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It was the evening of 21 March 2003 when a woman wielding a claw hammer above her head began screaming obscenities at me. The profanities were punctuated with a shrill whine of, ‘It’s not fair, how dare they.’ This woman, it was obvious, had the misfortune to live next door to a den of comings and goings and parties and music. Clearly she had been subjected to long nights of psychological torture at the hands of Bash Street urchins with a sound system to spare.
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I’d been in scrapes before in my job at NME: soaked to the skin at Glastonbury with both hypothermia and Portishead poised to strike, and peeling my face off the sticky lager-flavoured floor of the Glasgow Barrowlands. But this was – and remains – the most scared I’d ever been. I banged at the door with a manic mixture of determination and desperation, convinced that at any moment the hammer blow would fall.


Of course, the sensible option would have been to scarper out of Bethnal Green and away from this woodchip door with ‘Albion Rooms’ crudely scrawled on it in biro, but after making it this far a crazy woman about to bring death on my head wasn’t quite enough to deter me from what I knew would be an extraordinary evening.


The girl who answered the door calmly fixed me with a look and then shot a cooler one at the woman. In I went, ten pounds lighter – but with woodchip between me and the hammer. I scrambled up the rickety bare wooden steps and into the front room. Roger Sargent had a camera and was standing on the wrought-iron spiral stairs that dominated this tumbledown room full of books and posters. Playing through a tiny scraggy-looking amp, Peter Doherty, Carl Barât and John Hassall were entertaining a small group of people cross-legged on the floor sipping lager.


John, in striped shirt and heavy coat, sat, barely moving, his eyes closed in a deep concentration verging on trance. But out of his bass came a series of bouncing, crackling basslines, driving the music onwards with an energy in total contrast to his mannequin demeanour. Carl was swaying his head round to the music, emphasising every bar with a swagger that was half macho, half coquettish, revelling in the tinny sounds emerging from the fuzzy amplifier. He looked every bit the dandy, in leather jacket, his faithful knackered guitar picking out precise riffs that owed as much to Django Reinhardt as any of your typical guitar heroes. Glances were exchanged throughout between him and Peter; if there was a band leader, then it was difficult to tell who it was. 


There was an unspoken chemistry between the two. The songs weren’t announced, they materialised, filling the room with an impossibly intimate joy as they took turns to sing and, occasionally, share the mic. Peter had clearly been in the wars a little, wearing a jacket that looked as though it was going to get up and walk out, and playing chords in an equally messy way while never undermining the emotion of the songs. Beyond this, there was a twinkle of innocence in his eyes that would remain the one constant in everything that followed. Throughout all the bad times – and the countless good – it would only be extinguished once in the following two years. 


Typically for The Libertines, something would go wrong. That night, drummer Gary would fail to show up, appearing later, when it was all over, a box of Tennessee Fried Chicken in his hand and a blithe attitude to it all, merely concerned that he hadn’t done his bit. The whole evening was warm, inclusive and spontaneous in a way rock ’n’ roll is rarely allowed to be. And it was all for twenty people who, like me, had heard about the gig through a posting on the Internet. 


Five weeks previously, they’d headlined in front of 2,000 people at the London Astoria. And now they were unselfconsciously playing a gig to anyone who’d read and believed that the short post on libertines.org really was from Peter Doherty, announcing the details of a ‘secret’ gig the following evening at seven. Cameras were welcome and there was to be no guest list for the music industry. The address was a dingy corner of Bethnal Green.  


It was Peter and Carl’s flat. You know, of course, that bands don’t do this sort of thing. In fact, frequently bands hate playing live, they play the minimum number of gigs for the maximum profit. You, the punter, are a necessary evil, a faceless provider of good times: a mere conduit to the party afterwards. They’d hate you if they ever met you. Yet this band were happily playing a gig at their crumbling flat for a bunch of fans who happened to have been seduced by the heady mixture of poetry, romanticism and rock ’n’ roll longing that was the band’s creed.


Rock ’n’ roll was fifty years old, but The Libertines were doing something fresh and original. They were busting the barriers between musician and fan, and in a 
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democratic way – it didn’t depend on knowing someone or being a groupie. The cold wires of the Internet were harnessed for what The Libertines called ‘a good old-fashioned knees-up’.


Needless to say, half an hour after the filthy flat filled with song, the hammer woman had her revenge and the police arrived to break it up. Heavy boots pounded on the fragile stairs. Pete looked at Carl. Carl looked at Pete. ‘Time For Heroes’ was abandoned and, floating on a wave of delicately strummed guitars, they sang:


When they kick at your front door


How you gonna come?


With your hands on your head


Or on the trigger of your gun


To my knowledge, The Clash, however great they were, never actually serenaded the police with ‘Guns of Brixton’. But then it was already clear that The Libertines were unlike any band I had ever seen.


That night I told Roger that I didn’t have a clue just what we’d got with this band. That was, it transpired, an understatement. These were people who were aware of their past but not in debt to it. If it meant making a great new tune they’d happily chuck a couple of heroes together and stand back to appreciate the sparks. But, above all, what we witnessed was a British phenomenon.


They sang and were informed by a Britain that had disappeared, a land of high poetry and low comedy, of William Blake and On The Buses Blakey; of the Hellfire Club and Hancock; of learning and excess; literature and The Likely Lads. This was a band, after all, whose 


acceptance speech at a rock awards ceremony was Peter and Carl’s tender call-and-response reading of Siegfried Sassoon’s World War I poem ‘Suicide In The Trenches’. From the outset, they were as at home on Radio 4 as Radio 1.


They sang with a keen British spirit that instantly bypassed the sorry Britpop clichés and clicked straight into the greatest parts of Britain’s outsider past. But they did it with a precise wit that blossomed in lyrics, in person and in Peter’s private diaries, The Books Of Albion. In one simple couplet they seemed to defeat the crass Americanisation of British music: ‘There are fewer more distressing sights than that/Of an Englishman in a baseball cap’.


