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AN OLD RAINCOAT 
WON’T EVER LET YOU DOWN


FOREWORD BY GREIL MARCUS


Have you had some good friends on the road with ya?


Who’d stand by you through thick and thin


Here’s to Ana and Gina, Vicky and Anne, Palmolive and Shirley


—after Rod Stewart, “An Old Raincoat Won’t Ever Let You Down,” 1969


In late 1975, a young art student in London finds herself at what turns out to be the first public performance of a band called the Sex Pistols. The four people on stage plainly have no idea what they’re doing, but seem to be having a wonderful time doing it—and with a queer kind of vehemence, as if something is actually riding on whether the performance comes across or not. A light that over the next years will go on for countless people goes on for this woman in the crowd: maybe with someone else, one, two, who knows, I could do that. We could get up in front of other people and say what the world looks like to us, and see if they have anything to say back.


Soon there are two. One woman plays guitar, the other bass. They have no background in music; a violinist they bring in has. A drummer, late of the Slits, the first all-female punk band, comes on board. They call themselves the Raincoats, a name so perfect for a London band it’s hard to believe no one has used it before, but there they are.


They begin to play shows, whatever they can get. Working with a resolutely independent, not to say anarchist, little London record outfit, in 1979 they make an album. They’re a punk band, but even in the punk milieu, where chaotic noise is the currency, they sound like no one else, as if they’re still learning to play, or unlearning what they played the night before. Even the Mekons’ songs are predictable, or rememberable, compared to theirs. They make another album, and then a third. They never escape the small-time; it’s not clear they mean to. In 1983 they call it a day and go on to other callings.


But if the band is soon forgotten, the music press chronicling the next small things as if the Raincoats had never been, the records, as few copies as there may have been still traveling, find their way into the world. In the early 1990s, in the town of Olympia, Washington, around the try-anything-anytime Evergreen College, people begin to pass cassettes among one another, to gather around their Raincoats records with the obsessiveness and awe, the shock of hearing themselves captured in the music of people so far away and unknown to them, people not quite real, as collectors in the 1950s and 60s gathered around their rare 1930s 78s of such Mississippi blues artists as Charlie Patton, Son House, Skip James, Robert Johnson, all whom carried such a faraway strangeness that they seemed to be calling out from the dead, even though some of them were living, and would soon be performing again, to audiences they could not have imagined existed. The same thing happened in Olympia, as people heard what one of the Raincoats heard in the Sex Pistols. They form their own bands, their own little groups of public speakers: Kathleen Hanna, the singer for the most notorious, Bikini Kill, unfurls what she has learned from the Raincoats like a flag, like one of her songs: “punk wasn’t a genre—it’s an idea!” One of the most celebrated musicians in the world, once part of that Olympia milieu, Kurt Cobain, the leader of Nirvana, becomes the Raincoats’ most determined fan. He has his record company put out the old albums again, and like Skip James appearing at the Newport Folk Festival generations after his last record sold its few hundred copies, the Raincoats (“Seeking them out,” says the Bikini Kill manager Liz Naylor of their Olympia followers in these pages, “talking about them as if they were some ancient oracle! You’d have thought they were ninety, one hundred years old, but they must have been what, maybe forty at the time? … It makes them part of some kind of fairytale, doesn’t it? You have to find them, if they’re really there at all,”) reform, with a different violinist, a different drummer, and, with Nirvana’s Los Angeles record company, make their own new album. They are about to tour the world with Nirvana when their champion kills himself and everything goes away.


But the story, somehow, doesn’t end—can’t, won’t, it isn’t clear, but as that lightbulb grows dim, the urge, the instinct to climb the ladder and screw it tight again will not go away. In the first decade of the next century, the band begins to play again, as always with new drummers, now in galleries and museums, not ratty clubs or even decent theaters—“It’s one extreme or the other with The Raincoats,” says the second violinist. “CBGB or MoMA, nothing in between!”—but that old raincoat, that old idea that you talk the talk of freedom by never letting a piece of music find a final shape—“where someone would say, ‘I’m the bassist and I’ll play the song this way each time,’ we never had that in The Raincoats,” says the first violinist. “Every time we played, we’d be starting fresh, playing in a slightly or wholly different way”—still kept them from the drizzling rain of stale culture, the same old jokes and complaints anyone has heard a thousand times before. In their last performance merely of this moment, at the sleek White Cube gallery in London, they played their song “In Love,” and, as always, it seemed impossible—impossible that it ever achieved any shape, that after nearly half a century it had held its shape just to the degree that you could recognize what it was, with the certainly that you had never really heard it before. Today the Sex Pistols are on a new tour, with a tattooist in place of the singer who once stared down the world and made it flinch, promising to play the songs from their one, forty-eight-year-old album as close to how they’re supposed to sound as they can manage. The Raincoats are biding their time, the cloth somehow never wearing thin.


This is the story Audrey Golden tells in Shouting Out Loud: Lives of The Raincoats, a book that in a way evades the cliches generated by countless previous books about groups of musicians in that it is as much about the band’s audience, and its own role in the creative life of the band, as the band itself—and as it goes on, through decade after unlikely decade, as loss leads to persistence, as failure means most of all that an ending remains unwritten, the story generates undying drama and pathos.


But along with the story of the band, running through the book, taking on more resonance, more melody and rhythm, is the story of the oddness of the Raincoats’ music, how and why it is not like that of anyone or anything else—how and why its quality of abstraction, of just-out-of-reach of any listener or any member of the band herself, is not jazz, is not dub, is not punk in any comparable sense (Golden quotes John Lydon, Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols, saying in 2009 that the first Raincoats’ album is “the sole record he’d choose to represent ‘the punk years’”—because, you can think, compared to the Raincoats the Sex Pistols sound like a conventional band), but an act on its own terms, a clearing of the ground, and the thrill such an act makes that leads others to take their place on their own ground. As with the extraordinary tale Golden tells of a 1978 show the nascent Raincoats played in pre-Solidarity Warsaw: “By the second night, members of the audience were singing along—they’d taped the first show, gone home, obsessively listened, and learned the words phonemically; most couldn’t speak English.”


Again and again, over Golden’s three hundred and some pages, that story itself finds new forms. From Jean-Marc Butty, an off-and-on Raincoats drummer since 1996: “With The Raincoats, it is never about putting on ‘good’ shows—now, they want to put on a good show, but more, they want to share something that’s completely remote from the preoccupations of other bands. And that’s something that’s refreshing, that is freedom … Sometimes you learn more by watching someone who doesn’t know how to play technically … They didn’t have formal technique and didn’t want it, because they found a way to be challenged by something else that’s very strong, that almost cannot be named.” A musical aesthetic that to Kathi Wilcox of Bikini Kill translated into an argument about selfhood, about identity, about community, about politics in the fullest sense of the word: “The Raincoats stepped out of this orbit, neither male or female—another kind of being! They taught so many women that there are other ways to play music or be in a band without having to perform any version of gender. They weren’t trying to be feminine or not feminine, and it didn’t feel like they were trying to occupy any kind of particular gendered identity—they were being themselves and showing you that you were also free to be yourself.”


