywhere: later he would issue an edict saying that all fanzines to be featured in the mail order catalogues would be scrutinised for content and only those considered most suitable would make it onto the mail order list, although the terms weren’t defined.


By the end of 1976, the effect of the so-called punk explosion was manifesting itself as more and more seven-inch singles were finding their way into Rough Trade, and the legendary Rough Trade wall was starting to take shape. Records released by Stiff, Chiswick, Raw, Private Stock, Sire and those sourced worldwide by Geoff, filled up this wall. Two independent records only available on import bookended Christmas 1976 and New Year 1977. ‘X Offender’ by Blondie and ‘Love Goes ➔ Building on Fire’ by Talking Heads sold in their hundreds over the festive period at Rough Trade and signalled that the major-label dam really had well and truly been breached.


*


In January 1977, when Buzzcocks released their DIY Spiral Scratch EP, a record primarily distributed by Rough Trade, it was the start of an era that would transform the Rough Trade shop from being merely a well-stocked provider into something far beyond that: it would become a nexus point for information. Like the record itself – full-spirited, ambitious, revolutionary and fiercely independent – Rough Trade would become impossible to ignore.


During the first half of 1977, the fruits of the revolution were abundant and the shop filled up with both records and, more importantly, customers. By late spring it became clear that Geoff Travis and Steve Montgomery couldn’t cope with the demand. As well as the records sold through the shop, they had started a mail order business and were constantly fielding calls from other record shops looking to buy any overstocks.


Richard Scott joined Rough Trade in June 1977, brought in ostensibly to help develop reggae. In fact, he put himself to work on mail order. The former co-manager of reggae band Third World, Richard would go on to be the architect of the Cartel. One of the earliest things he is also responsible for was redesigning the Rough Trade letterhead. A previous logo had been created by Steve Montgomery as a rubber stamp for the shop’s brown bags. Richard recreated the image at his kitchen table using his son’s John Bull Number 3 printing kit for use on the letterheads. In its various distressed (or otherwise) states it remains today the most enduring symbol of the Rough Trade ‘brand’.


[image: An early version of the Rough Trade logo in bold capitals, written on lined notebook paper.]


Prototype version taken from Richard Scott’s notebook.


An architect by training, Richard Scott had taught at the North East London Polytechnic, and prior to that had also spent time in Canada, at the height of the first summer of love, the psychedelic manifestations of which he cheerfully admits passed him by. He, too, had returned from his travels with armfuls of vinyl: in his case, classical recordings on the Nonesuch label and field recordings collated and released by Alan Lomax.


He had collected seven-inches since the mid-1950s and when he moved to London from Oxford, with his wife and two children in 1971, he discovered reggae by record-collecting in junk shops and playing his finds on a Wurlitzer jukebox bought many years before.


When he set about putting his architectural training into practice, he formed, along with a couple of fellow graduates, the Electric Gypsy Roadshow in 1971. This ‘energy exploration’ project looked into the future of cities, using Bristol as a model, with the intention of staging a festival – the Bristol Urban Microcosmic Propaganda Festival (BUMPF) – arranging a catalogue of ‘comprehensive resources to help people’, and ‘an alternative control agency … to provide the possible mechanics whereby user requirement and choice become the major elements in environmental design’. Detailed in a spread in the underground newspaper Frendz in 1971, all of this echoes with his later work on the Cartel with Rough Trade.11 A short time later, he set up the Last Museum, ‘a museum of environments’ in Allen Road, Hackney, before going off to manage Third World.


In some respects, 1977 became a year of expansion and consolidation for Rough Trade – expansion in the sense that the exponential growth in the singles market meant that every day, seemingly, there was a new band, a new future legend, a new box of singles (often arriving unsolicited) to deal with, and consolidation in as much as they had to start learning how to deal more professionally with what they were increasingly co-responsible for creating. By the end of 1977, staff numbers had doubled and by the end of 1978 they would have not just a shop but also a booking agency, a record label and a nascent distribution company.