They didn’t care about nu metal or Britpop. These complex people wanted to do something very simple: be in the greatest British band that ever picked up a guitar.


In the short time they existed, The Libertines accomplished the impossible: on their own they kickstarted a new British music renaissance, from Franz Ferdinand to Kaiser Chiefs to Arctic Monkeys. They erased the barrier with fans, they inspired thousands to follow, they gave away entire albums of material for free on the Internet with a determination that shocked major labels.


And where it’s safer to hide under a carapace of irony rather than reveal your true feelings, they’ve been wincingly honest. Yet much of the media have failed to grasp the band or what they really mean, falling for live-fast-die-young clichés and trying to pin on them


fabulous notions of a Sid Vicious obsession. At a time when the media has been long confident that it can spot every feint and shift of music, they’ve united in a strange echo of the censorious past. Headlines pleading for Kate Moss to abandon Junkie Pete have the distinct echo of 


the ramblings of 1960s tabloids: ‘Would you let your daughter marry a Rolling Stone?’


The songs The Libertines created are the equal of anyone’s in the history of British music. At the same time, they are the classic British band: a band with the finest frontline duo since The Clash and as inspirational as The Smiths. Their breathtaking live performances, teetering on the edge of disaster, were greater than those of Radiohead, Oasis or Nirvana. Original and blindingly beautiful, they blazed brightly, never compromising, never selling out.


After guerrilla gigs, crack, burglary, prison, forgiveness, addiction, EastEnders, Bangkok, arrest, riots, Newsnight, Kate Moss, two great albums, hours of material and a torturous split, Peter and Carl remain inextricably tied together, mentally if not by music; even now they find it impossible to free themselves. This is the story of Peter, Carl and The Libertines and how they changed Britain.
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From Hamburg-era Beatles, the satanic Stones, the frivolous intelligence of Roxy Music to The Sex Pistols and the music-hall campery of The Smiths, British music has always thrived on being the kid in the corner who demands attention – something that has to be watched at all times in case it does the establishment, or itself, major harm. By the late 1990s this had all changed; the major music-magazine cover stars had been a series of witless DJs and acoustic fumblers such as Toploader, Travis and Starsailor. Music was sliding into meaningless AOR with the gentle grace of someone slipping into a coma.
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Of course, when you’re in it, in a grand reversal of the grass-is-greener principle, it never seems quite so bad. 


But my god it was horrendous. I joined NME in November 1998 expecting a party, fun, the continuation of the rock ’n’ roll dream. ‘Hi,’ I thought I’d say. ‘Let’s party like it’s ’67 or ’77 or ’89 or … hey, why the long faces?’ The atmosphere at the NME was that of a 


particularly unappetising morgue. It may have been on the twenty-fifth floor of Kings Reach Tower but in spirit and lighting at least it was very much two storeys underground. Unbelievably, it was about to get worse.


The 74-year-old Melody Maker and the indie monthly Select closed within a week of each other. At the time, 


NME Editor Ben Knowles, who had only recently left Melody Maker, wasn’t worried about his own paper. But the decline was to go into a tailspin, the clue lying in what would have been the Melody Maker’s Christmas issue: a portly baseball-cap-wearing misogynist arsehole, 


Fred Durst, at Christmas time in his own home. Nu metal was here.


Weeks later, nu metal and its sound were all over the top ten. Those who found Limp Bizkit and Durst’s 


grunting, big-shorted antics a little too much could enjoy the boyband metal of Linkin Park or Papa Roach. Music was not only rubbish, it was American rubbish.


Thankfully no one bothered to convey this information to Peter Doherty or Carlos Barât. 


Carl Barât had enough problems without worrying about the state of British music. As a drama student at Brunel University in Uxbridge he was disappointed to find that his fellow students didn’t live up to his idealistic 


view of what university life would be like, coloured by his unconventional upbringing – his parents were hippies. After Carl’s birth in Basingstoke in 1978 his mother Chrissie had continued to live a communal, 


travelling existence as his father settled into factory jobs and a council-estate life. He had an itinerant childhood that included extended stays in Teepee Valley, a tented 


Of course, when you’re in it, in a grand reversal of the grass-is-greener principle, it never seems quite so bad. 
But my god it was horrendous. I joined NME in November 1998 expecting a party, fun, the continuation of the rock ’n’ roll dream. ‘Hi,’ I thought I’d say. ‘Let’s party like it’s ’67 or ’77 or ’89 or … hey, why the long faces?’ The atmosphere at the NME was that of a 
particularly unappetising morgue. It may have been on the twenty-fifth floor of Kings Reach Tower but in spirit and lighting at least it was very much two storeys underground. Unbelievably, it was about to get worse.
The 74-year-old Melody Maker and the indie monthly Select closed within a week of each other. At the time, 
NME Editor Ben Knowles, who had only recently left Melody Maker, wasn’t worried about his own paper. But the decline was to go into a tailspin, the clue lying in what would have been the Melody Maker’s Christmas issue: a portly baseball-cap-wearing misogynist arsehole, 
Fred Durst, at Christmas time in his own home. Nu metal was here.
Weeks later, nu metal and its sound were all over the top ten. Those who found Limp Bizkit and Durst’s 
grunting, big-shorted antics a little too much could enjoy the boyband metal of Linkin Park or Papa Roach. Music was not only rubbish, it was American rubbish.
Thankfully no one bothered to convey this information to Peter Doherty or Carlos Barât. 
 
Carl Barât had enough problems without worrying about the state of British music. As a drama student at Brunel University in Uxbridge he was disappointed to find that his fellow students didn’t live up to his idealistic 
view of what university life would be like, coloured by his unconventional upbringing – his parents were hippies. After Carl’s birth in Basingstoke in 1978 his mother Chrissie had continued to live a communal, 
travelling existence as his father settled into factory jobs and a council-estate life. He had an itinerant childhood that included extended stays in Teepee Valley, a tented 






	  		








	  		















































































hippy commune in south Wales. Carl’s idea of university was based on what he’d read about the energetic student radicalism of the 1960s. He became disillusioned by his fellow students, who on the whole preferred simply to get drunk and get through exams.