It comes down, finally, to what the Raincoats’ first violinist, the classically trained Vicky Aspinall, saw in their guitarist Ana da Silva, bassist Gina Birch, and drummer Palmolive, what their second violinist, Anne Wood, would see as well: their “limitations were also the groundwork for the flowering of their creativity.” And that is the heart of the Raincoats’ life in punk, as they found it and, by now, as much as anyone, define it. Enormous feeling is released by very limited technique. It’s the moment, somehow recaptured permanently, when an anonymous person dares to demand that someone listen to her, and only then discovers that she has something to say, that she likes saying it, that one thought and feeling leads to another, that she likes being talked back to—whether it’s people in Warsaw living under Soviet rule who she will never meet, students and hangers-on in a college town in the Pacific Northwest, the musician next to her trying to follow her lead but also leading her to follow her, or the echo of her own sound, her own speech, in her own head.




AUTHOR’S NOTE 
ON METHODOLOGY


The many lives of The Raincoats have been propelled by the band’s commitment to experimentation and evolving forms of collaboration. The research for this book is an extension of that spirit. In writing it, I sought to use new forms of narrative writing to bring together overlapping stories of and about the band into a single chronicle that reflects the many facets of those experiences. From the start, The Raincoats supported this experiment with a radical openness. They facilitated connections with many people in the story regardless of their varied experiences. And they invited me into their sonic and material worlds, sharing with unfailing generosity their memories, artifacts, and insights. These years of work gave me a taste of what it is like to collaborate with The Raincoats. I could not have written this book as I did without such an approach.


Much of this book has been constructed through almost two hundred hours of oral history interviews I conducted with nearly a hundred storytellers, including The Raincoats themselves, and in-depth research into the band’s own object-based material archive.


During an early discussion of my intended process for the book, Shirley O’Loughlin, longtime Raincoats manager and collaborator, said, “The idea of this oral history thing is really important, because everybody remembers things in such a different way. They’ve got their own feelings, their own experience, and it’s all relevant.” And she’s right: One of the notable aspects of narratives based on oral history work is that experiential knowledge gets elevated, which allows individual memories and truths to overlap, diverge, and sometimes even contradict one another.


I chatted with Tobi Vail of Bikini Kill right around the time she was reading a pre-publication draft of Kathleen Hanna’s memoir (Rebel Girl: My Life as a Feminist Punk, 2024), and Tobi said she was grappling with these vagaries of memory herself. “We definitely remember things very differently,” she told me, referring to Kathleen’s writing. “And that’s what happens—she talks about how she remembers things, and I remember them differently. Sometimes, I’ll think I know exactly what I’m talking about, like, that did not happen in 1986. There’s no way. And then I’ll look back at something and realize, oh, it did. Totally.”


Memory is ambiguous, and the interviewer’s role is extremely important in drawing out an interviewee’s memories and specific moments of experiential knowledge they’ve locked away. It’s not just about what interviewees remember on their own when they’re presented with a certain subject like The Raincoats, but the specific questions raised and the way those questions are asked. One interviewer might bring out entirely different responses than another in the same storyteller; the interviewer’s background and framework shape the material that emerges in the dialogue.


I’ve written extensively about oral history practices elsewhere, so I won’t belabor these points here. All this is to say, you’ll see details in this book that may or may not appear in other chronicles of The Raincoats, and that might confirm or contradict what you think you know.


Various portions of this book also draw on materials contained in the extensive Raincoats archive that Ana da Silva has collected for more than forty years. “I’m not obsessively an archivist,” Ana initially told me when she mentioned the archive, noting, “It’s all in a cupboard.” When I asked what she’d kept, mentally running through my own training in special collections archives, Ana replied, “I have two scrapbooks, but the rest got shoved into boxes.” OK, definitely manageable, I thought. When I eventually saw the collection, my jaw dropped: nearly an entire flat’s worth of physical objects, not to mention additional born-digital materials.


I spent months processing the archive, which involved photographing more than 4,000 physical objects for recordkeeping and compiling their data into methodical categories: artwork and proofs, correspondence, diaries and diary pages, handbills and posters, film and video footage, legal documents, lyrics drafts, magazine and news clippings, merch, music and instruments, photographs, press and promotional materials, setlists, zines. Each time I thought I was getting close to nearing completion, I’d hear from Ana or Shirley that they’d found another folder or box of materials.


For several decades now, feminist scholars have pointed to the importance of women archiving their own stories, given that official repositories housing biographical archives have traditionally retained only those items related to the lives of men. For women, archiving their own lives and work becomes an act of resistance. Historian Honor Sachs points out how such materials offer opportunities for large-scale reshapings of historical memory and the figures central to it. Indeed, for people traditionally marginalized in historical accounts, including women and people of color, archiving becomes an intervention “against larger tendencies to erase the past,” archivist Eira Tansey observes. According to Tansey, archiving is thus a political “act against forgetting, by informing larger communities that traces of the past still exist.” And as Sachs clarifies, “Approaching documents [in archives] as living artifacts whose history as material objects continues long after the events they record took place can, ultimately, provide new perspective on the ways that we remember, shape, and understand the past.”


This isn’t to suggest that archives are in any way objective representations of any particular point in a given past. They’re constructed, like all histories—shaped by those who assemble and arrange them. As historian Elizabeth Yale highlights, “No archive is innocent.”


Yet the very fact that a Raincoats archive exists also speaks back to the anarchic time signature created by The Raincoats in their music. I’m drawn to the words of cultural historian Andreas Huyssen here, who suggests it may be possible “to resist the dissolution of time in the synchronicity of the archive.”1


“I suppose I am the keeper,” Ana confesses.


There is an essential connection between oral history and archive-based work that helps to shape a book like this one: Both underscore that there’s never just one way to tell a story. In the same way that oral history interviews reveal how multiple perspectives can coexist in the realm of experiential knowledge at the same time, material object-based archives reveal, as Jacques Derrida suggests in Archive Fever, that relying solely on a single archive to present a “History” with a capital H suppresses the alternate lower-case histories around which the archive has been collated. Any material archive, historian Francis X. Blouin observes, offers one window—among many—into a past.2


I consider this book—constructed from a Raincoats material archive built by Ana, as well as an archive of oral history interviews and additional research materials collected by me—to be a layered feminist archive unto itself. The way I’ve curated this composite archive intentionally echoes many of the forms contained within it: fragmentary moments recorded in private journals, epistolary notes on leftover papers, clipped and recorded images and stories assembled alongside one another. It is both a granular account of a band written out of punk histories by the journalists and authors who’ve been the gatekeepers, and a broad-reaching chronicle that weaves in and out of the private and public, the local and the global. In many ways, it’s a record of my own exploration of The Raincoats at this point in time with the materials I collated and in which I researched.


It’s thus my hope that the archive that is Shouting Out Loud: Lives of The Raincoats, and the myriad interwoven archival materials central to producing it, will one day help readers, scholars, and other thinkers to shape a new kind of thinking: about the role women’s archives play in radically remaking historical knowledge. But rather than tell you precisely how I want you to read the text that follows, or how to interpret my use of objects from the Raincoats material archive that Ana constructed or words from the oral history archive I built, I hope you’ll take ownership yourself of what’s contained within. I’ll end with the words of scholar Maryanne Dever here, who says, “If we want to know what a feminist archive is, what feminist archiving looks like or what archival tools and theoretical dispositions feminist researchers might require, then we will only know in times to come.”3 That future, like the continued existence of The Raincoats, is yours to help create.





INTRODUCTION



You can’t tell the story of UK punk without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of Rough Trade and the rise of independent record labels without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of rock revolution behind the Iron Curtain without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of New York City’s downtown scene and its legendary venues without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of Riot Grrrl without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of American indie pop without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of noise rock without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of queercore without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of grunge and the Seattle sound without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of experimental music and rhythmic innovation without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of sonic weapons against political oppression without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of music-based performance art without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of the modern art museum in the twenty-first century without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of feminist footholds in the music industry without The Raincoats.