[image: A newspaper double page spread with the article title ‘The Electric Gypsy Road Show’ depciting images of cowboys on horses.]


Rough Trade released twelve singles in 1978 and they remain an extraordinary testimony to the A&R skills of both Geoff Travis and other Rough Trade staff. The records are deliciously eclectic, from the inaugural, metallic French punk of Métal Urbain’s ‘Paris Maquis’ through to the suburban experimentalism of Swell Maps’ ‘Dresden Style’. Field recordings allegedly made at Heathrow (by File Under Pop) found a home among the dub reggae of Augustus Pablo, the Dada-esque interpolations of Cabaret Voltaire and the oddly normal eccentricity of the Monochrome Set. There were also at least three unequivocally classic releases in Subway Sect’s ‘Ambition’, Electric Eels’ ‘Agitated’ and Swell Maps’ ‘Read About Seymour’. There were two defining singles as well from Stiff Little Fingers, who would go on to provide Rough Trade, and the independent industry, with its first mainstream Top Twenty chart success in the following year.


[image: Three album artworks from artists’ Electric Eels, Swell Maps and Subway Sect.]


By 1978, 202 Kensington Park Road had started to fill up in a way that Geoff Travis could probably never have imagined in spring 1976. The customers were only one contributing element – there was also a steady stream of major-label A&R men, surreptitiously sniffing around for a hint of the future or else blatantly begging to be guided in its direction; there was a constant flow of people picking up records and dropping them off, people bringing and taking away fanzines, and there were musicians, many of whom looked to Rough Trade for the most basic guidance. The shop, in conjunction with Scritti Politti, who would go on to be one of their major artists, produced a stapled aid in the form of Making Your Own Record – A Temporary Guide,12 which they sold over the counter and included in packages to other shops, distributing hundreds in the process and disseminating valuable information country-wide.


Back in 1977, the mainstream music press, like the mainstream record labels, had been slow to spot a trend and even slower to let go of it once it no longer merited attention. The endless ‘punk round-up’ articles would continue well into the start of the next decade,13 long after those with their fingers on the pulse-beat had lost interest. Staff at Sounds had nearly mutinied in November 1977 when asked by their editor to yet again come up with a new punk music round-up. Instead, what they produced was a two-issue special on electronic music, which jumped the gun on their competitors and brought to the attention of their reading public a whole gamut of seemingly punk-contrary music: Disco, The Residents, Throbbing Gristle, Devo, Kraftwerk, Siouxsie & The Banshees and much else.


If Rough Trade as an organisation became for a period the barometer – the dead weight for independent music – then 1978 was arguably its most important year. Alongside its own releases, Rough Trade distributed and/or sold an extraordinarily inventive range of music that could scarcely have been contemplated less than a year before. Music by The Residents, The Normal, Thomas Leer, Robert Rental, Throbbing Gristle and a number of other non-label proponents, as well as Rough Trade’s own Cabaret Voltaire, was potentially more radical than anything created by the punk movement that had in a lot of cases inspired it. The future was whatever you imagined it to be. Progress took the shape of believing in something previously unbelievable.


The 4th May 1979 changed, of course, a lot of things. For some, the election of Margaret Thatcher, and the concomitant, vigorously encouraged age of selfishness it ushered in, marked the real end to the 1960s, to the values and ideologies upon which Rough Trade had largely been based. It is no accident that punk purists cite 1979 as the year when many of the ideas and aspirations that inspired independent music got emasculated in the muscular beliefs of some key players who recognised that here was a market ripe for exploitation. Marginal became marginalised.


Ironically, and with no such motivations, Rough Trade became that year the first independent label to have a Top Twenty record when it released its debut album, Inflammable Material by Stiff Little Fingers. This reached Number Fourteen in the charts (one place above Barry Manilow’s Greatest Hits), and in the process sold 115,000 copies. The first of two Rough Trade package tours was arranged on the back of it and such was the impact of Rough Trade at the time that the South Bank Show filmed a programme about them.


