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Preface: Let Glasgow Shake


Easter 1977.


It is eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning. Charlie Burchill and I are standing outside a converted bungalow across the road from our not-much-missed alma mater, Holyrood Secondary School, in Glasgow’s Southside.


Seventeen and ready for something. Anything.


Inside is John Milarky, who has apparently forgotten that we have arranged to come and discuss putting a band together.


After much banging and yelling at the door, eventually John opens up. He is wearing a pair of jeans and nothing else. Rake thin. Bare feet. He has left his girlfriend in bed upstairs. In my memory, her high heels and underwear are scattered around the living room. In more innocent times, this guy used to be the principal altar boy. It’s an impressive transformation.


John goes straight into it: ‘I’ve only got a couple of songs, but it’s gonna be a bit like this.’


We expect him to play us a cassette of his songs – but no. We are getting a performance. One we will never forget.


John is quite camp. He certainly smokes camp, blowing the smoke theatrically out of the side of his mouth. He lights a cigarette, puffs nonchalantly into the air and picks up his Les Paul – it is a real Les Paul, not a copy. The guitar strap is a piece of frayed rope. He slings it over his bare torso and plugs into a Vox amp. There is no microphone stand. The flex is taped up the wall and then across the ceiling, from where the mic hangs down, somewhat menacingly, at head height.


Charlie and I are in punk heaven.


I think, He looks a bit like Richard Hell.


I think, He could be our John the Baptist.


John plays a song called ‘Pablo Picasso’. He plays it as though his life depends on it. He is snarling and spitting, slashing at the Les Paul. It is one of the greatest, bravest performances I will ever witness.


Sunday morning. Suburban Glasgow. Old grannies and kids are coming back from Mass.


And the fucking windows are shaking.


John asks if we are in.


My God, yes – we are in.









Intro Music


‘Our Secrets Are the Same’
(Kerr/Burchill)
Side A
(Vocal Mix)


Kerr/


Charlie Burchill. ‘Charles’, always, to his mother.


Best friend. Bon vivant. Sore loser. World’s Worst Shopper. Super polite. Terminally indecisive. Tenacious. Tough. Loyal. Competitive. Killer smile. Infectious laugh. Voracious reader. Mystery man. Great, great guitar player. Slow to anger but, oh boy, when he finally blows . . .


My internal movie projector contains so many enduring images of Charlie.


Perhaps surprisingly, I don’t immediately think about us being on stage together in Simple Minds at Live Aid, or the Nelson Mandela Birthday Tribute concert. I’m not picturing the O2 or Madison Square Garden.


Instead, the images begin at the point when I first laid eyes on him at eight years old. A chubby king of the castle, playing happily in the sandpit.


I see Charlie walking home from school. He is wearing a blue overcoat, cherished LPs by Alice Cooper and the Doors under his arm.


I think about our landscape moments. Life in widescreen. Hitchhiking around Europe. Me and him on the side of the road in the rain. Sleeping in the shadow of Teatro Romano in Verona. Travelling the autobahn, happy as birds, not knowing where we would rest that night or where we would be the next morning.


I think about our fear and loathing moments: the acid and the TV evangelist. Me and him in a queue to catch the cheapest flight possible from Delhi to Kathmandu over one of the most precarious mountain ranges in the world. Having a laugh at an old guy in airline uniform, pushing bags and cases around. Ha, ha! He looks like he’s about to drop dead any minute – then we see him climb into the cockpit . . .


Reading poetry by the Yamuna River.


Lugging a bag full of books through the Australian outback.


In Moscow, determined to find the bench in the Patriarch’s Ponds park where the opening scene of Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita is set.


Hiking through the desert in Jordan, heading for the Dead Sea.


So many shared moments. And then the COVID pandemic. What we came to call ‘The Plague of Lighthouse Keepers’. In the bestilled world of Sicily, where we both now call home, it was back to fundamentals: just me and him looking at each other. ‘What are we doing?’ ‘I don’t know!’ But Charlie had the tools of his trade in hand, and as long as he had those, and there were peanuts in the minibar in the room next door, and still a few bottles of whisky in the cellar, I knew we were going to be all right.


* * *


Since the age of fourteen there has been no world for me without Charlie Burchill. We first met when we were eight. By our early teens we were fast friends. From that point our bond has taken many forms: singer and guitarist (and the rest) in Simple Minds; intrepid travel buddies; co-delinquents; night trippers; songwriting partners; neighbours all over the world – and still, more than half a century later, the best of friends.


Together we have embarked upon what for many of our generation would seem the ultimate adventure: forming a rock band from ground zero and forcing the altimeter up, up, up, until we touched the most elevated levels of success. For almost half a century, with Simple Minds we have navigated the sudden pressure drops, the changing currents and headwinds of fortune, good and bad.


What did we discover? We concluded that life is not so much about finding yourself as creating yourself along the way. We found that there is no pre-written script; the world opens up to those who open up to it. That you can indeed transcend whatever circumstances in which you were born.


Charlie and I, it transpired, were committed existentialists before we had any clue what it meant; free agents determining our development through acts of the will, always in the process of making or creating who we are as our lives unfold.


In the seventies, I spent the last years of our schooldays in Toryglen, in the Southside of Glasgow, in a waking dream. I would powerfully imagine that it might be possible for me to successfully spend my life working within music. By then, rock music had become an overriding passion. Dreaming about it would never be enough. At some point I had to rise up and forcefully turn my fantasy into reality. Sure, the world needs dreamers, but it also needs doers.


For us both, Simple Minds became a call to action. It was our means of making something from nothing. In the desire to create a new reality for ourselves, we each had distinct attributes. No question, Charlie and I needed each other. We challenged our apparent destiny, the narrow path that society (still) lays out in front of working-class kids like us. Instead, we sought a challenge based on the notion of building something original, redefining for us what ‘work’ means, embracing the unknown with heart and soul.


The band we formed became our crusade. If we are permitted the conceit of a legacy, perhaps ours is to illustrate the value of dedicating your life to a cause, to take a mighty swing at an almost impossible target, to conjure up a world of ideas and pursue them all with utter commitment.