You can’t tell the story of Sonic Youth, Bikini Kill, Big Joanie, or trailblazing bands yet to form without The Raincoats.


And you can’t tell the story of The Raincoats without these encircling tales and the myriad voices within them.


The Raincoats are integral to nearly every independent and revolutionary music history that has emerged over the last fifty years. Founded by two pioneering women—Gina Birch and Ana da Silva, young art students in 1977—The Raincoats’ approach to sonic experimentation, art, and politics distinguished them in punk-era London and produced fierce, inimitable sounds that reverberated throughout the counterculture of the 1980s and beyond. They are, and have always been, a singular phenomenon.


And yet, almost fifty years later, the band’s story remains curiously underground, largely absent from broader cultural narratives of who and what shaped alternative music. It is clandestine knowledge. References to The Raincoats carry more currency at indie record store counters and among subversive musicians and their fans than they do in the ever-narrowing idol worship that passes for music “History” in our time. Listeners and devotees quietly pass fragments of The Raincoats’ story between them like co-conspirators. But obscurity need not entail forgetting. The story of The Raincoats is as urgent and captivating as the music they make. And their direct influence on artists like Sonic Youth, Nirvana, and Bikini Kill—not to mention the broader movements of Riot Grrrl and queercore—leaves no question as to their importance. In many ways, Raincoats aficionados revel in the nature of their shared esoteric knowledge of the band. Yet at a certain point in sonic history annals, the absence of The Raincoats’ story signals more than just inadvertent omission.


This lacuna is even more striking because as a band The Raincoats have lived not just one life but three: the first taking place largely in London, from 1977 to 1984; the second starting unbeknownst to The Raincoats in the late 1970s in the city of Olympia, Washington and thriving until 1996; and the third beginning in the early 1990s but fully taking shape after the turn of the new millennium. The first life was born of their own conscious efforts to bring into being this band, this sonic force. Their second and third lives materialized through manifold voices and experiences of artists whose own projects were conceived, to greater and lesser degrees, in reference to The Raincoats. Those artists, in turn, have propelled public knowledge of The Raincoats across geographic time and space, sustaining their life force well into our own time, up to—and assuredly beyond—the publication of this book.


Since their formation in 1977, The Raincoats have been many things to many people. To Gina Birch and Ana da Silva, the two original cofounders of the band, The Raincoats have been a collective that catalyzed a new definition of punk forged through experimentation and play. For other members of the band during its first life—such as Palmolive, Ingrid Weiss, Richard Dudanski, Charles Hayward, and Vicky Aspinall, a critical and equal comrade throughout—The Raincoats offered much the same. It was the band’s second life that both inspired and ultimately led Kurt Cobain to become part of the story himself. He tracked down Ana at her cousin’s antique shop in Notting Hill in 1992—an oft-told tale that has now taken on the status of myth—and sparked a resurrection of The Raincoats that included CD reissues and a new record on the American major label Geffen’s “indie major” DGC (which released Nirvana, Sonic Youth, and Hole). The third life has been shaped by overt intersections of art and music, as well as ongoing questions about performance as a personal and political tool for cultural change. It’s a life that has moved outside the band members’ own experiences to take on an existence all its own.


In America, from the late 1970s and well into the 1990s, The Raincoats became an emblem of feminism, exploration, and courage. Artists who identified as gay or queer saw themselves in the band’s bold spirit and found power within themselves to create indomitably, shedding the constrictions placed on them by a homophobic society mired in discriminatory politics. Those in Olympia, Washington who sought to use music as a weapon against misogyny, capitalism, and the stifling boundaries of mediocrity pointed to The Raincoats as the bedrock of their own revolutionary lineage. As for the artists who’d catapult the two words “Riot Grrrl” into international nomenclature, their odysseys wouldn’t have been possible without The Raincoats providing a foundation to a history of feminist resistance.


And as the new millennium crept forward, the entire art world finally heard the message of the Guerrilla Girls and began evaluating the culpability of galleries and museums in perpetuating patriarchal narratives of cultural history. Naturally, The Raincoats played a role in reshaping those stories, too.


All the while, across time and space, the irreducible element of The Raincoats’ music has been its focus on experimentation, particularly with timekeeping. Throughout the book that follows, speakers across generations and genres refer to the atypical nature of Raincoats’ time signatures, so exceptional that no listener can pinpoint a meter; the rhythms and durations shift in the midst of songs, across album tracks, and as the band performs live. The consistency of the timing—a product of the emotional registers of the artists at any given moment—is in its inconsistency. In its ameliorative rhythmic volatility, The Raincoats’ music reveals that we all have the capacity to reshape and keep our own sense of time, and in so doing, the power to grant our work perpetual life.


The form of this book takes a cue from that distinctive Raincoats time signature. Each of the sections and individual chapters do not aspire to a single literary consistency; rather, they’re the product of my own experimentation. While researching and writing, I listened only to The Raincoats; sometimes I let the music flow through me in the background, almost subconsciously while I wrote, and at other times I’d stop writing and sing along at my desk. This book is the product of a particular magic that happens when you immerse yourself in another’s creative work and allow it to become you, to shift your own emotional and intellectual production in such a way that it becomes the framing device and, in some ways, the whole.


Through this experiment of my own, I found myself breaking the bounds of narrative time. Seemingly tangential events could punctuate a particular moment I was crafting in print, or a memory from the past or future could startle me, demanding to be let into the present temporality of the story. The Raincoats’ music, in the language of Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, develops its own chronotope, its own time-space configuration constantly reshaped by the erratic beating of the human heart. Hearing The Raincoats so thoroughly that one’s own output is shaped by its ever-changing and always-emerging mortal time signature is to realize both the psychological and cognitive power of music. Therefore, it makes sense to use the concept of overlapping and ongoing lives as the overarching structure for a book like this; lives within a life, never entirely demarcated by the parameters of time as we assume they exist.


To break outside the constraints of time, the boundedness of duration, can transform the way we perceive the world. In The Raincoats’ music, there is no available metronome through which to “keep time” aside from the internal and psychic rhythms that guide our hearts into unknown worlds of experimentation—a process the band has sparked across decades and will continue to catalyze even as ordinary time, marked by changing calendars and backward-forward chronologies, marches onward. In those seemingly fixed notions of temporality, The Raincoats will remain timeless, forever precipitating an eternal return.


In that timelessness, it becomes clear that their story is not just their own—it belongs to all of us who keep the band’s spirit existent. The question of afterlives becomes irrelevant because the time signature created by The Raincoats offers them to us in perpetuity.





POSSIBILITIES


varied ways.


ends longer


ends loose


Eva Hesse, diaries, 19651


Thus I am concealed in things as fiery energy. They are ablaze through me, like the breath that ceaselessly enlivens the human being, or like the wind-tossed flame in a fire. All these things live in their essence, and there is no death in them, for I am life.


Hildegard of Bingen, from 
“A Vision of Love,” c. 1163–11742





LIFE NUMBER 1
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Gina and Ana performing in Warsaw, 1978


They took individual breaths before the first life of The Raincoats could begin.