Broadcast in March 1979, the Rough Trade South Bank Show remains a wonderfully fresh document, an almost innocent depiction of a scene that would shortly become over-analysed and hackneyed. The very fact that the programme was made indicated that Rough Trade had reached a crossroads. Over the next few years it would go on to have what some see as its most enduring creative success. In so doing, it would also set itself some formidable challenges.








1. NME, 20/02/76.


2. Richard Scott, the creator of the Cartel, has said that his socialist aunt, Molly Empson, was responsible for the building of the old people’s housing that now stands opposite 202 in her role as a senior civil servant in what was then the Ministry of Housing.


3. The Squatters, Ron Bailey (Penguin, 1973).


4. Squatting in Central Twickenham – A Survey, ed, Chris Whitehouse, 1973.


5. One of the more ruthless NIMBYs who pestered squatters in Twickenham was the Tory councillor George Tremlett, whose other occupation was writing pot-boiler biographies of rock stars.


6. Said to be Arthur Arnold, whose scrap-yard was on Latimer Road.


7. The Republic of Frestonia occupied about eight acres of West London. Cleared artisans’ dwellings were occupied by squatters for a couple of years and on 30 October 1977 they held a plebiscite and unilaterally declared themselves independent from Britain. They asked the United Nations for a peace-keeping force ‘in the event that the GLC should invade’.


8. Among the more colourful local characters were Ron and Gloria, who ran the Wavy Lane provisions shop a couple of doors down from Rough Trade. Gloria, a formidable woman whose ‘medicine chest’ of uppers and downers she frequently dispensed to Rough Trade staff in need, had told Steve Montgomery that the arrival of Rough Trade had been a welcome improvement on previous tenants who sold ‘drug paraphernalia’.


9. Richard Boon, who set up New Hormones and worked for eight years at Rough Trade, first in production and then as editor of The Catalogue, produced, along with his friend Howard Trafford (later Devoto), the ‘proto fanzine’ Bullsheet while still at Leeds Grammar School. As well as boasting ‘ten pages of news and info, rock n roll, black power, art, life and laughter’, the first issue also extracted – for the first time in the UK – Bob Dylan’s Tarantula and, for some reason, noted not just upcoming concerts but also events at Leeds Model Railway Club: ‘… a private joke’, according to Richard.


10. Very important. Fanzine editors and later record DIY-ers invariably printed the Rough Trade address on their wares, actively encouraging what former journalist Vivien Goldman has called les marginals to do Rough Trade’s A&Ring for it. After Daniel Miller had released his Normal single he claims to have become a record label by default. Having printed his address on the sleeve of the record, he was immediately swamped with demo tapes.


11. Anyone wishing to explore this further should look at the November 1971 issue of Archigram magazine, which has a brilliant and extensive essay on rock festivals as moving cities, including the IOW, Bath – ‘the Hippie Ascot’ – and Mick Farren’s Phun City.


12. Why it was ‘temporary’ isn’t apparent.


13. The NME in 1983 had even come up with a variant, when the punk moniker was well and truly looking beyond revival, and ran a cover story on a ‘genre’ it effectively and – for a short period successfully – created, ‘positive punk’. In essence, the ‘movement’ was later co-opted into goth.






CHAPTER ONE:


PRE-1976


[image: Geoff Travis sitting on the bonnet of a Rolls-Royce, circa 1970s.]


‘It poured down with rain and a Rolls-Royce pulled up’


Big Jeff/Little Geoff – Rock ’n’ roll and other early influences – Beatles at Poll Winners’ show – Venues – Record stores – America – Festivals – Cambridge – Canada – Ken Davison – John Kemp – Squatting – Duddenhill Road – Rough Trade


Geoff Travis: I was about seven or eight when my cousin Jeff came over from Canada with his father to stay with us for a while after his mother died. At first I didn’t realise that he had effectively come to live with us and wasn’t aware of the family trauma: I thought he’d just come to visit. He was about ten years older than me. Jeff had a record player and a box of records which he’d brought with him. We sat and played those records for hours and hours. I remember he had records by Buddy Holly, the Everly Brothers, Freddie Cannon, The Crickets, other rock ’n’ roll stuff. I can vividly picture the scene now. They were the first records I heard and in the end I played them more than Jeff did. I fell in love with them. That was the earliest influence, 1959, 1960.