In 1997 he did, however, fall in with a student called Amy-Jo Doherty. They ended up sharing a squat together in Richmond by the River Thames. She told Carl about her younger brother Peter who was, she said, a poet. She’d told her younger brother Peter about the amazing guitarist she shared a squat with. Peter, then just seventeen, was keen on meeting this guitar genius with a penchant for David Niven movies. He sounded like just the sort of person he could forge a musical alliance with; Peter adored The Smiths and entertained the idea, like Morrissey, of simply meeting a genius foil and making a difference. 


Peter was born in Hexham, Northumberland on 12 March 1979. His father, Peter Snr, was Irish working-class stock who’d worked his way through the British Army from private to major through sheer effort, talent and hard work. As a result of his father’s job, Peter had lived in London, Liverpool, Belfast, Coventry, Germany and Cyprus. He was a stern father who later on Peter would publicly fall out with, but as a child Peter adored him, his fondest memory that of being driven by his father to a Queens Park Rangers game with classic 1950s sitcom Hancock’s Half Hour playing on a cassette – Peter Snr ran the local branch of the Hancock Fan Club. 


Peter went to stay with his sister at the squat. At last, after years living in a self-contained bubble of Hancock, Queens Park Rangers Football Club and poetry, he would meet someone he could relate to. The stink of the dirty Thames wafted through the open window as Amy-Jo made ready to go to a lecture. She asked Carl to look after her brother while she was away.


Carl poked his head round the door of Amy-Jo’s room and saw Peter gazing out of the window. Carl caught the smell of the room, which he assumed was emanating from Peter – it was the smell of a festering urinal. ‘Great,’ thought Carl. ‘He’s not a poet, he’s incontinence in a plastic jacket.’ But he braved the smell and went back to see this ‘poet’.


Peter was surprised that Carl lapped up his William Blake-derived ideas of Albion and Arcadia. Carl shared his fierce pride in Britishness, which in Carl manifested itself in a love of the Edwardian wit and short-story master Saki, classic Brit movies, the theatre and music hall. They gelled instantly. Carl was a talented guitarist who had easily mastered and become bored by the Oasis tunes that fellow students always begged him to play.


Peter was no more than fine on the guitar, but knew he would get better. Peter asked Carl to teach him the chords to The Smiths’ ‘This Charming Man’. Carl picked up his guitar and started playing Blur’s ‘Charmless Man’ instead. He hadn’t even heard of The Smiths. Peter was agog that Carl wasn’t steeped in the minutiae of alternative music the way he was, but soon recognised that this was a plus. 


PETER: ‘That tells you how much he knew about British music. But I began to like him for that.’


Carl adored the dark vision of The Velvet Underground, The Jam, The Doors and the guitar virtuosity of Django Reinhardt. Peter loved The Smiths, Suede and Chas & Dave. Peter, like his father, adored football and QPR (he ran a literate fanzine All Quiet On Western Avenue in his teens); Carlos had little truck with football. Peter was forthright, talkative, confident and liable to overstate his talent; Carl was shy and constantly doubted his talent. They saw in each other something they wanted. Within minutes this closeness spilled over into competitiveness and fighting. 


Carl couldn’t believe that this precocious talent was a year younger than him. He was smart and although he couldn’t play that well he had ideas that were intoxicating. Peter was equally smitten: he’d found his foil, a polar opposite in many respects. They saw in each other a means of escape. Carl had lost faith in university’s 


ability to provide him with the impetus he needed and he had pretty much given up playing the guitar; Peter saw Carl as a way of escaping his humdrum son-of-a-major existence and he saw the potential of forging a 


creative partnership to rival his heroes The Beatles’ Lennon/McCartney, The Smiths’ Morrissey/Marr and Suede’s Anderson/Butler.


Typically for young lads, getting a band together, 
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Peter was born in Hexham, Northumberland on 12 March 1979. His father, Peter Snr, was Irish working-class stock who’d worked his way through the British Army from private to major through sheer effort, talent and hard work. As a result of his father’s job, Peter had lived in London, Liverpool, Belfast, Coventry, Germany and Cyprus. He was a stern father who later on Peter would publicly fall out with, but as a child Peter adored him, his fondest memory that of being driven by his father to a Queens Park Rangers game with classic 1950s sitcom Hancock’s Half Hour playing on a cassette – Peter Snr ran the local branch of the Hancock Fan Club. 
Peter went to stay with his sister at the squat. At last, after years living in a self-contained bubble of Hancock, Queens Park Rangers Football Club and poetry, he would meet someone he could relate to. The stink of the dirty Thames wafted through the open window as Amy-Jo made ready to go to a lecture. She asked Carl to look after her brother while she was away.
Carl poked his head round the door of Amy-Jo’s room and saw Peter gazing out of the window. Carl caught the smell of the room, which he assumed was emanating from Peter – it was the smell of a festering urinal. ‘Great,’ thought Carl. ‘He’s not a poet, he’s incontinence in a plastic jacket.’ But he braved the smell and went back to see this ‘poet’.
Peter was surprised that Carl lapped up his William Blake-derived ideas of Albion and Arcadia. Carl shared his fierce pride in Britishness, which in Carl manifested itself in a love of the Edwardian wit and short-story master Saki, classic Brit movies, the theatre and music hall. They gelled instantly. Carl was a talented guitarist who had easily mastered and become bored by the Oasis tunes that fellow students always begged him to play.
Peter was no more than fine on the guitar, but knew he would get better. Peter asked Carl to teach him the chords to The Smiths’ ‘This Charming Man’. Carl picked up his guitar and started playing Blur’s ‘Charmless Man’ instead. He hadn’t even heard of The Smiths. Peter was agog that Carl wasn’t steeped in the minutiae of alternative music the way he was, but soon recognised that this was a plus. 
PETER: ‘That tells you how much he knew about British music. But I began to like him for that.’
Carl adored the dark vision of The Velvet Underground, The Jam, The Doors and the guitar virtuosity of Django Reinhardt. Peter loved The Smiths, Suede and Chas & Dave. Peter, like his father, adored football and QPR (he ran a literate fanzine All Quiet On Western Avenue in his teens); Carlos had little truck with football. Peter was forthright, talkative, confident and liable to overstate his talent; Carl was shy and constantly doubted his talent. They saw in each other something they wanted. Within minutes this closeness spilled over into competitiveness and fighting. 
Carl couldn’t believe that this precocious talent was a year younger than him. He was smart and although he couldn’t play that well he had ideas that were intoxicating. Peter was equally smitten: he’d found his foil, a polar opposite in many respects. They saw in each other a means of escape. Carl had lost faith in university’s 
ability to provide him with the impetus he needed and he had pretty much given up playing the guitar; Peter saw Carl as a way of escaping his humdrum son-of-a-major existence and he saw the potential of forging a 
creative partnership to rival his heroes The Beatles’ Lennon/McCartney, The Smiths’ Morrissey/Marr and Suede’s Anderson/Butler.
Typically for young lads, getting a band together, 