ROADS TO THE RAINCOATS


Ana da Silva was born first. She grew up in Madeira, an autonomous island region of Portugal on the African tectonic plate, about 320 miles west of Morocco. Ana was brought into a world bounded by the Estado Novo dictatorship, which lasted from 1933 to 1974. Her family was Catholic (as mandated by the state), but they forged opportunities to absorb outside cultural influences. Ana’s mother, a language teacher, urged Ana and her sister, Maria Helena, to study English in Bournemouth. It was the mid-1960s. “The Rolling Stones had one album out, and A Hard Day’s Night had just come out,” Ana remembers. She didn’t have a lot of money, but she bought a few records and saw the Rolling Stones live. Her first encounter with visual art occurred on a surreptitious family trip to Paris, where her uncle was working. She was especially enthralled with the Impressionists, whose paintings she understood as “not copying nature, but interpreting it in your own way,” she says. “That’s how my mind thinks, too, and how it sympathizes.”


She first played a guitar in Germany, another place she traveled for language study. An American girl taught Ana “just a few chords” before she returned to Madeira, where Maria Helena bought Ana a guitar of her own. Together, they’d play Joan Baez and Bob Dylan songs, and Ana’s world was forever changed.


Years later, amid student protests against the dictatorship, Ana wrote her university thesis on Bob Dylan. “Everybody was doing literature and poets, but for me, Bob Dylan was it at the time,” she says. Choosing that topic was about bucking the rules and reorienting herself in cultural time. “In Portugal, we never learned anything from the twentieth century. Everything was before—even at university. I always felt that I wanted to learn what’s happening now, and not just what’s past. The past is interesting of course and informs the present, but I wanted to learn about the now, so I wrote about Bob Dylan.” She took her thesis with her when she moved to London in 1974 with eventual plans to attend art school. She ultimately decided on Hornsey College of Art.


Seven years on from Ana’s emergence into the world, Gina Birch was born in Cambridge and grew up in Nottingham, “in a family who really wanted life to be safe for their children,” she says. “My brother was a bit older than me, and he was the boy, so everyone was really careful he got the good education whereas with me … I realized that this very safe place was kind of throttling me. So I went right off the rails in every way I could. I needed adventure.”


Gina knew she belonged in art school. She’d stay in the UK but set her sights further afield, making the island her oyster. She and her friend Alex Michon (who went on to make clothes for The Clash, direct an art gallery in London, and write future press releases for Gina’s art exhibitions) decided to hitchhike across the country in 1975 to check out art schools. (“It was safe to hitchhike then,” Gina smiles). On their odyssey, they made a stop with a friend at Saint Martin’s School of Art in London. It was early November. There just happened to be a music gig planned in the school’s common room, and Gina and Alex figured they might as well go. Listed on the poster: Bazooka Joe, an unnamed support band, and a bar. By all accounts, an ideal introduction to art school, even though neither Gina nor Alex would ultimately enroll at Saint Martin’s.


On that fateful November 6 on Charing Cross Road, they stood in the Saint Martin’s common room while the Sex Pistols—in their first-ever appearance—opened for Bazooka Joe (John Ellis, Danny Kleinman, and Stuart Goddard aka Adam Ant) to a small audience of art students and local Londoners. “We didn’t know anything about punk or what was going on, but we just really loved these people, the Sex Pistols, playing this music and were really startled by it because they were so different, and so fresh. And like us in this way. We felt we could relate to them. There was none of the typical posturing … well, if there was posturing, it was the kind of posturing we would have done! No distance, no ‘star thing,’ and it was so powerful.” Gina refers to the connection the Sex Pistols made with the crowd and the unexpected sense of inclusivity in that performance space—something she’d never experienced at a music venue before. She’d have the same feeling again, and even more powerfully, when she saw The Slits a couple years later. Gina recognized a new kind of performance art.


She decided on Hornsey College of Art for herself and moved into a West London squat in 1976. It was on the second floor of a house at the end of Monmouth Road, a dead-end street near the famous Portobello Road. In the twenty-first century, townhouses lend an undeniable elegance to the street. But in the 1970s, anyone could get a room for free. The artist Neal Brown had already taken up residence on Monmouth Road when he helped Gina get her room, and they became close friends. They were the same year at Hornsey, and when they started classes that fall, they met a fellow art student who was also new: Ana. “I’d just arrived in London, and I really fell into something,” Gina says.


HORNSEY COLLEGE OF ART


Hornsey College of Art, originally named Hornsey School of Art, was established in 1882 on Crouch End Hill in North London. By 1968, Hornsey had become known as a center of leftist protest. That year, a group of students occupied the main college building for six weeks, seeking a radical reconceptualization of art and education in the UK. The New Left Review described the sit-in as the “Hornsey coup,” calling it “the most successful student power movement … in Britain.”1 Tate Britain would later depict that moment as “a revolution—the overthrow of the established government by those who were previously subjected to it.”2 The occupation ended with the administration fleeing the building. Students and staff proceeded to run the college according to their own terms.


The student protesters drafted manifestoes outlining their goals: control of student union funds, overhaul of non-egalitarian assessment methods, and eradication of the capitalist structures inherent in the school’s education model. Art is not a vocation learned through narrow means, they argued, but an expansion of cultural understanding and mode of participation in political change. Woodcut student-made posters for the sit-in carried slogans like “Smash the System” and urged community involvement.3


Hornsey was never the same again. The college took up temporary residence in Alexandra Palace (a grandiose venue in North London and longtime home of the BBC) until a new site was completed in 1979. The school sustained that sociocultural memory of revolution. It drew Gina, Ana, Neal, and others, and it brought radical artists from across Europe and the Americas to work with students. The “uprising,” as the Tate would deem it, was so influential in the history of London arts culture that the museum put on a special Journeys into the Past exhibition in 2010, drawing on its archives to remind contemporary audiences of the continued significance of that 1968 moment at Hornsey.


The Tate’s reference to Hornsey sparked something. By 2016, history exhibitions went up around London to memorialize the city’s revolutionary past, largely centered on visual art and music. Hornsey appeared on a large exhibition map, but not because of the 1968 student sit-in. At the PUNK: LONDON show that year, celebrating “forty years of subversive culture,” Hornsey was identified as a key part of London’s radical cartography thanks to The Raincoats. An icon on the map depicted Hornsey with the notation that it was where Gina and Ana met, and where The Raincoats got their start.


SQUAT LIFE IN LONDON


Squatting and the ethos it grew out of in the 1970s were central to shaping an atmosphere in which experimentation, play, freedom, and sonic revolution were possible. So much of the punk music that ultimately emerged from West London revolved around that kind of communal life, and for The Raincoats, Gina’s squat on Monmouth Road in particular.


Unplanned spaces are the ones where creative processes are most likely to occur—where artists can shape and be shaped by the lack of structure around them. At the same time, that idea hasn’t always held true for urban locales evincing decay and maligned as so-called eyesores and safety hazards. Yet for a brief period of time, empty Victorian terraces (rowhouses) and warehouses made the rise of punk, and the DIY art scene enveloped within it, possible. “In 1976, West London had been abandoned by wealth and money,” Gina says, “and I was an art student squatter in Westbourne Grove for years. We really felt like the streets were our own.”
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“Lend Us Your Ears,” 1981


Squatting—taking up residence in otherwise uninhabited structures—is a historical feature of mid-twentieth-century Britain, a product of wartime housing shortages brought on by Axis bombings. Homes in London, Birmingham, Glasgow, and other major cities were rendered uninhabitable. A UK housing equity researcher dug up figures suggesting more than thirteen million British households had been displaced by 1945.4 The area of West London around where the upstart record label and shop Rough Trade would pop up a few decades later—where Gina would also squat and The Raincoats would rehearse—was virtually untouched by the bombing campaigns that had devastated large swaths of London.5 Living spaces were intact, but few people wanted, or could afford, to reside there.