My older sister Jackie was into music and had quite cool taste for the time, and that would have influenced me. Most people were into Cliff and Elvis but Jackie had records by Muddy Waters, Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley as well. And obviously I heard those getting played. Jackie would later chaperone me to some amazing concerts.


Jackie Rafferty: Jeff was about ten years older than Geoff and so they became Big Jeff and Little Geoff: we also had a neighbour called Alan and our brother Alan, who was younger, so they became Big Alan and Little Alan, very funny. Because of the circumstances, it was quite a strange time and I’m not sure that there was much of a connection between Jeff and Geoff, apart from the records, which had a real effect on Geoff. I do remember, though, Jeff teaching me to jive.


Geoff Travis: We grew up in Finchley in a normal, pretty middle-class Jewish family. Although we weren’t Orthodox – we were far too dysfunctional for that – my religious upbringing for a while was quite intense and I would go to Hebrew School on Sundays, and on Monday night and Wednesday night. I ate separately from the non-Jewish children and used to have to go to the synagogue for school dinner. I remember that on High Holy Days – just on High Holy Days, as I recall – Frankie Vaughan would come to the synagogue and that would cause a frisson of excitement to go round the place. The family name, which was anglicised to Travis, was actually Tuchinsky (some people later mistook it for Tchaikovsky) and my grandfather’s family had come to England from Russia in the 1930s to escape the pogroms.


Jackie Rafferty: My mother helped out in my grandparents’ shoe shop in Hackney on Saturdays and my father, who was a loss adjustor, would often have to work that day. So, sometimes, I would be in left in charge of taking Geoff and Alan over to the shop to meet up with them. I was twelve, Geoff was nine, Alan was six and I would take them on three separate buses from Finchley to Hackney. Geoff liked being in the shop and he liked going to the market, which was near the shop. There was a stall he went to where he could exchange comic books and we would all go to the local park, which had swing-boats and a real parky with a peaked cap. My grandfather liked to bet on the horses and occasionally, if the shop was busy, Geoff would be the one sent in to put the bet on.


Geoff Travis: After primary school I went to Dame Alice Owen’s School, which was then still in Islington. It was a grammar school that also took some local kids so it was an interesting mix of suburbanites and ruffians. My younger brother Alan also went there. Viv Berger was at our school and he later went on to be one of the guest editors of the notorious school kids issue of Oz magazine, but my best friend was called Al Newman. Al was a great character, very funny and with a forceful personality, a giant who was up for anything: a bad influence on me in the best possible way. Al lived on a council estate between Highbury Corner and Old Street and I’d quite often spend time around there. We weren’t the obvious match – he was working class, I was middle class; he was inner city, I was suburban. He was Catholic, I was Jewish. But it was good for me to have that broad experience. When we were seventeen we went on holiday together to Spain and drove there in a tiny Hillman Imp, which was quite cramped considering that I am over six foot and Al is at least six foot six. A Catholic organisation paid us to sell newspapers on the beach – I pretended to be Catholic – and we lived in a kind of commune. They wanted the locals and tourists to mix more and they thought this would help bring it about.


I used to go to a Jewish youth club in Woodside Park and one of the earliest concerts I remember seeing took place there, late spring 1965, when I went to see Unit 4 + 2, who had a hit with ‘Concrete and Clay’. Just after that, in early June, Jackie took me to that year’s NME Poll Winners’ Concert at the Empire Pool, Wembley. Loads of people played – The Searchers, Moody Blues, Them, The Animals, Freddie and The Dreamers. The Rolling Stones played, The Beatles received their award and played and then The Kinks played, I think. We were in the third row from the back and could barely see anything, really, but when The Beatles came on there was this tidal wave of screaming that gradually came towards us. It was very exciting.