Simple Minds are known worldwide as a group. For Charlie and me, however, after a certain amount of time it became a way of being. In the sense that everything else that has occurred in our lives has been filtered through the prism of our roles in Simple Minds. The band is created in our image, yes, but it also shapes how we live. Music became our way of navigating the world: our compass, our propellor. Eventually music became our passport to all manner of experiences that were once unimaginable.


We remain locked in a friendship which merges intellect, spirit, dreams and passion. Fun, too. Somehow there is a fluidity there. Our relationship is solid but it has never been rigid. When the storms roll in, as they inevitably do from time to time, we have learned that we will bend but never break.


Time passes. Life changes. People come and go in the same way that branches fall off a tree. When stasis kicks in, deadwood occurs. Meanwhile, the roots and essence of our relationship stay strong as new experiences, new adventures, new ways of being come through.


Almost from day one, Charlie and I have relied on an unspoken dialogue. It’s a legacy of the people who brought us up, and of the fact that socially, geographically and demographically we are so close: the same school, the same religion, the same working-class attitudes. We don’t discuss these values; we’re not even proud of them, as such. They’re just there.


There are rare times when misunderstandings arise or we are not on the same page, but underpinning everything is a clear shorthand. It’s not a mafiosi code, exactly – or is it? Charlie will never talk about Simple Minds in an arrogant way, or in a way that’s too self-aware. But he will very quickly say, ‘We can’t do that, we’re Simple Minds.’ Perhaps all gangs and all tribes do that, but he holds fast to it.


Who is Charlie Burchill?


To lean on a stock phrase, I know him like the back of my hand. On stage, I look around and he is right there, always; exactly where I expect him to be. Where I need him to be. I know him better than I know anyone, including my own family. When it comes to certain codes, we don’t even have to speak. Charlie will only need to move a muscle on his face, or I will see a glint in the eye, and I will know exactly what he’s thinking (and I usually know why he’s thinking it, too: Oh God, here we go!).


And yet no matter how profound that connection, you can never know anyone in totality. Because here’s the thing: how well do I really know the back of my hand? Do I actually know how it works? Do I really understand what’s going on under there?


Charlie is the deepest guy I have ever met. There’s a lot of mystery involved with him, which keeps the relationship fresh and vital. In my view, it’s not so much that he doesn’t allow others to access all his many parts, more that he himself won’t open up to them.


Like his father, Charlie is incredibly polite to everybody he meets. He would never sit in a taxi without asking the driver their life story. (This sometimes drives me crazy.) He will acknowledge people and treat them exceptionally well. With our crew, he knows the names of everyone’s kids. He makes it his business. Why? Because he wants them to feel at ease and acknowledged, and because he likes them and appreciates their work. But I know that if I were to sit with the bus driver, they would find out more about me in half an hour than they would find out about Charlie by chatting with him for five years.


He doesn’t reveal. He retains. Part of his politeness means that he would think that telling you about himself was too indulgent, or that he was bothering you with his worries. I’m much more verbal. If I have a problem, it’s a puzzle. I think out loud, working my way through it. Charlie doesn’t think out loud. He puts his head down and plugs in.


I have never met anyone more tenacious. Charlie is a hedgehog. He simply bores into a challenge, ceaselessly. Me? I’m more of a fox; sometimes a scaredy cat. I’ll analyse risk and reward, adopting and dropping strategies along the way. But Charlie is ever willing to dig deeper. Working through the night. No thoughts of ever giving up. Rarely blinking.


Many times, I have owed my livelihood to those character traits. There was a period when I thought the game was up with Simple Minds. Charlie’s attitude, unspoken, was, This is going to continue, because I’m not even going to entertain the idea that it won’t.


On the surface he is a sweet, smiling guy – but he will not relent. He will wait it out. He has a different calculation of time from me, and I’ve learned that he is right. It took me a long while to accept that patience is vitally important in terms of survival; in the game that we’re in, yes, but also in the game of life. Charlie’s willingness to wait things out is remarkable.


The writing on the wall? He doesn’t give it the time of day.









‘Our Secrets Are the Same’
(Burchill/Kerr)
Side B
(Guitar Mix)


Burchill/


Jim Kerr.


Staunch friend. Extreme enthusiast. Born optimist. Obsessive. Dreamer and romantic. Tough cookie. Big brother. ‘Monk’. Strategist. Early to rise (and to bed). Charmer. Chancer. Cheerleader. Storyteller. Loyal. Loner. Leader.


Jim and I grew up in the same street in Toryglen. Almost sixty years later we still live in the same street. In Taormina, Sicily, my house is one minute’s walk from his.


We’ve travelled so far and yet, when it comes to our relationship with one another, essentially we have always been in the same place.


* * *


Jim and I have interacted in the same way since our schooldays. No fawning, no backslapping. Precious few hugs. We laugh a lot. We are mutually curious. The flow of ideas in both directions remains strong. We share book recommendations, songs, films. I am always making music. Jim is always reading, writing, listening to podcasts. Absorbing stimuli. And it shows. He puts an immense amount of thought into everything. He doesn’t have a television; whenever he wants to watch the football, he comes to mine.


The fundamentals were established decades ago. He is the big brother in his family; I am the youngest in mine. It doesn’t tell the whole story, but it tells a good part of it. I think back to our teenage hitchhiking trips around Europe, before we even started Simple Minds. At times when we were travelling, we would come to a junction: ‘Right, what are we going to do?’ Jim would always have some strategy. In some ways, I suppose, I have always been happy to put my trust in him and follow.


I always sensed huge potential in Jim. I felt it even when we were very young. I recognised that he had The Thing. And if you don’t have The Thing, you don’t have anything. When we began forming bands, Jim didn’t play anything and initially he didn’t want to be the singer. But somehow already he was the glue that held everything together.