By December 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was created. Although it has never had the force of law, it permeated the general Western consciousness, shaping ideas for standards of living. The document named legal entitlements to a residence and to housing as human rights.


That general sensibility combined with the work of housing activists led to postwar squatting movements. A grassroots anti-fascist activist group known as the “Vigilantes” promoted squatting, and the movement took hold across gender lines. Starting in the 1960s, squatting became part and parcel of counterculturalism in cities across Western Europe. By the 1970s, squatting became a particularly common practice for artists in London. Upon being threatened with eviction, one community of squatters near Monmouth Road even declared independence from the UK in late 1977. The residents described their secession as “part publicity stunt, part theatrical protest,” with no actual intention to create a new nation state. As those squatters recall, there was no actual need to secede; they were already living in a place with an entirely different set of rules.6


For many art school squatters like Gina and Neal, their occupation served as resistance against the highbrow art gallery system. Squatting offered “physical space for the display of art and as a system of power relations.”7 They made and showed work that came to “embod[y] the radical new artistic practices of the counterculture movement, closely intertwined with a growing appreciation of vacant urban space.”8


On Monmouth Road, a creative revolution was happening at the end of the cul-de-sac. Neal moved into his squat in 1976, right around the time the Sex Pistols supported the 101ers—Joe Strummer’s pre-Clash band—at the nearby Nashville Rooms. He ended up in Monmouth Road thanks to the French Situationist Michel Prigent and Simon Cassell of the 101ers. Neal even used Simon’s vintage funeral hearse (frequently deployed at 101ers’ gigs) to move his limited belongings out of his parents’ home and into the vacant space. In September of that same year, Gina arrived and needed somewhere to live. Neal had claimed a room on the top floor of the building, waiting for the right person to join the collective of artists occupying the space. “I chose well, in inviting Gina,” he says. Gina moved in almost immediately and became part of the squatting community. Neal helped her to acclimate quickly. “As a friend of Joe Strummer’s original band, the 101ers, with Richard Dudanski, who was right next door,” Gina says, “he was quite enmeshed in everything that was happening.”


Their building had been abandoned by the landlord and was in a state of decay. “Spectacularly scenic in its ruination,” Neal laughs. Like other once-grand residences in Notting Hill, their 1864-constructed home was “a once very pretty building on a pretty little street, allowed to decline into phenomenal decay,” Neal describes it. Primarily Victorian architecture, these were stately homes adorned in white stucco, like multitiered traditional wedding cakes. By the 1960s, the stucco and paint were falling off, revealing the construction techniques underneath. The decay had its own sense of disintegrating beauty and caught the eye of film directors and production crews, including for the 1983 movie Runners, starring James Fox, who was then best known for his role in Nicolas Roeg’s Performance (1970). The film crews shot exterior and interior shots at the squat, and Neal and Gina even did some “set decorating” in their respective rooms.


For Gina, squat life on Monmouth Road brought punk energy into everyday life: “That kind of energy where there were people who enjoyed nonsense poetry, conceptual art, and all the things I fell in love with that had been written about in books,” she says. “Like Dada, but better!” Gina laughs. “And that newness was about in the energy where I was living, and at Hornsey. And I think with punk, we were trying to draw those parallels to the art we were making and the way we were living.”


Simon Bramley, a fellow artist and friend from Nottingham, moved straight into Gina’s spare room in 1977. “It was a quite close community,” Simon says, quickly explaining the music and art “crossover” contingent on Monmouth Road: Gina, Richard Dudanski, and Esperanza Romero (sister of Paloma Romero, better known as Slits and Raincoats drummer Palmolive).


Gina became extremely close with Richard and Esperanza (who’d later be married). “They were like family,” she says. “When I first moved into Monmouth Road, Neal had taken me to the squat tearooms and there I had first set eyes on Richard and his brother Patrick, both wearing cool trilby-style hats. I knew they would be fun to get to know.” Richard and Espe, as she was known to her close friends, lived next door to Gina. “They were much more experienced at squat living than I was,” she explains. “I had left home and moved into a space with only cold running water and two gas rings on the floor, bare floorboards, no window coverings. I was used to a few more home comforts and being surrounded by friends. Here, I was very alone a lot of the time and not sure how to make life better. Sure, it had its brilliant freedoms and life was often exciting, but I was also lonely and uncertain.” Amid those feelings, Richard and Espe became Gina’s adopted family, and she “practically lived in their flat.” They made Gina feel like Monmouth Road was truly home. And thus, she eventually brought other friends in, too, including Petra P from Nottingham and New York musician Amy Rigby.


For some, Monmouth Road was a transient space, which ultimately proved beneficial to The Raincoats in the long run. As squatters abandoned their posts, Neal, Gina, and others could expand their own spaces. Neal got a second adjacent room and part of the basement, which became a rehearsal area for the 101ers and others on the scene. “Gina and Ana used to play down there,” Neal recalls, adding, “It was wonderful to be able to play music loudly.” It wasn’t always all fun, of course. “On one occasion the rehearsal area was both flooded and set on fire at the same time,” he laughs. Pre-Raincoats, but after her firing from The Slits, Neal also remembers Palmolive hiding out in that basement, trying to avoid Ari Up’s mother, Norah. “Norah chased Palmolive around London, wanting her drum kit back,” Neal explains. Palmolive took refuge in the Monmouth Road rehearsal area, along with the drum kit. “Much as I liked Norah and loved The Slits,” Neal says, “Palmolive was a higher cause.”


Eventually, when The Raincoats became an official entity, that basement space became a regular rehearsal venue. One of Neal’s lasting atmospheric memories of the squat is the sound of The Raincoats’ second album, Odyshape. He heard the material so many times, in so many different incarnations—“To such a degree, more than any other listener, it has its own special circuit in my brain,” Neal says. Since he was imbibing those Odyshape rehearsals during a period of time when he was “really depressed and holed up, listening to The Raincoats underneath me,” he’ll always describe those songs as “fractured, vulnerable”; his own experience and memories indelibly permeate the music for him.


Ana didn’t live in a squat, but in a council flat nearby off Golborne Road market, a spot that was and remains an eclectic community. “It was in this flat that we first rehearsed when Nick, Jeremie, and Kate played with us,” Ana says, referring to future Raincoats members, “and where we composed a few of the songs on the first album.” There, she overlooked the rail lines, and those train tracks would become a trope in Ana’s art and life; she’d occasionally draw them on her face, two stark lines, before performing, and they appeared across the poetic lyrics she wrote. Those tracks were so prominent in the physical space where she lived and made music that a writer for the music magazine ZigZag described the living space as “cluttered up with drums and guitars and … the continual noise of trains passing by.”9


Ana’s living space might not have been in the same state of physical dilapidation as Gina’s, but it was imbued with its own sense of fragility, marked by the loneliness and confusion Ana felt on moving to London. From that flat, she wrote lyrics to various Raincoats songs including “The Void.” Ana recalls, “I felt confused and baffled about life, trying to figure it out, and trying to figure myself out.” The industrial image and sound of the rail lines became integral to her sonic vision. “The railway line became like a friend to me.”