I’d already started buying records by then and at first I used to get them from the local electrical shop in Finchley. You’d have to walk through a shop full of cookers and fridges, washing machines, vacuum cleaners and televisions to the record booth at the back where, for a few shillings, you could pick up the latest Stones or Beatles singles. I bought everything by The Kinks, everything by The Yardbirds, everything by Jimi Hendrix, everything by The Who. And that was just for starters. Later I sought out all the new things I was reading about and my favourite record shops became Music Land in Dean Street and One Stop in South Molton Street, both of which, by about 1967, were starting to get in US imports. I used to visit them in my school lunch break, if I could. I also went to Oasis, which was in the basement of a tiny shop on Newport Court in Soho, and I loved the John Lewis sale: you could always turn up something unexpected. I started very quickly to also get an interest in music beyond rock – jazz, folk, which Al and I would go and see at Les Cousins, country, et cetera. I was never into a scene, I just liked the stuff that appealed to me. I was never a mod. I was never a rocker. I was never a punk. I’ve always been in between the cracks, really.


I used to work for the milkman in the mornings to get some money for records and I had a paper round – both short-lived; I was terrorised by dogs – but I never had enough money to buy all the records I wanted or to pay to go to all the gigs I wanted to go to. I remember one day, though, someone at school saying to me did I want to go and see ‘Queen’ and just because it was a concert, naturally, I said yes. I didn’t care who it was. It turned out to be Cream and they were playing at the Saville Theatre with the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band and The Action. It was a fabulous show, which John Peel compèred.


Jackie Rafferty: By his mid-teens Geoff was already a music nut. And it wasn’t just records. We would sit down and avidly watch Juke Box Jury and Ready Steady Go! and the Six-Five Special, which was on at Saturday teatime. We listened to Radio Luxembourg and later to John Peel’s Perfumed Garden. I know very early on he started buying alternative papers. As well as concerts, I took him to a few festivals. We saw Led Zeppelin in Bath in 1969, and in the same year we went to the Isle of Wight for that festival. We were hitching and planned to camp, but we didn’t have much luck getting a ride until it poured down with rain and a Rolls-Royce pulled up and gave us a lift. They were going to the festival too and I remember we stayed with them on the ferry and they drove us all the way to the site in the Rolls. Geoff was obsessed with music. Later, when he went up to Cambridge, the joke about Geoff was that at night, just as he was falling into unconsciousness, his arm would come over and lift the needle off the record, and that in the morning, just as he was coming back into consciousness, it would lift it back on again.


Geoff Travis: I was doing reasonably well at school by the time I started sixth-form in 1968. I’ve never been a great socialiser and at school I was never that outrageous but in the sixth-form I took to wearing a green velvet jacket all the time. I thought it was the latest style but looking back it probably was ridiculous. I was doing my A levels and the headmaster was keen that I try for a place at Churchill College, Cambridge. They’d had one boy previously get in. I was sent with another boy called John Kotcher to study for the Cambridge entrance exam at the LSE library. I’d pelt off after to Soho to get in the queue for something maybe going on at the Marquee. I remember seeing The Who there in April 1968 and it was one of the best nights of my life. That was the first time I saw The Who. Real Who fans would have been seeing them every night they played in London. I wasn’t one of the ‘in’ crowd. I was a suburban kid. But I felt lucky to be seeing them at all since the queue to get in was incredible.


I had started to be aware also of the counter-culture and had worked as part of the medical volunteer team at the anti-Vietnam march on Grosvenor Square a couple of weeks before. I remember we were given these armbands to wear and we tended the people who got trampled on or were caught up or were overwhelmed by it all. I was a great joiner of any political movement … I must have started buying Oz magazine and International Times and from then on I bought all of the alternative press stuff. Thinking back, it wasn’t until the early 1970s that I really started taking an interest in the mainstream music press. When I went for my Cambridge interview (I had decided to study philosophy) they asked me what I had been reading on the train on the way up – they were probably expecting me to say something like Plato or Wittgenstein – but I decided to play it straight and said Melody Maker. I think, on reflection, it was the right decision to have been so disarmingly honest.