Many great musicians and fine people have made lasting and significant contributions to the group, but I maintain that Simple Minds would never have happened on any level without him. To say that we would never have had the success we have had is on the one hand transparently obvious, because as the singer and lyricist and focal point he brings so much to it – but it goes beyond that.


It is Jim who has choreographed Simple Minds from the start. He still does. He provides an overview. He creates a context for anything we do. And he has a way of making you feel like what you are doing is important and special. Jim’s optimism isn’t simply optimism for the sake of it. His enthusiasm is utterly natural and heartfelt, and it has always guided our band.


You can have endless reserves of talent; if you don’t have a Jim, you’re nowhere. I wanted to play guitar. I had some aptitude and aspirations, and I would have done something with them, no question, but I would never have possessed the drive and the focus required to create – and sustain – a group, an idea, like Simple Minds under my own steam. For that, believe me: you need a Jim.


The flip side is that he is capable of driving me to the end of my tether. Jim routinely gets up at 5 a.m. I don’t. I may in fact not be all that long in bed at that hour. Walking through an airport at 7.30 in the morning the day after a seven-month tour has ended, he will say: ‘So you’d better start writing for a new album.’ It goes on and on: We need to do this, then we need to do that. I sigh. ‘We’ve just this second finished a tour, Jim! Can you give us a break for a minute?’ Two days later he’s still pushing. It’s relentless. A little obsessive, even. Over the years it has proved to be a powerfully necessary trait, but at times I think, I’m going to drug him. I’m going to put something in his drink. It was perhaps too much for some former band members.


We don’t talk about what makes it work. We never have. It’s never seemed necessary. Jim and I have always operated under the auspices of an unwritten manifesto. It isn’t anything as tangible as a codified set of rules, but we have established through a tacit understanding that there are things that our band can and can’t do – in terms of music, naturally, but also in terms of how we handle ourselves.


We are very different in many respects. As in any good long-term relationship, parts of the other person remain a mystery. The obvious factor within the context of Simple Minds is that Jim doesn’t play an instrument, and I don’t write words. It means we still have the capacity to surprise each other. Jim’s lyrics come from a place I could never hope to access; he has a special way of expressing emotion.


On the other hand, if I play Jim the same three chords three times in half an hour, he hears three new songs. Every time, he will see different pictures. I value that. As a musician, there is a point where you have to be very careful about how you use the knowledge and the skills you pick up as you become more accomplished. Part of you always strives to remain a child and keep seeing wonder in the simple things. Jim has that quality. I can be playing absent-mindedly on the keyboard, and he’ll say, ‘That’s dynamite!’ I’ll say, ‘It’s C to G. As basic as it gets.’ But he is already seeing the pictures. I’m still surprised that Jim gets surprised by things.


It’s good to know that even now we have a lot still to discover about each other.









1


Connection




We are born alone. We die alone. And in between we spend our lives looking for something. Connection. That’s all we want. Every once in a while, we might find it in a true friend.


– Christopher Walken





November 1967. The first big sliding-doors moment.


I am eight years old and we are moving from our tenement flat in Govanhill to a new housing scheme in Toryglen.


As the removal van containing all the Kerrs’ worldly possessions pulls up outside perhaps the tallest building I have ever seen, I am told to go out and play with my younger brother Paul. The street is partly a building site. The future is still under construction.


It is a Saturday. No school for us. Within minutes we come across a gaggle of similarly aged boys playing on top of what appears to be a castle made from builders’ materials. I recognise one of them: a friend that I’d gone to school with in Govanhill called Choccy Bradley. His family has also moved to Toryglen. Choccy is playing with another boy who is sitting at the summit of this tower of stone and sand. King of the castle. ‘Can we play?’ I ask. ‘Yeah,’ says Choccy, and gestures to the boy. ‘This is Charlie.’


I won’t forget the first sight of him. Beatific. That smile. Charlie. Charlie Bubble. There aren’t many overweight kids in Glasgow in 1967; Charlie is practically spherical. Charlie Bubble. The Bub, or Bubble, for short. For some of us, that will always be his nickname. Decades later old school friends will ask: ‘How’s the Bub?’


I discover that Charlie now lives in the same street as me. What I can’t possibly know at the age of eight is that he will become my best friend, songwriting partner and co-conspirator in the great adventure that our lives become.


Sliding doors.


What would have happened had fate not got inside my mum’s head?


Kerr/


My life is filled with several great episodes of coincidence. Sliding-doors moments. Sometimes literally. I met both my ex-wives at elevators; the first when I was coming out, the second while I was waiting to go in.


Arguably the most profound instance was my family’s decision to move to Toryglen in 1967. In the early sixties, they were knocking down our building in Kidston Street. It wasn’t personal. They were knocking down buildings all over the Gorbals, where my parents had grown up and were still living at the time of my arrival.


Just as Londoners are all too keen to declare themselves cockneys, Glaswegians love to say that they hail from the Gorbals. It oozes authenticity. A taste of the Mean Streets. I was born in Rottenrow maternity hospital on 9 July 1959, but the first night I spent at home was in Kidston Street, where Mum and Dad had a one-bedroom flat. Charlie was born only fifteen minutes away, yet it was far enough to make a difference. I was christened in St Francis Church in the heart of the Gorbals; Charlie was christened in St Bonaventure’s in the Oatlands. I win. It’s possible that I still jibe him about this.


After leaving Kidston Street, our little family moved a mile up the road to another one-bedroom tenement in Carfin Street in Govanhill, where we stayed for three years. I clearly remember my brother Paul being born there. Privacy was at a premium; I was all of three-and-a-half and privy to so much. Many of my mother’s numerous sisters were there to keep me amused. Later, I remember being sent to Mr Rodgers’s shop at the bottom of the street. Three-and-a-half, mind you. I was given the note and told to hold the money tight. I toddled off proudly to buy rolls for everyone and Mr Rodgers gifted me a small box of Cadbury’s Milk Tray chocolates because he knew that Paul had arrived.


I had a brother and it was great. Until now, it had all been about me; suddenly it wasn’t. I don’t remember feeling any jealousy. What I do remember hearing almost immediately was, ‘You’re the big brother now, and it’s your job to look after your wee brother.’ At an early age that was profoundly instilled in me.