The culture of the neighborhood was shaped by its residents. “It was all a big community thing,” journalist Vivien Goldman says, referring to the general area around Westbourne Grove. Vivien shared a flat with Geoff Travis of Rough Trade, a friend from university. “For a while, he used the space as a sort of B&B for Rough Trade artists,” she laughs. “Everyone stayed at that house.” It had the spirit of a squat, and Vivien suggests it might as well have been. She lists scores of artists who came through, temporarily making the living space their own. It was there that Vivien learned about The Raincoats. “If anybody was in the Rough Trade orbit, they were like extended family,” she says.


That same squatting culture of sustaining and sharing with fellow travelers would play an unexpected and important role in bringing the music of The Raincoats over to the crucial geographic nodal point of Olympia, Washington. As Jean Smith of punk duo Mecca Normal explains, she first heard The Raincoats thanks to her bandmate, David Lester. “David became aware of them because he lived in a squat in London around the time The Raincoats were active,” Jean says, adding, “David had an excellent grasp of feminism.” Thanks in part to his squatting experience, he introduced Jean to a number of female-fronted bands like Crass, Au Pairs, Poison Girls, X-Ray Spex, and The Slits, in addition to The Raincoats. Vicky Aspinall, who’d soon join The Raincoats on violin, was also in a squat in Brixton. “It was terrible,” she laughs.


Squatting had its advantageous aspects, but “there was also a darker side,” Neal explains. “Although no one owned a squat, people were territorial.” Neal and Gina became politically active in their community to ensure they could keep the building. “It was a fight,” he says, “but housing is so important.” Although needing a place to live and seeking a creative community were their initial reasons for squatting, in the later years on Monmouth Road, Gina and Neal’s purpose became more aligned with the political aims of early postwar squatting movements. They became founding members of a housing cooperative to formalize their living situation. “There was a whole statutory process,” Neal recalls, “and we were very unusual in that, in our negotiations, we were actually on record at the British Houses of Parliament where they discussed us in the House of Commons. Not at great length, but they discussed us.” After “endless committee meetings,” Neal says, they eventually earned the right to retain their ownership interests in Monmouth Road.



BAND BEGINNINGS


From the deteriorating squats of London and the community they incubated, new things grew, and those “unoccupied” spaces helped to produce a diverse range of artists. Since the very beginning, Ana and Gina wanted their band to be seen and appreciated as art. They were never just musicians; they were making a new kind of sonic artistry. Kim Gordon of Sonic Youth captured that ethos decades later, saying, “I’ve never seen myself as a musician. I see myself as an artist that makes music and writes, and I feel the same way about Gina and Ana.”


Gina and Ana met at Hornsey, but neither started art school with plans to form a band. They were two artists, from different parts of the world, honing their respective crafts. Gina wanted to create larger-than-life paintings while Ana was interested in working on a smaller scale. Yet they both trusted their instincts and sensibilities; they shared a sense of their own potential and power. In the very early Raincoats days, Gina remembers, “Ana and I were almost more like colleagues than really close friends.” She continues, “When I met Ana, she was twenty-eight, and I was twenty, soon to turn twenty-one. It makes a big difference at that age … life experience is huge. I hadn’t lived away from home before. I was mischievous, shy, and adventurous, but I was also a girl from the provinces who had only left the UK shores for a few days once before.” Despite their different backgrounds, their working relationship grew, and the distinctions in their approaches to art began to form a dynamic that would become the heart of The Raincoats. Stark differences, punctuated by synergies.


Gina says, “It was quite scary because I felt completely inadequate. Ana only knew a few chords, too, but because she’d studied languages and written poetry, she could imagine lyrics in a way I couldn’t.” But, Gina continues, “I had a lot of energy, and a real passion for art and creativity. We had very different perspectives, so we made for a very interesting marriage.”


Two very different perspectives, two very different people. “You need that weird juxtaposition, almost opposites” to create meaningful art, Gina suggests. As soon-to-be Raincoats manager and collaborator Shirley O’Loughlin describes it, “There’s always been a mutual respect between Ana and Gina, but the dynamic of their relationship and that tension is the fire in the belly. They have ultimate respect for each other, but sometimes the tension stretches things so much that it seems it’s going to break, and sometimes it’s just magnificent. When they’re together on stage, there’s magic.”


The Raincoats—or the very idea of a punk band that might grow into The Raincoats—got started thanks in part to a roadie named Kevin from The Clash (“known as ‘Roadent,’” Gina notes). He was talking to Gina and Ana about punk, and they were keen to get involved themselves. “I’d seen the Sex Pistols, but I didn’t really know what was going on,” Gina says. “My life was changing at that point because the world was opening up in a brilliant way, revealing all sorts of creative energies, and punk was another level of that. Before, the things I fell in love with were written about in books—conceptual art, Dada, nonsense poetry, and the energy to it. So we didn’t really know what punk was, but we knew it had this same kind of tremendous energy.”


Kevin knew Ana had been cutting her friends’ hair and her own. “He asked me if I’d cut his hair, but really badly … it was all that kind of spirit,” Ana says. Through Hornsey, Ana and Gina began hanging around with other art school punks and squatters with connections to The Clash, The Slits, and everything in between. Along with friends in tow, they began attending gigs together, often tagging along with Ana’s cousin Manuel (he had a car and could drive them). They were enlivened by the scene and got to talking one day in the pub underneath Hornsey. Ana and Gina were thinking it at the same time: We should start a band. “We didn’t really know if we could do it. At that point it was just percolating as an idea, a fantasy, a fantastical idea. But we took a photograph, the band, so that’s what makes it real!” Gina laughs. “We took these baby steps towards the possibility of having the group.”


Right around that time, Ana and Gina bought the first Raincoats instruments. Ana picked up an electric guitar in a market, along with a small amp she could carry. “It was a really terrible guitar,” she laughs, “but I didn’t know the difference between that and a Gibson or a Rickenbacker. I just knew it made noise.” Gina nervously stepped into Macari’s Musical Exchange, a West End instrument shop that was already known as one of the most popular and well respected in London. That location on Charing Cross Road, where Gina bought her first bass, was established in 1958 by two brothers whose descendants kept its doors open for sixty years. It’s actually the very same spot where Gina took her own daughter, Honey, instrument shopping decades later.


It’s pretty to think there was something innate in the atmosphere at Hornsey that made an experimental punk band seem like a possibility, a new way of making art that spoke back to the “Hornsey coup.” But in fact, the opposite is mostly the truth. At the time, Ana lamented that Hornsey tutors simply weren’t interested in music as art, and it was Gina’s art school boredom that became the kick she needed to buy a bass. One day in 1976, Gina was sitting in an art and politics lecture. “I always hoped that art and politics lectures could lift my spirits, inspire me, but sadly this was not the case,” she says. She got a lunch break, went for a couple of drinks and then headed to Macari’s. “With great trepidation, I entered Macari’s,” Gina recalls. “I had never been in a music shop before, and I was about to buy an instrument I had no idea how to play. ‘What’s the cheapest bass guitar you have?’” she’d asked. A store clerk handed her a bass that cost £30. “When asked if I wanted to try it out, I shook my head and left with it, wondering what would happen next.” She just wanted to get it home even though she didn’t have an amp. “I think I plugged it through my little record player, playing along to Toots and the Maytals records.”


But once they had those instruments, it was official: They were starting a band.


There were no gigs lined up, but they did decide on a name: The Raincoats. “The most important thing is the name of the group, not the music, my cousin told us,” Ana smiles. “So we started saying the names of objects, pieces of clothing. Manuel suggested, ‘What about raincoats?’ I really liked that idea. Maybe coming from sunny Portugal, the idea of London and all that rain, it seemed appropriate. Maybe the idea of an object. So we decided on ‘The Raincoats’ for the time being.”