	  		































writing songs and performing is a means to an end: fame, fortune and women. By contrast, this pair were more concerned with writing great songs and becoming rivals to their heroes. The rootless, intelligent Peter had built an internal world to escape to, informed by great music and literature, classic British sitcoms and William Blake. He was intoxicated by lonely poets like Emily Dickinson, and Thomas Chatterton, dead at seventeen.  Carl was obsessed with Saki, wit, charm, dandyism and music hall. Their obsessions overlapped to produce the idea of sailing ‘the good ship Albion to Arcadia’, a fondness for the gaudy trappings of musical hall and a love of literary Paris and Montmartre in particular. Perhaps Oscar Wilde, wit, raconteur and writer, was the hero they could both agree on.


Their ideas and obsessions were unusual to say the least. After all, not many mates would ensure they always had a copy of George du Maurier’s Victorian page-turner Trilby with them at all times. This is the book that gave the world the trilby hat and the idea of a Svengali, a puppetmaster, controlling a person or people. 


Peter started to visit his sister regularly and he and Carl would sit up all night, strumming guitars and talking. Peter would have to return home but would obsess about the next time they could get together to play again.


They made a pact to throw themselves into eternity. Carl said to Peter: ‘It’s either top of the world or bottom of the canal.’ And that was that, there was no going back. Peter made his escape to London to do English literature at University College London but abandoned his course a year into it. Carl abandoned his Drama course two years in. Higher education had been a means to an end, to get to London; it was no further use to them in battling through or indeed in fighting the demons that haunted Carl in particular.


Carl: ‘I didn’t want to be a ghost in someone else’s society, where there’s no time or no direction … just drifting. I didn’t want to be eating beans out of a can in a lonely bedsit in front of a flickering TV screen in fifty years. I didn’t want to be the man that “could have” but didn’t, which is what Peter said to me in an attempt to inspire me.’
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Peter: ‘Carl saved me, essentially; he looked after me after I left college. He was obsessed with the idea of being old and alone watching telly. “Death on the stairs”, we called it.’


They moved into a basement flat together on Camden Road near Holloway Road, where they shared a filthy mattress, sleeping top to tail. They would be Arcadians together, they would be fellow shipmates on the Albion. It was death or glory. That was the plan anyway.


And that pretty much was that. Intoxicated by the idea of Albion and Arcadia, a romantic fantasy of pursuing experience, perfection and Britishness, they bonded, tightly. The Albion of Carl and Peter wasn’t simply Britain or a nostalgic idea of Britain, it was an idealised Britain, a Britain of the senses and excess, of literature and hedonism. In short, not so much Britannia rules the waves as Britannia waives the rules.


They would put together a band and make all the difference. The first thing they needed, mind, was a bass player, and someone who could sing and a drummer. And a name, of course.


Steve Bedlow, or Scarborough Steve as he was more commonly known, was a neighbour of theirs. He was confident and mouthy, the perfect person to perform Peter and Carl’s songs. They toyed with various names, including The Albion, but eventually the three of them settled on The Libertines, after Marquis de Sade’s ‘The Lust of The Libertines’, extracted from his celebration of the very extremes of sexuality: 120 Days Of Sodom. To this day no one can agree who came up with the name.


John Hassall and Johnny Borrell, who would later go on to form Razorlight, were at school together, Johnny a year above John. They’d played together and hung out. They bonded over music and getting into scrapes.


John Hassall: ‘Johnny Borrell and I met Scarborough Steve, who was a regular down the pub. We used to hang out at my mum’s place and then Steve came round there to drink and smoke or whatever. And he’d always go on about these two guys, Pete and Carl. He had this kind of reverence for them. He thought they were amazing guys and amazingly talented.’


Peter: ‘Carl saved me, essentially; he looked after me after I left college. He was obsessed with the idea of being old and alone watching telly. “Death on the stairs”, we called it.’
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Then one day he heard a knock at the door. 


‘It must have been ’97 in the summertime. I got a knock on the front door and looked down and there was Pete stroking my cat George in the sunshine. It was a lovely summer’s day. Peter with his satchel and his Farah trousers and Fred Perry T-shirt on. He introduced himself, he was very polite and very funny. We went upstairs, had a smoke; talked about music and stuff. He told me about this band he had, so the following day Pete, Carl, Johnny and Steve came round. It transpired that Steve was the singer, Carl was the lead guitar player, Pete was the rhythm guitar player and that Pete and Carl wrote the songs.’ 