In time, after Paul arrived, we made the move to Toryglen. The area was a twenty-minute walk from Govanhill through a wasteland of old chemical factories and garages called the Malls Mire. It’s a nature reserve now; it certainly wasn’t back then. In strictly geographical terms, it was hardly a great leap into the unknown. And yet the Malls Mire felt like our equator. We were crossing from the Old World to the New World. We were leaving behind the tenements, widely regarded as Dickensian slums, and heading into the future.


This is where the hand of fate played its first card. Sliding doors.


My dad had saved up before my parents had married and as a result they owned their first flat. They took on a mortgage, which was quite unusual then. I remember my dad telling me later that his mother wasn’t happy at all when he took on a mortgage because it was debt, and debt was bad news. There was also, I think, an element of, Who do you think you are? But he was undeterred, and Mum and Dad had their own flat in the Gorbals and then Govanhill.


When it was time to relocate again, Mum decided at the very last minute that she didn’t want to move her family into the tenement that my father had already arranged to buy in the north side of Glasgow. Instead, she insisted that we should set our sights on a flat situated within one of Glasgow’s first ever council-run tower blocks in Toryglen.


My mum had her aspirations and dreams. Dad had his own. He thought, We don’t need a council house. I can do it. But she went on a charm offensive, and when Mum went on a charm offensive it was extremely hard to resist. She was attractive looking and very good at disarming people. My mum was from a family of twelve siblings – mostly girls. She had a lot of sisters. She was a machinist from the age of fifteen and later worked in Greggs bakery for most of her life. She was a typical Glasgow factory girl. She loved her work, loved that life. She had a very positive personality. When we started the band she said to me, ‘You’re going to really make it!’ That was a very Mum thing to say. She also said, ‘All good bands have a good beat.’ There’s a lot of truth in it. It was always interesting to get her take on things.


Initially she had been told that all the new flats in Toryglen had gone, but she managed to persuade not only my dad but the council that space should be found for the Kerrs. The tower blocks in Prospecthill Circus were some of the first high rises in Glasgow, perhaps even Britain. To my mother, this was New York. It felt that way to me, too; like stepping from the pages of Oor Wullie and rollerblading into Batman. This was the modern world: central heating, indoor toilets, baths, elevators.


My mum loved the sheer newness of it. I was talking on one occasion to Jimmy Iovine, who produced Simple Minds’ album Once Upon a Time. I made reference to his Italian lineage. American-Italians are typically extremely proud of their roots, and I said to Jimmy, ‘Come over soon and visit me in Italy.’ He said, ‘No. I don’t like Italy. I don’t like old stuff. I like new.’ I think that applies to a lot of immigrants. It’s easy to romanticise the old stuff. My mum liked new.


Had she not pushed for that flat, who knows what might have happened? For a start, I might never have met Charlie.


It wasn’t a Hollywood-style meet-cute at the sandpit. He was there and then he was gone. All the Catholic kids who had moved to Toryglen from the Gorbals and Govanhill went to St Brigid’s primary school. Except Charlie. His mum worked in Polmadie, so he continued attending school at St Bonaventure’s. He travelled there and back with her every day. I think she thought it was better not to uproot him and put him in a new environment. As such, the only times I would really see Charlie in our primary-school days would be in the street after school.


By the age of nine and ten it was all about football. I played. Charlie didn’t. However, he used to be friends with a boy called Jimmy, who was the goalkeeper in the St Brigid’s school team, which I played in. He was a highly potent mix of not-very-good and extremely emotional. As the goals flew in over his shoulder, Jimmy would either burst out crying or go completely berserk; often he did both at the same time.


It would be incorrect to say that Charlie was a team mascot, but he tagged along with Jimmy for the games and it was always a joy to see him. Everybody loved Charlie. For a little round kid, he had a wonderfully deep laugh – he still does. It was also very loud, which made it even funnier. When poor Jimmy lost the plot, Charlie would piss himself laughing. We all enjoyed that. Then we would ask Charlie if he would try to get our goalie to calm down so that the game could carry on.


Those are my most vivid memories of Charlie until we both started at Holyrood secondary school. He was one of the kids on our street who everyone liked. There wasn’t much direct contact. We all ran with our packs. Charlie ran with the kids at the other end of the Circus. I ran with the tower-block mob.


Burchill/


I was seven when our family moved to Toryglen. The summer of 1967. The same year Celtic won the European Cup.


I was born on 27 November 1959, in an area of south Glasgow called the Oatlands. By a strange coincidence, our road was called Toryglen Street. Five of us in a two-room, top-floor tenement: Mum, Dad, me and my two brothers, Jamie and John, four and eight years older respectively. From the top floor we could look over into Rosebery Park and watch the amateur football games. The front room doubled as a bedroom. So did the kitchen. Outside toilet.


To my mum and dad, it was Beverly Hills.


Like the Kerrs, my parents were originally from the Gorbals. The photographer Oscar Marzaroli later became renowned for his stark images documenting life in and around the tenements in the Gorbals during this time. The buildings and general environment were in notoriously poor condition. Much later, the Glasgow Evening Times published a supplement featuring some of Marzaroli’s greatest pictures. My dad kept it for years because, I think, it provided a visual document of how far he had travelled. Simple Minds have a song called ‘Concrete and Cherry Blossom’. It’s about where Jim and I grew up, but it is also a metaphor for finding beauty even in the most unexpected places. About trying to be optimistic and grabbing life. My dad was so proud of moving from the Gorbals slums to those two rooms in the Oatlands. It was a big step up for my parents.


I had a very happy childhood, and I retain very strong and fond memories of our first home. It is in many respects a vanished world. I had a strange experience quite recently while travelling by taxi in Glasgow. We were idling at a traffic light. I knew roughly where we were but all I could see was a flyover. The scene was at once instantly familiar and completely disorientating. I asked the taxi driver where this was. He said, ‘This used to be Toryglen Street.’ I pointed. ‘The house I was born in was just over there.’ It was very strange. It’s all gone. I had an urge to go back and have a look – but it’s a motorway.