Nineteen sixty-nine was the year that I first went to America – I don’t know how I found the money – on one of the more bizarre trips of my life, as it turned out. I had a good school friend who worked at the Co-op in Wood Green, selling records. He was as fanatical as I was and we used to share records and swap them. We decided to fly to New York. I remember phoning my parents just before we took off because I was expecting my exam results. We had absolutely no plans and didn’t have a clue what we would do when we landed. But at that age, of course, you have an innate sense that you can go anywhere and find some like-minded people. We got off the plane and got talking to this guy who invited us to stay with him and his family in Queens. We thought Queens must be the centre of New York. We caught a bus and hung out with this guy and his Italian family who were just incredibly welcoming and hospitable. In the day we’d be in the basement of their house listening to Creedence Clearwater Revival and American rock radio, which was fantastic. Or we’d be out buying records from the local record store. That was a big musical trip. At night we’d wander around the old site of the World’s Fair. We never even made it into Manhattan.


[image: A poster for a festival at the Country Club featuring the names of bands including ‘Eire Apparent and Fairport Convention’.]


Nineteen sixty-nine was also a good year for going out and seeing bands. I went with Jackie to see Led Zeppelin at the Bath Festival and to the Isle of Wight to see Bob Dylan, but I remember a real highlight of the year also was when I went to see Soft Machine play at the Country Club on Haverstock Hill. Ten years later I would go on to work with Robert Wyatt, who is a truly remarkable individual. They were a thrilling live band. I also saw the Rolling Stones in Hyde Park in July, two days after the death of Brian Jones. I saw all of those free concerts in Hyde Park.


Just at the end of being at Owen’s, I remember I went with my girlfriend Joy, who was at the Dame Alice Owen’s Girls’ School, to see Free, who I loved. Joy was a fantastic person who had a great, original perspective on things. She was totally unimpressed and thought they were a complete bunch of posers. I thought about it and realised, much as I loved their music and could put up with their posturing, she had a point and it taught me a lesson. Later, I went to a lecture Mick Farren gave at the London School of Economics when he was involved with the White Panthers and, apropos of nothing to do with the lecture, he took out a gun and started waving it around and said to us, in true revolutionary fashion, ‘Before we start, I want to teach you how to clean your piece.’ He proceeded to lecture us on how to keep the gun in good shape. It was really funny. It was totally absurd – everyone in the audience just found it absurd. I loved the Deviants but he just took himself so seriously. That was a moment left out of his autobiography. Another lesson.


If anyone wants to know what London was like in that period for me then I suggest they try to get a copy of the film Bronco Bullfrog, which Barney Platt-Mills made in 1969. It’s an absolute classic. It’s kind of a mod film, what went on to be called suedehead, about a couple of council estate kids who go off for a day out to the Wimpy in the West End and drift into a bit of petty crime. To me it was exactly what being young in London was like back then. There’s no glamour in the film, no romance, it’s quite inarticulate, but completely fascinating. And it sums up for me an element of what I was experiencing at exactly that time.


[image: A poster for the film ‘Bronco Bullfrog’ featuring bold type and a man from the ankles down wearing jeans and boots.]