In fact, at this stage no one was really sure who was going to do what, but one thing was certain. This was a group top-heavy with egos. Johnny Borrell would soon drift into his own projects while remaining friends. 


Most bands, having assembled the personnel, then retire to the pub to discuss names for months before a single guitar is strummed. Not so with The Libertines. Two days later they played the first Libertines gig, in Carl and Peter’s basement flat on Camden Road. They dragged a bunch of friends and anyone else who fancied it down from the Dublin Castle, a pub that frequently serves as the starting point for Britain’s guitar bands. The band were really excited, even John, who usually preferred a devastating quip delivered in the style of a narcoleptic wise arse, picked up on the energy. 


Peter, Carl and Steve had asked someone called Zack to play drums, who was never formally introduced to John. 


The atmosphere was that of a debauched shindig. Candles were lit and they strummed their skiffly, acoustic gig of half-formed songs and covers. Friends and like-minded people thronged into the flat, which was full of junk-shop memorabilia, books and records. Halfway through, the electricity ran out and a hat was passed around to collect coins for the meter.


Carl: ‘It was built round me and Peter. Scarborough Steve came round for a bit because neither of us had it in us to be frontmen … Still don’t … hahahaha.’


Where Steve was keen to be in a band and make noise and grab attention, Peter, Carl and John discovered they 


Then one day he heard a knock at the door. 
‘It must have been ’97 in the summertime. I got a knock on the front door and looked down and there was Pete stroking my cat George in the sunshine. It was a lovely summer’s day. Peter with his satchel and his Farah trousers and Fred Perry T-shirt on. He introduced himself, he was very polite and very funny. We went upstairs, had a smoke; talked about music and stuff. He told me about this band he had, so the following day Pete, Carl, Johnny and Steve came round. It transpired that Steve was the singer, Carl was the lead guitar player, Pete was the rhythm guitar player and that Pete and Carl wrote the songs.’ 
In fact, at this stage no one was really sure who was going to do what, but one thing was certain. This was a group top-heavy with egos. Johnny Borrell would soon drift into his own projects while remaining friends. 
Most bands, having assembled the personnel, then retire to the pub to discuss names for months before a single guitar is strummed. Not so with The Libertines. Two days later they played the first Libertines gig, in Carl and Peter’s basement flat on Camden Road. They dragged a bunch of friends and anyone else who fancied it down from the Dublin Castle, a pub that frequently serves as the starting point for Britain’s guitar bands. The band were really excited, even John, who usually preferred a devastating quip delivered in the style of a narcoleptic wise arse, picked up on the energy. 
Peter, Carl and Steve had asked someone called Zack to play drums, who was never formally introduced to John. 
The atmosphere was that of a debauched shindig. Candles were lit and they strummed their skiffly, acoustic gig of half-formed songs and covers. Friends and like-minded people thronged into the flat, which was full of junk-shop memorabilia, books and records. Halfway through, the electricity ran out and a hat was passed around to collect coins for the meter.
Carl: ‘It was built round me and Peter. Scarborough Steve came round for a bit because neither of us had it in us to be frontmen … Still don’t … hahahaha.’
Where Steve was keen to be in a band and make noise and grab attention, Peter, Carl and John discovered they 












































were driven by a love of songwriting. John adored The Beatles and The Move and was christened king of the three-part harmony by Carl. That wasn’t the half of it, though. He picked up Pete and Carl’s songs straight away. In contrast, Peter saw the guitar as a means to end, didn’t see himself as a musician but as a poet, and as half of a songwriting partnership with Carl. This partnership blossomed as they poured their ideas of a lost spirit of Britain into their songs: dilly boys (male prostitutes), men in white coats and love on the dole.


Within weeks they had booked themselves into Odessa studios in Clapton, east London. Steve was in Glastonbury, but they resolved to record without him. The drummer was still a problem, though. Out in Filthy McNasty’s, where Peter occasionally worked as a barman, Peter and Carl were surrounded by a self-made scene of poets, musicians, writers, artists and hangers-on. A youngish, good-looking guy clocked Peter and Carl and said he had a solution to their problem: he was a drummer. They couldn’t believe their luck. They eagerly enquired if he would be ready the following day. He would. The deal was done. They would record at Odessa studios and make the demo that would lift them out of their romantic but dismal world.


Carl: ‘Eventually we begged, borrowed and stole to get into a tinpot studio where Gwyn Mathias who engineered The Sex Pistols helped us out. He was the loveliest fella.’


But when they turned up at Odessa studios the following day at the allotted time, the drummer wasn’t there. 


‘They turned up at the recording studio,’ recalls Gwyn Mathias. ‘“Where’s your drummer?” I said and they said they’d met someone the night before in a pub who was going to drum. He didn’t turn up, so I called a mate who lived nearby to come and help them out.’


That mate was Paul DuFour, a jazz drummer, then fifty-four, who’d played in a multitude of bands since the 1960s. He turned up and was paid a flat £50. He brought a swing to their earnest British vignettes: ‘Breck Road Lover’, ‘Pay The Lady’ and ‘Music When The Lights Go Out’. 


CARL: ‘We were told of this legendary drummer … He 
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turned up and told us about the time Keith Moon had stolen his drum heads and fired a BB gun at him.’


The first was a sweeping romantic tune sung by Peter and named after the street in Liverpool where his family came from. He was still finding his voice at this time, affecting it to sound a little like Suede’s Brett Anderson.


‘Pay The Lady’, with a lead vocal by Carl, sounded like a Rubber Soul-era Beatles with backing vocals from Peter and John and a harpsichord solo before turning into a white funk workout. But ‘Music When The Lights Go Out’ was the standout track, sung by Peter over a delicate 


backing that blossomed into a taut piece of chamber-pop with real swing. It would become the centrepiece of all Libertines performances with Paul DuFour.