Everyone’s got their own idea about the origins of the band name. “Before I joined, I remember asking Ana, ‘Where’d the name come from?’” says Jeremie Frank, who’d briefly become a Raincoat for a short period on guitar. “And she said because she spoke Portuguese, she liked how the English word ‘raincoat’ sounded.” Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth says he thought the name referred to a condom, a feminist joke. For Rob Sheffield, eventual Rolling Stone writer and longtime fan, “the name just seemed really cool.” Lois Maffeo, punk musician and writer from Olympia, remembers being drawn to the band name immediately when she first bought a copy of the Rough Trade compilation Wanna Buy a Bridge? (filled with various artists on the label) in 1982. “It wasn’t provocative or aggressive, but somewhat prosaic. Just the name of an article of clothing,” Lois says.


“But that Raincoats, that wasn’t even a band, really. It didn’t happen,” Ana says. They never played a gig and barely considered rehearsing together. It was just a name, a concept. Nonetheless, other things started to fall into place. A guy named John Herlihy asked Ana to join a new band he played guitar in. She agreed to go to a rehearsal, but she found it “too stiff, too organized.” She called it quits after attending just one rehearsal, but not before she got the phone number of John’s drummer, Nick. She thought he might be someone she could work with musically in the future.


But most importantly, perhaps, Ana and Gina went to see The Slits.


SEEING THE SLITS


“The Slits gave us permission that night!” Gina exclaims. “The idea that we could be on that stage. And I really wanted to be on that stage.”


Ana and Gina went together to see the very first Slits show on March 11, 1977 at the Coliseum “cinema” in Harlesden. The Slits were on a bill with The Clash, Buzzcocks, Subway Sect, and a late-night showing of kung fu films. It cost £1.50 entry. (Unbeknownst to either of them, Shirley O’Loughlin, who’d soon become an essential component of The Raincoats, was also in the crowd that night.) Seeing The Slits awakened something in the two art students, who stood together shouting along with the band. This show felt different from any they’d seen before it. There were powerful women on stage. Ari Up was unlike anyone they’d ever witnessed, and they were drawn to Kate Korus (later to be replaced by Viv Albertine) on guitar. “When I saw Palmolive on stage, I didn’t even know what she was doing exactly, but I just loved seeing it. There was so much joy coming out of her,” Ana says.


Part of processing the gig, for Gina, meant bringing The Slits to play at Hornsey. “The only show I ever promoted,” Gina says. It was scheduled to take place in the art studios in Alexandra Palace. “They were bringing a PA that Don Letts had sourced, but for ages, the studio stood empty—they were so late, and I was worried they just weren’t going to show at all.” They did, eventually, “and it was great,” Gina says. “But by the time they arrived I had cut most of my hair quite short … What is it about cutting your hair off when you are in a state?”


Seeing The Slits was ultimately what both Gina and Ana needed to give The Raincoats another go.


LET’S DO IT


In the summer of 1977, Ana traveled to Madeira to spend time with family, and Gina decided to commit to a renewed focus on the bass.


A friend of Gina’s taught her E-A-D-G bass tuning, and she began learning the notes to everything on Funky Kingston by Toots and the Maytals. As she got comfortable with the instrument, she realized an exciting but unorthodox way to play the bass: to approach it visually, looking for root notes in patterns. “Once you find a root note, you realize there are all these other notes you can dance around a root note with,” Gina remembers. “I didn’t know how music was constructed, but I was beginning to see visual patterns while I was listening, so I started trying out different things to see what would happen.” Her art school training was shaping her understanding of sonic representation. By the time Ana returned to London from her summer in Portugal, she and Gina got together for another go at The Raincoats—a jam session, essentially.
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Contact sheet from the very first Raincoats photo shoot with Ana, Gina, Nick, and Ross, captured by Shirley in 1977


Meanwhile, more pieces were falling into place. Geoff Travis from Rough Trade asked Ana (she worked behind the counter at the record store) if a friend and newcomer to London, Ross Crighton, could stay in her spare room since he had nowhere to live. “It was a small flat,” Ana laughs, “but I’d come from Portugal, so I didn’t own anything, so he fitted in there perfectly.” He played the guitar and also wanted to start a band. Although Ana played guitar, she and Gina thought they could use another guitarist. Ross was in.


The Raincoats only needed to find a drummer.



THE RAINCOATS NEED A DRUMMER


For the first but certainly not last time, The Raincoats found themselves in need of a drummer. That realization—“we need a drummer”—would become a refrain in the lives of The Raincoats, and one that would ultimately link Ana and Gina to artists including The Slits, the 101ers, This Heat, Robert Wyatt, Bikini Kill, Sonic Youth, PJ Harvey, the Velvet Underground, Stereolab, Tiger Trap, Lois Maffeo, and more. But back in 1977, for the first time, The Raincoats just needed someone capable of putting sticks to skins.


“We were never looking for a steady beat,” Gina says. “For The Raincoats, it has always been the school of heartbeat playing. Something that can gain momentum unexpectedly, slow down, and surprise.”


There wasn’t much discussion when Ana remembered she had Nick Turner’s number—good thing she’d gone to that lone rehearsal of John’s band. Ana got in touch, and Nick was excited to be invited to join. The Raincoats had their first drummer.


“He was very enthusiastic,” Gina recalls. “But I never got the sense he was into the politics of the whole thing.” Nick was the youngest of the group. He’d just finished his A-levels and had been studying during the year of punk. “So I hadn’t done spectacularly well, let’s just say that,” he laughs. He got started in a band with Toyah, and he’d fallen in love with the first Patti Smith record. Just right—Ana’s kind of person.


What would this band be called? While Ana and Gina had never formalized the band name, the earlier idea, The Raincoats, stuck. In an interview with ZigZag, Gina suggested it was a practical choice. “We just kept the original name—The Raincoats,” Gina said matter-of-factly.10


THE TABERNACLE: NOVEMBER 9, 1977


With the addition of Nick on drums, The Raincoats could play their first gig.


Thanks to the squatting community in West London, everyone was mostly in the know about who was in a band. Richard Dudanski—Gina’s squat neighbor and friend—asked if The Raincoats wanted to open for his new band, Tymon Dogg and the Fools (Tymon Dogg, aka Stephen Murray, was another squatter on nearby Westbourne Park Road). Joe Strummer had just laid the 101ers to rest, and Richard was frustrated, but he and Tymon Dogg started playing together. By early November 1977, they were getting ready for a gig at The Tabernacle.


Gina and Ana were apprehensive—“Downright scared!” Gina laughs—but agreed to be on the bill. “We just turned up,” Ana says. Up to this point, they’d only been playing with portable amps and a single microphone.


Prior to the gig, Nick invited the art teacher from his school, Shirley O’Loughlin, to a rehearsal in Ana’s living room. It was a fateful invitation. Shirley had met Ana before, casually, around the Rough Trade shop when Ana was on the clock, but The Tabernacle gig would soon bring Shirley into The Raincoats.