We lived very happily in the top-floor tenement flat, but the move to Toryglen was another step up. From Beverly Hills to paradise. Suddenly we had central heating instead of the coal fire. Three bedrooms. No one slept in the kitchen. Like thousands of others in our communities, my parents had put themselves on the waiting list for the new development. We knew a lot of families who moved to Toryglen as the city cleared out areas such as the Gorbals, Govanhill and the Oatlands. It was a time of regeneration in Glasgow. The scheme in Toryglen predated the building of Scotland’s new towns, but there was already a concerted effort to move families into new builds and out of the tenements, with the intention of redeveloping these crumbling urban areas. As it turns out, often they didn’t regenerate them at all, or not until many years later.


We felt very lucky to move. For us, Toryglen really was a paradise. New Glasgow. The only negative that quickly became apparent to me, perhaps not so much to Jim, was sectarianism. The blight of Old Glasgow – though that stain lingers even today.


It was the first time I had come across the Catholic/Protestant divide in the city. In the Gorbals and the Oatlands the demographic was predominantly Catholic. In Toryglen it was a mix. The balcony floor we moved into consisted of sixteen houses. A few doors down from us lived a Protestant family. They wouldn’t talk to any of my family because we were Catholics; we would walk past their house and be blanked. My grandmother stayed with us for a time after my grandfather died. She was an O’Rourke, a feisty battleaxe who didn’t take this kind of nonsense lightly. Subsequently, there were a few run-ins with the neighbour nearby.


It may have been the first time I had come across any of this, but my parents were used to it, because in Glasgow it was ingrained and it has been well documented how bad it was. But I found it strange.


That aside, Toryglen was a fantastic place to grow up. We had been living in the maisonettes for a few months when Jim and his family moved into the tower block on the same street. I don’t remember the meeting at the sandcastle. In fact, I don’t remember Jim at all during the initial period after he moved to Toryglen.


My first clear memory of meeting him is on a bus on the way back from school football games: me laughing and Jim picking up on it. Everybody loved the way I laughed. I remember him in particular. Out of everybody, he seemed the most obviously intelligent. At the age of nine or ten, I have no idea how or why that realisation came across, but it was very apparent to me as we sat on the bus. It was quite a peculiar moment of recognition.


After that, although we didn’t have much contact, I would see Jim regularly and always think, Wow, he is very different from anybody else. The way he looked, the way he dressed. Nine years old. Even then it was obvious to me.
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Cowboys and Astronauts




I have loved the stars too fondly to be fearful of the night.


– Sarah Williams, ‘The Old Astronomer to His Pupil’





I end up living on the eleventh floor of the high flats, a state of being which just so happens in some near-future time will feature in the opening line of David Bowie’s ‘Queen Bitch’. When I later get into Bowie, the song seems to sing directly to me. Though, admittedly, there aren’t many cruisers in Toryglen in 1967.


My father says to me: ‘You can see the whole world from up here!’ – and, truly, it feels as though you can. At night, it is a picture window on the city, a panorama of lights, sights and sounds. Not so much a sanctuary as an eyrie. It feels wondrous. Perfect for a dreamer like me, as the clouds go drifting past my head. I spend a lot of time as a kid staring up at night. Lifetimes later, in Sicily, I will also spend a lot of time on the terrace, staring up at the darkened sky.


It is amazing the things you might see.


On the eleventh floor, not only do I feel I can see the whole world, but I have a sense that it is full of possibilities. There are things going on. The parameters are widescreen. The railway line to London runs close by us at the Circus. At night, especially, with the window cracked open, I can hear the trains passing by. The sound fuels my imagination; the idea of people going places, and people coming back from places. Where are they going? What are they going for? There is something deeply comforting about the sound of those trains, and the echoes of men working on the line late at night. You realise you aren’t the only person awake in the world. You realise there are other lives being lived.


Kerr/


In 1967, the gods were smiling on two of our lifelong loves: football and music. By the time Charlie and I had moved to Toryglen, Celtic had won the European Cup, the first ever British club to do so. The Beatles released Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band two days later. Early on, for both of us, football was perhaps the more dominant of the two passions. Music soon surpassed it, but there are many evenings still where I will go over to Charlie’s place in Taormina and we will watch games together.


Celtic winning the European Cup was a huge moment for the city. Or half of it, at least. During the time in which we were coming of age, it was a toss-up between Glasgow and Naples as the biggest dumps in Europe. They were seen as ravaged, post-war places. Collapsed cities. The shipyards were going, the factories were going, our homes were being knocked to the ground. Sitting around the kitchen table, I would hear men talking about Glasgow being finished.


As children, we didn’t quite understand what it all meant, but I’m sure I understood the subtext: we had been dealt a losing hand. Celtic becoming champions of Europe proved that to be far from true. We weren’t the worst, we were the best. Talking to Charlie years later, I know he felt the same. Hang on a minute: you can come from here and win.


At the start of the Simple Minds documentary Everything Is Possible, there is a quote from the broadcaster Muriel Gray. Over the usual footage of dilapidated buildings, scrappy kids and urban wasteland, she makes a lovely comment: Out of the darkness, flowers can grow.


Those flowers are too often erased from the picture whenever our generation’s experience of growing up in Glasgow is depicted. The optimism. The sense of possibility. I have very strong memories not only of events in my childhood, but atmospheres. It’s easy to resort to clichés and see those years through rose-tinted glasses, but I felt love all around me – in my family, in the community, and among the friends we had. It wasn’t until I was somewhat older that I started hearing about Glasgow’s reputation. No Mean City? It didn’t feel mean to me. We played in the streets and I don’t remember any danger, unless it was from a mad dog. There were plenty of those.