Paul was impressed by this band of youngsters who played Beatlesesque songs with great hooks and managed three-part harmonies. So he took the unusual step of joining a band thirty-odd years his junior. He was a versatile, instinctive drummer with a keen sense of humour. (‘They say never work with children or animals. 
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The Libertines were both.’)


The band each had their nicknames handed out mercilessly by Carl and Peter. Peter was Bilo, Pigman or Spaniel, Carl was Biggles or Spaniel, John was Mr Lombard, and Paul DuFour, for reasons known only to Carl, became Mr Razzcocks. They were joined by Vicky Chapman, a cellist, who stayed with the band for about year. 


They began gigging regularly, anywhere they could. They would play further afield than the major indie hangouts in Camden. 


Roger Morton, a journalist at NME, was tipped off by a friend that he should check them out at a gig at the Hope & Anchor in Islington. He loved them straight away: ‘They had a gang thing about them. They were 


good-looking and they had loads of charisma. Pete and Carlos would talk to the audience, take the piss out of them, tell jokes and muck around. They involved people in the gig, which no one else was doing. I thought: you’re going to be on the cover of the NME. You just belong 
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there and that’s where you’ll be.’


He reviewed the gig for the NME, lustily describing them as ‘Proper London Oxfam aesthetes with dirty minds, dusty books, nice tunes and a future’.


Roger, along with his friend Andy Fraser, decided to offer their services as managers. At the same time, The Libertines were offered a management deal by John Waller, a veteran of the music industry. They decided to pick Roger; they felt he was more on their wavelength.


The gigs continued as the band grew in confidence. Filthy McNasty’s was a regular venue, where they would wind down afterwards with their group of supportive friends and artists and a fellow musician called Peter Wolfe, whom Peter dubbed the Wolfman. This man had been a handsome Liam Gallagher-type in the mid-1990s when he had attempted unsuccessfully to launch a music career. Since then he had fallen into and been ravaged by overindulgence, but he always kept his dreams of music stardom alive.


Peter Doherty was doing shifts at the Prince Charles Cinema just off Leicester Square. He talked the management into allowing his band to play before the premier of The Blair Witch Project on 8 October 1999.


They played a proper gig in front of the scarlet velvet curtain. The front line of Peter, Carl and John, in suits and sharing two mics for the three-part harmonies of their increasingly complex songs, looked like The Beatles playing the Royal Variety Performance. They were charming and funny, and the songs were becoming better, catchier and more mature. However, even though it was a great show, it was only seen by their friends from Filthy McNasty’s and the London poetry scene and those lucky enough to see the video recording.


Roger Morton decided it was time to get serious. At the beginning of 2000 he managed to get them seen by Mike Smith of EMI Publishing, who was impressed enough to give them money to demo tracks. The band recorded ‘Bucket Shop’ and ‘Sister, Sister’ (with lead vocal by John) for EMI. But the record company that had signed both The Beatles and The Sex Pistols passed on them.


ROGER: ‘What they were doing didn’t make sense to 
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what the label thought they should be signing. So no one had the confidence to do anything.’ 


The band were undeterred. They would roll into Hackney and the East End and old 1950s pubs that only old men ever went to and persuade the manager or barman or someone to let them do a gig there. They would put on a night and design posters that always suggested some sort of Byronesque orgy was happening and then they would go and play. 


They played Finnegan’s Wake in Islington, and basements and a kebab shop on Stoke Newington High Street; they even played an old people’s home. Besuited and cheeky, they entertained the pensioners with their skiffly songs and music-hall chit-chat from Pete and Carl’s music-hall alter egos Spaniel and Spaniel. 


CARL: ‘The song we played to these pensioners losing their faculties was “I No Longer Hear The Music”. Hahahaha.’


The Kings Arms in Fulham was a particularly memorable show. Spaniel and Spaniel exchanged music-hall patter as ever and, for the finale, Spaniel Carl sang ‘Dream A Little Dream’ and tap-danced in his shoes while Paul DuFour provided the ‘tap-tap’ by striking the rim of his snaredrum. To up the ante Peter took off his  shirt and dropped his trousers, revealing a pair of brilliant white longjohns. Peter high-kicked as Carl tap-danced and Roger videoed the entire gig again, a wonderful record of The Libertines. They were tight. It was unfathomable that they weren’t snapped up. They had songs, they were charming and funny and they looked great, yet after two years no one was interested.


Their life at that time was one of squats and parties and scraping a living hand to mouth. Despite failing to capture the imagination of a moribund record industry, the band kept their dreams alive. They did cash-in-hand jobs that frequently appalled them. On one occasion Carl secured a job handing out nibbles at a corporate event. Peter, disgusted at the thought of Carl dressed as a waiter, gatecrashed, seized the tray of vol-au-vents Carl was carrying and told him that handing out pastries was beneath him. The pair fled the do.


On another occasion, desperate for money, they came up with the idea of joining the Territorial Army to make 


what the label thought they should be signing. So no one had the confidence to do anything.’ 
The band were undeterred. They would roll into Hackney and the East End and old 1950s pubs that only old men ever went to and persuade the manager or barman or someone to let them do a gig there. They would put on a night and design posters that always suggested some sort of Byronesque orgy was happening and then they would go and play. 
They played Finnegan’s Wake in Islington, and basements and a kebab shop on Stoke Newington High Street; they even played an old people’s home. Besuited and cheeky, they entertained the pensioners with their skiffly songs and music-hall chit-chat from Pete and Carl’s music-hall alter egos Spaniel and Spaniel. 
CARL: ‘The song we played to these pensioners losing their faculties was “I No Longer Hear The Music”. Hahahaha.’
The Kings Arms in Fulham was a particularly memorable show. Spaniel and Spaniel exchanged music-hall patter as ever and, for the finale, Spaniel Carl sang ‘Dream A Little Dream’ and tap-danced in his shoes while Paul DuFour provided the ‘tap-tap’ by striking the rim of his snaredrum. To up the ante Peter took off his  shirt and dropped his trousers, revealing a pair of brilliant white longjohns. Peter high-kicked as Carl tap-danced and Roger videoed the entire gig again, a wonderful record of The Libertines. They were tight. It was unfathomable that they weren’t snapped up. They had songs, they were charming and funny and they looked great, yet after two years no one was interested.
Their life at that time was one of squats and parties and scraping a living hand to mouth. Despite failing to capture the imagination of a moribund record industry, the band kept their dreams alive. They did cash-in-hand jobs that frequently appalled them. On one occasion Carl secured a job handing out nibbles at a corporate event. Peter, disgusted at the thought of Carl dressed as a waiter, gatecrashed, seized the tray of vol-au-vents Carl was carrying and told him that handing out pastries was beneath him. The pair fled the do.
On another occasion, desperate for money, they came up with the idea of joining the Territorial Army to make 