I finished at Owen’s in the summer of 1970 and took a gap year before going to Cambridge. I had my interview for Churchill College: they wanted me to do an ‘S’-level in English, a sort of extra hurdle, and I had to redo French. I had interviews at York, and Sussex too. Only a couple of boys from school got into university that year so it was a big thing. I was still studying but that was a period when I went travelling a bit. I met a Dutch girl called Ellen and went with her to Amsterdam and Utrecht, just hanging out really. I went out to see lots of bands and I did a lot of reading. I was a voracious reader and as a teenager I read a lot of political stuff – Marx and Trotsky. I tried to read Hegel but I didn’t understand a word of it. I read some of the books that were around at the time: I remember Michael Horovitz’s anthology of poetry, Children of Albion, which was a kind of English answer to the American Beat poets and had Alexander Trocchi, Pete Brown and Michael X in it. I read Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, which had just come out, William Burroughs’s The Soft Machine and Junky, George Jackson’s prison letters, Soledad Brother, with the introduction by Jean Genet, whose stuff I also read. I read Balzac, Dostoyevsky, Céline, stuff by Nelson Algren, John Fante, Robbe-Grillet and Vladimir Nabokov. I loved Ada by Nabokov – thrilling! I remember Valerie Solanas’s S.C.U.M. Manifesto, which had not long come out and was causing a fuss. Then, obviously, there was all the music mags and alternative press stuff. I played a lot of records.


Alan Travis: Nobody in the Travis family could play a musical instrument so it is quite a paradox that Geoff should have gone on to do what he did do. The family joke was that he was ‘tone dumb’. In fact, I think we all were. I remember being taken by Geoff to see my first rock concert, when I was thirteen, when we went to see a band called Battersea Power Station. And I think I went with him and Jackie to see the Cream farewell show.


Jackie Rafferty: The point about the three of us was that we could only ever sing with each other because we all sang a half note out.


Geoff Travis: During my gap year, I went up to see Al a lot. He had started at Warwick University by then. It was while I was up visiting Al that I first met Vivien Goldman, who was also at Warwick and who had become a friend of Al’s.


Vivien Goldman: ‘Big’ Al Newman was a friend of mine and he was also a friend of Geoff’s. He’d invited Geoff up on one occasion and had asked me whether I would let Geoff crash on my floor in the hall of residence I was in. I was as interested in music as Geoff and we just rabbited on for hours and hours and a friendship was born. What were my first impressions? Tall and gangling. And he had that famous Afro. A piercing gaze. Very softly spoken. One of those intelligent people who know they don’t have to shout about their intelligence. As we began to talk, I realised he was very fair and very committed, very obviously socially committed. Idealistic. He told me he had spent time on a kibbutz. I think that experience had given him a template, a way of behaving towards other people that would set up a blueprint for Rough Trade. Funnily enough, after that first meeting, I didn’t really see Geoff much until after I left Warwick, when I ran into him in the street and he got me some tickets to see The Who. We got our friendship back on track and eventually he moved into my flat at 83a Cambridge Gardens and then came with me when I moved to 145a Ladbroke Grove, but that was much later.


Geoff Travis: I’d been to a kibbutz at quite an early age, about nine or ten. An uncle and aunt had emigrated from Leeds to Israel and got involved with a kibbutz in Haifa. This was very early on in the movement. So my parents sent me out and I loved it. I loved the communal experience. We ate breakfast communally, we sorted out a rota for what we would be doing. Some people might be working in the fields, riding the tractors, others inside cleaning up, doing the washing-up, or the laundry. We arranged fun things, too – sports events, that kind of thing. I gained quickly the romantic notion that here was equality; everyone pitched in to create this sort of utopian community. I liked that idea, I really did, and it made a big impression on me. I was made to feel really welcome there – everybody embraced me. I came away and the experience stayed with me as a kind of way of living. I know later the whole kibbutz dream went sour and became commercialised and was used for political purposes. But what was good about it stayed with me and I am sure it became part of my wanting to set up Rough Trade as a cooperative.


*


Geoff Travis: University is parallel living: there’s always the safety of home to run back to. My parents were very happy that I had got into Cambridge, and a bit bemused. The whole Oxbridge snobbery thing didn’t occur to me. I went off to read philosophy but struggled after the first term. I found logic too difficult and that was a big part of the course. Eventually, I asked if I could switch and I was able to transfer over to English. Lucky. I had absolutely no career path in mind and I’m not sure that my parents had any burning ambitions for me either.