Charlie and I didn’t simply crawl out from under the wreckage of collapsing buildings. We were space-age kids. My father’s generation dreamed of getting cowboy outfits. We dreamed of getting astronaut suits. Today, I listened again to the first song that ever captured my imagination. ‘Telstar’ by the Tornados. It is the strangest record. Wildly futuristic. I regard it as the prototype for Simple Minds’ ‘Theme for Great Cities’. Telstar was one of the first ever satellites to send out the images and live feeds that connect our world in sound and vision. It was launched into space shortly after Charlie and I were born. The numerous modes of global communication that now connect us all? They started there.


Our childhoods, therefore, are a kind of dichotomy. We were playing football on long-neglected Second World War bombsites as the Americans landed on the moon. Growing up in a monochrome Glasgow grinding slowly towards the end of its post-industrial glory, it’s true that around us many people’s dreams came crashing down as the factories and shipyards and steelworks began, one by one, to close. At the same time, our own escapist dreams were starting to take shape even before we knew what they were.


We were coming out of a proud city struggling with its identity, but there was also a rush to the future, a rush to rebuild, a rush to live. It’s important to remind ourselves how positive these gleaming tower blocks were in our eyes. At the time, they were regarded as potent symbols of incredible progress. In moving to Toryglen, we were a part of it. We were walking between worlds. In the first decade of our lives, particularly, we were on the cusp of all of that. Two worlds in collision. Before we knew it, we were teenagers rebelling against Glasgow’s poverty of aspiration amid dire socioeconomic conditions.
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Two Brothers




Help your brother’s boat across, and your own will reach the shore.


– Hindu proverb





I am with my brother Paul at the quayside in Glasgow, waiting for the night boat. We are going on our first family holiday – to Bray, to the south of Dublin. I am four or five years old, and it is the first time I have ever seen a suitcase, that universal symbol of transience that will become such an integral part of my life. We must have borrowed this one from a neighbour.


The boat will sail across to Northern Ireland, then down to Dun Laoghaire, just outside Dublin. I will soon discover that there are cows crammed inside the lower deck. It is very probably the first time I have seen cows, too.


I have one hand on the giant suitcase, the other holding on to my struggling brother’s arm. The knuckles on my tiny fist are white as he tries to break away. Because that’s what Paul is like. He is at the zombie toddler stage, just about walking, and already he can’t be pinned down. Unlike me. I only have to be told once.


It is our first journey away from Glasgow. Yet in a sense we are going back home. From a century before I was born, Catholic Irish have settled ‘wherever muscle and strength is in demand’. On the west coast of Scotland that means opportunities for employment in coal mining, dock work and labouring of all stripes.


My Irish immigrant grandfather, Patrick Reighill, found employment working in the coalmines of Lanarkshire. On the other side of my family, my grandmother, Mary Mullen, was raised among the Irish community on Clydeside. Against that background, and although my brothers and I are raised as Scots, Glasgow born and bred, we are submerged in Irish culture. The local priests are Irish. My teachers are often Irish. My uncle is Irish. My cousins learn traditional Irish dancing. People sing Irish folk songs in our house on a Saturday night. I am Scottish, but now and ever after I will identify myself as being from Irish ‘immigrant stock’.


The trip to Bray, therefore, is a homecoming of sorts. A confusing and exciting one. I am upset onboard that night because of the sleeping arrangements on the boat. Men and women are given separate quarters and I am away from my mum. We are told to behave. If we do, as soon as we get to Dublin we will get a knickerbocker glory.


The spell cast by our first ever family vacation will linger. Years later, I will still be able to picture the promenade at Bray and it will stir fond memories of outdoor music, marching bands, orchestras, puppets and variety shows. And an unforgettable knickerbocker glory for being a good big brother.


Kerr/


I was always the big brother. Charlie is different. Charlie is the wee brother – and very much loved for being so.


Because we’re both very aware of the numerous ways in which he and I are similar, it has become more and more interesting to me to think of the differences between us. The really significant factor, in terms of psychology, is when you’re the eldest sibling in the family, as I am, and when you’re the baby of the family, as Charlie is. Not that Charlie is by any means the ‘baby’ in Simple Minds – and in fact, within his own family, he quickly outgrew his older brothers, and not simply because of the profile that Simple Minds gave him. Charlie is very much a creature of intellect. The truth is, he outgrew most people we knew.


And yet that sense of family hierarchy is deeply instilled in our natures. Going through life, I have realised how much the roles thrust upon us end up shaping our personalities and actions. In my case, the instinct is to look out for people. They, in turn, look to me for answers. Sometimes it feels as though it really is all on my shoulders.


Somewhere in my attic I have that sepia-toned Polaroid photo of me and Paul on the Broomielaw dockside in Glasgow in 1964. It’s a good picture. It says something. There is some quality in the photograph that captures the sense of responsibility I felt, from a very young age, of having to take care of someone other than myself: ‘You’re the big brother. Hold on to him.’


My youngest brother Mark was born in Toryglen in 1970, when I was ten. When I went out to play in the streets with my friends, we had to take him with us. My dad worked as a builder and my mum worked part time. As I understood it, the bargain was: ‘Be good. Help out. If I can do this job, we can go to Blackpool. Or we might get a colour TV.’


Mark and I were laughing recently about this. I would take him out in the pushchair, which would inevitably very quickly become a goal post. With him still in it. We used to play football in a grassy park in front of a dilapidated factory. On one occasion, someone disclosed that there was lead on the factory roof. Back then, if you could ‘liberate’ the lead, the big boys would help you take it to the ‘scrappy’, the local scrap-metal dealer, and you could make some money.


Everybody started climbing up on the roof. We forgot about Mark. He was left in the pushchair while we were up there. Within a few minutes we could hear the squad-car sirens circling and we all ran away. We had still forgotten about Mark. The police turned up to discover a ransacked roof and a baby boy left alone in the park. Even in Toryglen, he was beyond suspicion. After finding out who Mark belonged to, they took him to our front door. Far from being grateful, I believe the police ended up getting an earful from my mum: ‘Haven’t you lot got better things to do!?’ I got a hard time later that night when I went home, but even then, Mark was still dragged along and tagged along whenever I went out to play. You’re the big brother. You need to look after him.