	  		











































some fast cash without having to join the full-time army. Once they’d presented themselves, the officer insisted that Carl get his foppish hair cut. He refused and they both left, without any money.


Peter recorded many of his thoughts in notebooks, which he dubbed ‘The Books Of Albion’. Initially these were carefully maintained diaries of his life, but they soon developed into a forum for him to explore his thoughts and poetry. He carried his current book with him wherever he went and was not averse to pulling it out during a late night after closing time at the Foundry or Filthy McNasty’s and scribbling his latest thoughts into it.


There is an almost hopeless romanticism that pervades these early books; measuring out what he should be doing, exploring his identity as a poet, writer and musician. A driven reader, Peter was also aware that if he did achieve his artistic aims and become a lyricist, poet or musician, his Books Of Albion would inevitably be read by someone. But this self-consciousness soon fades; 


like the family who invite a documentary film crew into their house, he’s quickly absorbed into day-to-day business, only occasionally snapping out of his self-obsessed reverie. When he does, it has the flavour of a Victorian novel as penned by Joe Orton. In 2000, for example, he addresses the reader directly in a prim, 


starchy way redolent of the narrators of Victorian melodramas. And then having got said reader’s attention, he asks if we recall the details of an anal sex encounter we had with him, and helpfully fills in the details just in case we didn’t recall.


In other places, he would invite friends, and later fans, to write. In one book in 1999 Johnny Borrell lists his heroes, alongside Peter’s. Johnny’s are primarily the sleazier end of glam rock (Lou Reed, Iggy Pop, Johnny Thunders), Peter’s are English through and through (Hancock, Blake, Wilde, Orton).


Peter told Socialist Worker’s Alison Philcock of Johnny: ‘His mum had a mansion in Alexandra Palace and when we had nowhere to live, his mum used to fancy Carl, so we sort of crashed there. She had this boarding house for, well, it was just a mansion but it turned into a boarding house for wayward Arcadian dreamers. Steve, Carl, me, 
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when we were homeless we’d always stay. I was clean as a whistle actually. I had a little van there I used to have to drive him to school. He was just this little seventeen-year-old kid in a bowler hat and eyeliner, mad on the Manics and Stardust-era Bowie and the New York Dolls.’


Around this time, Roger Morton gave up managing The Libertines. He switched his attention to Johnny Borrell and would later manage him.


After two years of impasse and then the loss of their manager, things suddenly began to look brighter. Around St Patrick’s Day in 2000, they met Banny Poostchi, a lawyer for Warner Chappell Music Publishing, who had worked with Oasis at Filthy’s. Her boyfriend had been working with Malcolm McLaren, former manager of The Sex Pistols, on his unsuccessful bid to become London mayor. The Libertines had approached him to manage them, but he’d turned them down. Banny, however, recognised that they had something special from the off. 


Banny, an Oxford graduate, was a shrewd lawyer with a passion for music. As manager she was practically part of the band, driving them onwards. It was impossible to underestimate her determination.


‘They had the character, looks, style, wit, humour, originality and they could play. But could they be accepted by the culture of Britain in 2000? They were trying to resurrect a romanticised Britain which, in a sense, was in their heads. It was a life where people could be original and free-spirited. These were genuine artists, genuine poets. They lived their lives by their own rules. They crafted a scene of people through sheer determination and camaraderie – it was very similar to coffee houses in the eighteenth century or Soho in the 1950s with Francis Bacon. I tried to get them signed based on that.’


In September 2000 Carl picked out the best eight tracks they had recorded as demos in various sessions. The tracks were ‘Music When The Lights Go Out’, ‘Hooray! For The 21st Century’, ‘Love On The Dole’, ‘Bucket Shop’, ‘Sister Sister’, ‘Anything But Love’, ‘France’ and ‘7 Deadly Frenchmen’. The recording would later become the Holy Grail for Libertines fans.
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Banny: ‘I was trying to do a cover in a rush. I had a picture of ballet dancer Darcey Bussell stuck on the front but I had to cut off her legs and invert them. I thought of the bingo thing. The most famous legs in England. It was appropriate that she’d be a mascot. And that’s why it became “Legs 11”.’


But the record industry still hadn’t noticed this perfectly formed Beatlesesque band. The effect of hearing those demos now, for people who know the band through their two albums, is akin to the seismic shift in opinion that occurred when Nirvana did the MTV Unplugged in New York TV show. Unplugged revealed them to be sensitive songwriters and performers; suddenly that slightly retarded rock persona that had been projected on to them was revealed to be part of a much greater whole. 


The ‘Legs 11’ collection is full of pastoral delights, displaying great maturity where songwriting is to the fore. Rather than punky and ragged, it’s delivered precisely with great tenderness. In many ways, it’s typical of a successful band’s third album. The album where, after the compromises and commercial demands, they hold a record label to ransom and write and record an album that’s about extending their emotional vocabulary. But this was merely a demo.


No one was biting. Banny: ‘I didn’t want to change them to get them signed. They were very unwilling to play the game. In 2000, people walking around in suits? It was just an anomaly.’