On the first day at Churchill College I met John Kemp, who went on to be one of the three really good friends I had at Cambridge. The other two were Miriam, who became my girlfriend for a while, and Jo Slee, who we all met later when she came to live in our house. John had been at Manchester Grammar School and was doing a course in sociology and social psychology. John’s father was a nuclear physicist and had worked at Windscale, I think. I instantly got on well with John and loved his personality. Very warm, friendly, very funny. We immediately started spending a lot of time together. I remember part of John’s course involved him having access to certain museums at nights and we used to go in and handle skulls and priceless treasures that ordinarily weren’t to be touched. John was very sporty and we played football together, but whereas he would make the college first team I’d struggle to limp into the second eleven.


[image: A young topless man lying on the ground outside reading a magazine.]


John Kemp, c.1972.


We spent the first year in halls, as you were required to do, but in the second year we moved out to a big house in Huntingdon Road, which had four or five bedrooms. Jo Slee came to live with us – I think we’d advertised a vacancy and she turned up one day and more or less moved in on the spot.


Jo Slee: I was twenty in 1972 when I first met John and Geoff. I had split up with my husband and run away from Cornwall. I hitched to Cambridge to visit an old school friend who was at Girton College. I wasn’t going back. I slept on the floor at my friend’s place for a while and then started to look around for somewhere more permanent. I saw this advert on the Grad Soc noticeboard for a shared house in Huntingdon Road. It was a 1930s council house – a lovely building.


John answered the door and we had a chat about the vacancy. He said that I should come back at dinner time when I could meet the rest of them and I asked if I should bring a bottle of wine. ‘No,’ he said, ‘we might not like you.’ I went back round and virtually moved in straight away. The other people in the house were Miriam, a woman called Helen and a guy called Dave. Every square inch of the house was put to use. I ended up having one of the rooms downstairs: Geoff and John in true student fashion shared a room upstairs. I remember – it may even have been on that first night – Geoff playing me Exile on Main Street, which he was very excited about. They had all these books in the room and it made me immediately conscious of the fact that I hadn’t gone to university but Geoff put me at ease by saying that they hadn’t actually read any of them. It turned out they never bought books, either; they tended to steal them from the main bookshop in town. It was apparent immediately that Geoff had a very generous spirit, was very gentle, and very nice. It was clear as well that he and John were well attuned.


Right from the start, John and I became soul mates. I loved his smile. I loved his high-pitched, slightly girlish laugh. He was incredibly funny and very opinionated in a sort of left-wing way. We were well matched and quickly got together. He told me everything about what it was like to be a bloke and I told him everything about what it was like to be a girl. I have suffered from depression and I remember early on having to teach him what moods were. He didn’t understand why if he invited me out one night I wouldn’t just come out.


Jackie Rafferty: Around about this time I went up to stay with Geoff in Cambridge for a while and moved in briefly. My first impression of John was that he was really very good-looking. I got the impression that either he put women on a pedestal or he just didn’t really bother with them. I think his relationship with Geoff was interesting. Geoff was very reserved and I think I ended up talking to John more than Geoff the time I was there.


Jo Slee: We set up systems in the house. We had house meetings, a cooking rota, that kind of stuff. We tried to buy only from the food co-op: a sack of carrots, a sack of potatoes. Generally, the cooking would be something with brown rice, or lentils, classic hippie fare, but when it was Geoff’s turn to cook, it was invariably the same thing: a fried egg each and a packet of crisps. Geoff would not touch any food that was green.


It was a happy house to live in. The only time we had a problem was when we let a traveller called Big John come and live with us. For a while he had been living in the disused bomb shelter at the bottom of the garden and I think we took pity on his plight and offered him a place in the house. But he started stealing food out of the kitchen and taking things like our bikes without asking and just dumping them wherever he was out. It took about sixty-three house meetings but we finally agreed to ask him to leave. Geoff – even back then – wasn’t too interested in the meetings and preferred to disappear up to his room where the thump of the Rolling Stones would start coming through the ceiling, letting us know that all was well.
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