I knew my role. I had known it ever since Paul arrived and I still know it today. When we go on tour, I’m the oldest, though I’m only a few months Charlie’s senior. I’m older than anyone in the crew, in our management office, among our agents. At festivals, we’ll often be the oldest band on the bill. None of the other original Simple Minds members were big brothers. Rather than any desire to be the ‘boss’, I think that fact instilled the idea that I had, and have, to be the one offering an overview; to make sure things are right, for good or bad. That’s just how it has always been.


But I’m not Superman. I don’t have all the answers all the time.


There was a day in the late 2000s when the whole world seemed to collapse all at once.


I was going through to Edinburgh from Glasgow to see our long-serving accountant, Sandra Dods. She had called an urgent meeting. En route, I received a call to say that there was no cure for Mum. Her cancer was terminal. Then I had to go straight in to see Sandra. It was the only time in my life that a tax charge hadn’t been accounted for. It was owed by me personally. They wanted it, and they wanted it now. I didn’t have it. I had started a hotel business in Taormina and the first few years were rough. We were learning – and losing money hand over fist. The bank in Sicily was getting anxious. The accountants were getting anxious. And now I was getting anxious.


But by far the biggest worry was Mum. I remember travelling back on the train and thinking, What a mistake I’ve made. With Mum getting ill, I should be able to give all my attention to her. As it happened, Mum was around for another couple of years but, nevertheless, it was a dark day. At the same time, I had to make major decisions in a matter of hours about the business. And I realised that there was no one to talk to about how to get through it.


In a period of crisis, even now Sandra might ask Charlie, ‘What are you going to do?’ And Charlie will reply, ‘Jim will come up with something.’ That’s the downside of being seen as the person who sorts things out. Sometimes my partner Yumie says, just a little too flippantly, ‘You’ll sort it out, you always know what to do.’ I’ll say, ‘I don’t know what to do! I can’t sort it out!’ It can be very frustrating in that moment. People see you as Superman while you’re thinking, I do not have a clue what to do.


With the benefit of hindsight, the best advice is: don’t do anything. Try to get some sleep, if you can. Get up the next day and take a long walk. It’s amazing how something at the back of your mind somehow finds its way to the forefront – and suddenly there’s an idea.


Burchill/


In my family, I am an archetypal youngest sibling. I suspect I must have been quite the afterthought, and as a result I had the luxury of being pampered. Mum and Dad doted on me.


My brothers, Jamie and John, being four and eight years older, opened my eyes in different ways. When I was eleven, John took me with him around Europe for three weeks. We slept in the car, we slept at friends’ houses, we slept in the NAAFI bases in Germany because we had a neighbour who worked there. I remember later saying to my dad, ‘What were you thinking?! I was eleven and he was only nineteen!’ But I was lucky. It planted a seed. By the time I was in my teens I had already been around Europe, and the idea of travelling was firmly ingrained.


In terms of music, at home there were two different camps. In Toryglen, John had his own room and his own record player. He was a blues and Motown guy. Loved B. B. King.


It was Jamie who really fired up my love of music. He and I shared a room, our two beds facing each other with a stereo in the middle. At first we only had two albums: LA Woman by the Doors and Killer by Alice Cooper. I loved the Doors. Robby Krieger doesn’t get nearly enough praise. He is one of my all-time favourites. A brilliant guitar player, truly out there, folding jazz inside blues with a weird psychedelic twist.


Then it was The Man Who Sold the World by David Bowie. That was the big Bowie album for us; not Ziggy Stardust or Hunky Dory. In time, Bob Dylan became an obsession. One of my best friends at school was a Canadian called Anthony Daly. He was a tough guy, but he had his sensitive moments. Along with his brother, we went together regularly to the ice skating. Anthony was a huge Bob Dylan fan, and Jamie and I became huge Dylan fans, too. We loved Joni Mitchell and Loudon Wainwright III, but especially Dylan. I had all the bootlegs. I could do my Mastermind specialist subject on the guy, which might seem unusual considering the music we went on to make in Simple Minds. But I never wanted to write like Dylan. He was all about the lyrics and I couldn’t do that. Plus, he had so many songs inspired by Celtic tunes and old folk melodies. A long way from Robby Krieger.


On our bedroom wall, we had a poster of Keith Emerson sticking a knife into his Hammond organ. One night Jamie came in tripping on acid. Woah! That didn’t end well. Jamie was great. At that age, four years is a significant gap between siblings, but there was never any problem. He took me to all my earliest gigs, including my very first: Led Zeppelin at Green’s Playhouse. Houses of the Holy tour. Jamie got me in.


When I first started playing guitar, Jamie and I learned together. I was desperate to play, even before I began listening to music seriously. I’ve no idea why or where the impulse came from. We weren’t a musical family – with one exception. In the thirties and early forties my grandmother’s sister Mary O’Rourke and her brother Joe had a music hall act called Master Joe Petersen (The Phenomenal Boy Singer). Mary sang boy soprano. She dressed up as a boy. They were truly dire, but Mary became very famous as Master Joe and made dozens of recordings for Rex Records. My dad had gone to see the act when he was little, and he would tell me all about them.


My ambitions were a little more contemporary. I badly wanted to play guitar but couldn’t afford one. We had a toy version. I played it until the strings broke and then just kept on playing it. My mum was a heavy smoker and eventually she got me my first guitar by saving up her Embassy cigarette coupons. It was called a Nymph and it was terrible. Jamie got a Yamaha and the two of us began learning together. After a time, Jamie fell away but I continued. In the afterglow of the Led Zeppelin concert, I went to McCormack’s guitar shop in Bath Street, Glasgow. I had a fancy for a Les Paul like Jimmy Page. Jamie always says that as soon as I got a real guitar, I was off and running. I had been priming myself for such a long time. Now, there was no stopping me.