There were troubles internally as well. Paul DuFour was travelling down from Rugby to do gigs and John was frustrated by the lack of progress. Two years of gigging, doing gigs most weeks, and they were no closer to getting their songs beyond the usual welcoming faces of the Filthy McNasty’s set. Peter was content to play for these people, for this special crowd, and for him and Carl to arrange Arcadian happenings around the East End. Secretly, John and Paul made a pact that if it wasn’t working they would both leave.


The situation was brought to a head when the band got double-booked to play Filthy McNasty’s and the Camden Monarch, the latter being where bands are frequently spotted and signed. 
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Carl: ‘Peter insisted we do the gig at Filthy’s because he owed somebody or something. That’s when John finally had the hump. For Peter, it was better the devil you know, a good old knees-up. But the Monarch was part of the road to success.’


Peter would always put friends before success. It was important that he looked after his mates. It was a trait he would never lose. Even when he became famous he ensured that friends in bands got exposure. 


John: ‘I decided to look after my own. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I ended up going back to college and sixth form to finally try and retake my A levels. It was actually going pretty well at the time. I was on course for some good grades for the first time in my life.’


Banny departed as well: ‘In December 2000 I said I’m really sorry but I’m not going to get you signed. I think you’re fantastic. But I don’t think it’s going to happen.’


The band disintegrated. Peter and Carl were still thick as thieves; they would go to Speakers’ Corner and frighten tourists.


CARL: ‘Me and Peter used to go down to Hyde Park and talk in Irish voices utter shit and then we’d ask for 5p to do a dance and the pair of us would dance this dance which involved hunched-up shoulders and swinging arms. I was always Seamus. We had these nights anyway


at the Foundry on Old Street. It was almost a comedy really, vagrant artists and poets and dancers and anyone we could offer a stage to from around the world, and you know me on piano doing all the music stuff and Peter compèring. That’s how we made our money, doing a raffle, stealing something from the art studio downstairs 


and getting money off everyone for a bit of paper torn up with a number on it. Then pulling a number or picking one at random and doing the whole Butlins number on the winner: “What’s your name? Where’re you from?” and getting a lame prize. I think everyone loved it. The second prize was half a gram of speed and a Charlie Manson record. It was quite good booty.’


But right then, after two and a half years and hundreds of gigs, Peter and Carl were washed up. The Arcadian dream was over. It looked like Carl’s worst fears were coming true. It would be death on the stairs or bottom of the canal, after all. 
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Despite having no bass player, drummer or manager, Carl and PeteR continued to write and play songs together, but The Libertines were essentially finished. Peter put on more nights at the Foundry, 333 Club and Filthy McNasty’s, compèring nights with names like ‘Grande Folie London’. These were performance poetry in the loosest possible sense, featuring the infamous worm lady and her poems comprised of weird sex, delivered with a feverish yell; these were Arcadian romantic nights of poetry and song where anyone could have a go. It was a question of attitude.
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Carl moved more into theatre, as an usher in the Old Vic on the South Bank. The dream was still alive but slumbering. Scarborough Steve and Peter jammed a bit and even managed to get a demo together.


And then The Strokes happened. In one way it was a final indignity for British music, punky forthright songs far and away better than nu metal, something you could actually fall in love with, something that Britain had always been good at. Here was a bunch of good-looking New Yorkers who were doing the job of Brits.


Peter spied the success of these skinny boys in tight suits, unable to comprehend how they’d done it where The Libertines had failed. He recorded in a Book Of Albion sadly that ‘The Libertines have been dapper for years now’.


Carl: ‘When people shunned us in favour of The Strokes it was quite upsetting. We thought we had everything they had and more and no one was listening.’


Banny, who was working on The Strokes publishing contract, saw her chance: ‘I knew that everything was going to change now and that there was nothing in Britain to match it.’


On 28 June 2001 Banny got tickets to see The Strokes at London’s Heaven. It was the hottest ticket in London – everyone wanted to go. Banny took Peter and his then girlfriend Francesca.


Banny: ‘The Strokes after-party – there were loads of people there: trendies, models and beautiful people. But The Libertines were just so much cooler than anyone else.’


Peter was inspired by the gig and also realised that everything had changed.


Banny arranged to meet Peter and Carl and offered to manage them again on strict conditions: ‘Look, I’m going to get you signed in six months, guaranteed, to Rough Trade if you do exactly what I say. If you’re prepared to do that I can get you a deal. If not, I don’t want to waste your time.’


Carl: ‘After the devastation of everything falling apart, me and Pete decided that we were going to continue and Banny decided she was going to be part of it. From that point on it was a different approach, slightly more jaded perhaps, slightly more desperate, more furious. And maybe even a bit of bitterness that our initial innocent dream hadn’t been recognised or realised.’


And so Plan A was born. Banny told them to scrap everything they’d written and write a whole new set. Banny: ‘I didn’t tell them to write like The Strokes. I said you’re fantastic songwriters, so why not write a bunch of songs that are similar to The Strokes and then we can get you signed. And when you’re signed you can fuck off the record company and do what you want. It wasn’t that I didn’t think The Libertines were brilliant, it was just that I knew you had to fit in initially to sell.’


Carl: ‘We still showed the depths of our schooling, that was still apparent in our songs. That’s what gave it a bit of truth and stopped us from just being a copycat band. And we meant everything we did.’


Peter and Carl then wrote ‘Time For Heroes’, ‘Horrorshow’, ‘Up The Bracket’, ‘Boys In The Band’ and ‘I Get Along’, the last three written in Banny’s flat on Copenhagen Street in Islington. Banny wanted five brilliant songs to get them signed, and she’d get frustrated when she’d turn up to rehearsals and find they wanted to play more new songs. She knew in order to get signed they’d have to play a small number of songs really well rather than twenty in a so-so way. ‘Time For Heroes’ 
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