The performance also produced The Raincoats’ first gig poster. As an early supporter of the band, Neal Brown was all over the marketing effort. He scrawled out with pencil, in all caps, on brown newspaper roll:


THE RAINCOATS


(GINA BIRCH & ANA DA SILVA)


PLUS TONGUES OF FIRE


PLUS DOLL BY DOLL


7.30 WED 9 NOV. AT THE


TABERNACLE POWIS


SQ W.11. NO BAR BRING


A BOTTLE. PARTY


AFTERWARDS AT GINAS


50p
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The Tabernacle was established in 1887, built as an “iron church” so named for the use of cast iron in its construction. The word “tabernacle” was much older, dating to biblical times and denoting an immovable structure. By the mid-nineteenth century, the architectural design had become popular for places of religious worship. Churches known as “tin tabernacles” were popping up across the UK, constructed with cheaper materials such as corrugated iron.11 The Tabernacle that would ultimately be repurposed as a punk venue had a garden in front, and the structure itself was built as a rotunda with two turrets on either side and a red-brick facade.


The Tabernacle was just around the corner from Gina’s squat and Ana’s flat, and the venue was also in its early days of punk fame. “All these punk shows happened at The Tabernacle around that time,” Nick explains. “Joe Strummer played there all the time, and he played the encore that night,” he says and smiles, still giddy to think of it. Shirley arrived with her friend Glenn Marks and Toyah Willcox (who famously starred as the pyromaniac in Derek Jarman’s film Jubilee that same year, whose audition photographs were taken by Shirley, and with whom Shirley was briefly in a band herself). “We played just one show as ‘The Streets’ and I borrowed Nick’s drum kit with Nick next to me, keeping me in time!” Shirley laughs.


The gig would be Ross’s first and only as a Raincoat. The pressure of playing live was too much. He left the band without a second guitarist. Ana and Gina weren’t certain they had something worth continuing. Nick was eager to keep going, but like he says, “What’d I know? I was just a baby.” As Ross exclaimed at the time, “I never want to do that again!” He hid behind the amp the whole time because of his stage fright, in which he wasn’t alone. Gina adds, “I was quite terrified and didn’t feel like we were ready for it, but Richard convinced us we could do it. But we hadn’t become ourselves yet. We were very undercooked, like the cake mixture before you put the sugar in.”


“We were all terrified!” Ana laughs. “I went on stage and thought, Oh my God, what am I doing? Who am I to be up here, doing this?” Gina continues, “I went back to college and my tutor said, ‘Don’t give up the day job,’ and I felt that was the feeling—that we hadn’t cracked anything, that we were a long way from the starting point.” So much for Hornsey supporting experimental art!


Yet it was the start they ultimately needed, and important voices around the early Raincoats convinced Gina and Ana they had a real spark. “There was a real exuberance to it,” Jude Crighton, Ross’s partner and fellow Rough Trade employee, remembers. Shirley adds, “I thought they were brilliant!”


They played all the songs they’d written by that point, maybe five in total, although versions of the songs at The Tabernacle were years away from those that would ultimately appear on records. Years later, they recall playing “Hey Hey We’re The Raincoats,” “Only Loved at Night,” and “Black and White,” along with “Life on the Line” and “No One’s Little Girl.” Ana and Ross had written “Life on the Line” together and Gina had been working on “No One’s Little Girl” lyrics in the time leading up to the gig. The latter would go on to become a quintessential song in the lives of The Raincoats, the first for which Gina ever wrote lyrics, and one that artists in decades to come would cite as evidence of an unrivaled Raincoats sound.


“Life on the Line” was a song Ross began alone, from a dark place. He’d witnessed a suicide on the London train tracks and put his emotions into print. He and Ana later crafted the song together in their shared flat. When it came time to record the first Raincoats LP, some of the lyrics to that song got altered in the studio at Berry Street—at the suggestion of a producer. The full weight of Ross’s emotional lyrics was lost. He never took offense and doesn’t have a clear memory of what the original words were supposed to be. Ana says it’s one of the regrets she carries when looking back on early Raincoats work. “We should have kept all of Ross’s lyrics.”


At The Tabernacle after-party at Gina’s squat—advertised rough and ready on Neal’s poster that Ana happily grabbed from the venue and kept for safekeeping—Ana and Shirley got to chatting and Shirley quickly realized how much they shared. They’d catalyze one another’s creative impulses all the way to the present.



WE NEED A GUITARIST


With Ross afraid to take the stage again, The Raincoats needed a new guitarist. For a brief moment it was Kate Korris (née Korus), an original cofounder of The Slits who’d later form the Mo-dettes. Kate played one gig as a Raincoat at Hornsey in December 1977 before she, too, parted ways with the band. “I do remember she had a song called something like ‘Selling It, Selling It, Nine to Five,’ and I thought it was about prostitution,” Gina says. “And it was about prostitution, but not in a way I understood at the time. It was about prostitution—only in the sense that we’re all prostitutes, selling ourselves for capitalist work and money. But I remember thinking, I can’t possibly sing ‘No One’s Little Girl’ if Kate’s in the band!” Compared with Kate’s fiery feminism, Gina saw her own lyrics as docile.


Nobody remembers exactly how Kate became a Raincoat for a night. Neal had a girlfriend who lived in a nearby squat with Kate’s then-boyfriend, John “Boogie” Tiberi, so it’s possible he made the connection. (And Kate wouldn’t be the last member of The Slits to join The Raincoats, another union made possible through London squat living.) But in the meantime, The Raincoats needed a new guitarist. Again.


Ana was working at a restaurant in London while making Raincoats plans. A guy from Hornsey showed up for dinner with an American woman named Jeremie Frank. He mentioned Jeremie’s guitar skills, so Ana invited her to come round and meet the band. “She turned up with a huge hat with big feathers and a black cape,” Ana laughs, “and we thought, Oh my God, what is this? But she could really play.” Gina laughs, too. “All I remember about Jeremie, other than that she could really play guitar, is she had a song about giving her body to science when she died.”


From her initial entry into The Raincoats, Jeremie’s fashion suggested she might not share the same ideology as the others. “We were just punks going to the charity shop for our clothes and imagination. It was a way of expressing ourselves,” Ana says. Jeremie came from a different school of rock and thought she’d need to look glam on stage, modeling her style on T. Rex and Bowie. That said, the cape she wore to the first Raincoats rehearsal was less of a fashion statement and more of a reflection of the sociocultural pressures women face. “I never wore clothes that fit, tried to cover myself up a lot of the time, and had a lot of body issues I was only able to deal with years later,” Jeremie remembers. She learned from The Raincoats that fashion is always part politics. “Back then,” Jeremie says, “I wasn’t thinking about women’s rights, gay rights, civil rights in general, but I look back on my time in The Raincoats and realize that’s when my sense of those rights started to develop. I didn’t know you could even choose clothes and makeup to avoid looking pretty, anti-feminine, as a statement. Now I do, and I have The Raincoats to thank.”


BEHIND THE IRON CURTAIN: WARSAW, APRIL 1978


In early spring 1978, The Raincoats became the first punk band to play behind the Iron Curtain. The soundtrack to democratic revolution.


“Somebody told us the last band that had been in Warsaw was the Rolling Stones a few years before. So although I’m not comparing us to the Rolling Stones,” Ana says, “it was us and the Rolling Stones.”


It all started at a gig at The Chippenham pub in Maida Vale in January or February of that year. Simon Bramley, the performance artist and old friend of Gina’s who’d moved into her spare room in Monmouth Road, was putting on a show with the duo Thom Pucky and Dirk Larsen, who performed together as Reindeer Werk from 1973 to 1981. They collaborated with Fluxus artists, such as Joseph Beuys and other conceptual artists, basing their own work on the idea of “Behaviouralism,” designed to, as Pucky explains it, “make people aware of their ‘conditioned behavior.’ This anti-conformity also translated itself on the wider platform of the punk revolution.”12
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