Jamie now lives in Wales. He’s still great. Recently he got kicked out of a Simple Minds show in Cardiff for being a little overzealous. He battled his way right down to the front and started shouting at me to get my attention. Security weren’t impressed. They told him he had to calm down. He wasn’t having it. He likes a drink, Jamie, but he’s a gentle guy. Finally, they had no choice but to huckle him out of the venue, because he was not for moving. They chucked him out like a bag of coal. Afterwards the band said to me, ‘Did you see that mad guy down the front getting carted out?’ I said, ‘Oh, that was my brother, Jamie.’ He was almost seventy at the time. He just wanted to say hello.


My brothers shaped my tastes and looked out for me. My parents indulged me. Classic youngest sibling. Whereas Jim, with his personality, could only ever have been the eldest within his family. From early on, Jim had quite a demanding role. His dad had a drink problem when he was younger. If you are the eldest son in a relationship like that, you grow up much more quickly and build certain defences.


Somewhere inside, he has an immense self-confidence. It can be a problem. I have seen it waver – but not often, and not a lot. I’ve only seen Jim cry twice in his life, and one of those occasions was when his mother died. I don’t know if it is entirely natural to be like that, although we both perhaps have a block on that score. We tend not to get overly emotional, coming from our background. In Jim’s case, I think a lot of it is rooted in having always been perceived as the one who has to hold things together. In the past I would think, I hope you have a safety valve and can release some vulnerability. As we’ve grown older, it’s good that he and I can go on walks and talk to each other a little more openly about our emotional lives.


Jim carries a lot of responsibilities for many, many people. So do I – but Jim more so. As much as it is part of his DNA to be the figure who is always there for everyone, there are limits to what any one person can take on. I worry sometimes about who looks out for him. I hope I do. It’s not always easy, because he is exceptionally good at leading the way. He loves rallying the troops to the cause. Even when I first got a guitar, he was telling everybody that I was the best guitar player around. That’s the managerial side of Jim, but it is also the big brother speaking.


Kerr/


I have another brother.


Pre-Toryglen, one day at our flat in Carfin Street in Govanhill there was a commotion. On the floor above us lived Shug and Mary Donnelly and their son Joe. My parents liked them. Shug was a builder, like my dad. Really friendly guy. Joe also had a grandmother who lived nearby, his mum’s mother, who he often stayed with.


On this morning, Shug called in at our flat. I could tell something was going on. Especially when I was told to go into the other room. Once the conversation was over and Shug had left, Mum sat me down: ‘Right! Joe is going to be coming to ours for breakfast every day now. He’ll be coming down this morning and going to school with you.’ Fantastic. No questions asked.


It was very unusual in those days for married couples to split up. Almost unheard of. We didn’t know anyone who had. Subsequently, I found out that Joe’s mum had left to ‘stay with his auntie’, which was really unusual. Mum was going to help Shug with Joe. He still slept upstairs in the flat where he lived with his dad, but he’d come downstairs in the morning to our house, we would get dressed at the fire and have tea and toast, and then we’d go to school.


It created another brother for me. Joe was born in February 1959; I was born in July the same year. We were the same age and in the same class. Unlike Paul, I wasn’t responsible for him. We were best friends but competitive, whether the task was climbing buildings, playing football or fighting.


Three years later, when our family was readying to move to Toryglen, Joe became very upset at the thought of us leaving. My mum spoke to Shug. She told him Joe could come and live with us. He could come back and stay with his dad at the weekends. She didn’t make a big show of it, but what an incredible act of love by my mother. Joe moved with us to the tower block in Toryglen and stayed until he was fourteen or fifteen. At that point, his gran moved nearby and Joe lived with her, but we were still just along the road.


Joe is associated with one of my proudest memories. When I reached the age of twelve, I could no longer get into the school football team. It was a dagger blow to the heart. The final twist of the knife was the fact that not only could Joe get in, but he was already good enough to play for the underfifteens. Football was such a big deal in our lives then. On this memorable day, Joe was playing in a local cup final and we all went to cheer him on. He scored the winner. It wasn’t merely the winner, it was the most amazing goal I had ever seen. I get emotional even now writing about it. It was one of the proudest days of my life and I couldn’t even get on the bench. For years afterwards, Joe would rib me about it. But the pride I felt was a brother’s pride.


As music took a grip, like the rest of us Joe started messing around with guitars. He was in our first band, Biba Rom. He was into it. He had the same dreams. What made Joe different was that he got a serious girlfriend before any of us. When Joanne moved to London for work, Joe followed her. When punk came, he wasn’t in Glasgow to be shaken up by it the way we were shaken up. He had a life of his own by then.


Later, Joe picked up music again. He played bass in a band called the Silencers alongside Martin Hanlin, another close schoolfriend. They were a good group. In terms of mainstream success, they missed out by a whisker. We booked the Silencers to support Simple Minds in 1989 on the Street Fighting Years tour. They went down well every night, but in the aftermath of one of their support slots I found them all sitting on flight cases looking dejected. I was just about to go on stage. The intro music was starting.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘You don’t really get much opening up, do you?’


‘You go down a storm every night, what are you moaning about?’


Then Joe, unfortunately for him, said: ‘You get a bigger cheer when you take off your damn jacket.’


I smiled. ‘Do I? Watch this!’


I went on stage and somehow made the act of removing my jacket last for two minutes. The audience bought into it and screamed themselves hoarse. I milked it to death as Joe and his band stood miserably watching from the side of the stage. I grinned and raised a thumb. At least it wasn’t a finger. After years of jiving from Joe about my hopeless football skills and him being a winner, I had finally got my own back.


We still rib each other about the competition we had as kids. When it comes to the important stuff, no one can beat the success Joe has made of his life. He is still with Joanne. It’s an amazing love story. He has a family. In his professional pursuits he has done very well. He’s had such a happy life, this kid who turned up at the door one day and caused a commotion in the house. I think of the amount of self-pity Joe could have exuded given those circumstances, but he didn’t blink once. He attributes it to having good people around him when it mattered. And my goodness, what an amazing act of kindness by my mum and dad.
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Through the Eyes of Love




If I chance to talk a little wild, forgive me; I had it from my father.
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