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Introduction


Babyshambles. Raw, personal and approachable. Unpredictable and intense. Creating blazing anthems, they – like their legions of fans – are as comfortable in a skanky old back room of a pub as they are on the big stage.


The band and, most dramatically, frontman Peter Doherty, are embedded in the public consciousness as a consequence of the tabloid feeding frenzy that follows Peter wherever he goes. In their early days, however, the band made only tentative steps towards widespread public recognition. Predominantly embraced by fans of ex-Libertine, Peter – whose staggered, messy exit from the band he formed with Carl Barât was played out under the scrutiny of the public eye – the birth of Babyshambles was overshadowed by the The Libertines’ split and the widely reported attempts by Peter to overcome his crack and heroin addiction.


Despite the gross, tabloid-generated caricature of Peter, the band’s reputation as credible artists gathers pace, their music reaching a wider and more appreciative audience not solely on the back of the circus their frontman has inadvertently created.


A couple of albums in and Babyshambles has grown to become one of the music industry’s most unpolished pearls. Surviving the kind of knocks that might have seen lesser bands call it a day, while producing some of the freshest, most exciting music around, the learning curve hasn’t been realised without a great many growing pains. Indeed, they have made it through deep personal loss, betrayal, incarceration, severe addiction, numerous no-shows and annihilation in certain sections of an ever-observant media.


Initially a vehicle of creativity and freedom of expression that delivered Peter from what he grew to regard as the increasingly dispiriting, commercially-driven grind of life with The Libertines, Babyshambles have blossomed into a band in their own right.


And now, some five years after the band’s earliest, inauspicious shows, it could well be the right time to pose the question: are they standing on the frontier of greatness, or destined for the gutter?
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The Babyshambles Sessions


In 2001, the music scene in Britain was crying out for something fresh and exciting. With the fanfare that greeted Oasis’ arrival on the wane, and bands such as Coldplay and Travis offering a more melodic sound, the country looked across the pond for inspiration.


The subtle emergence of The Strokes and The White Stripes on our shores gave bored kids something to believe in again, and when the home-grown Libertines – deemed an extension of The Strokes’ reinvigorated, ballsy and guitar-driven sound – broke through they were embraced by fans desperate for something new and exciting.


Having established themselves as one of the country’s most controversial and inspiring bands, and hailed as anti-establishment heroes, The Libertines – fronted by Peter Doherty and Carl Barât and featuring bassist John Hassall and Gary Powell on drums – gained a reputation for chaotic performances characterised by stage invasions, with Carl and Peter often encouraging fans to join them during shows, quite literally smashing the barrier between entertainers and the entertained.


Début album Up The Bracket, released in October 2002, while not a massive mainstream success, was warmly received by reviewers desperate for the kind of anarchic spirit that had been missing for years.


The Libertines, rather than aspiring to the cliquey, false environment inhabited by many artists, promoted a community-based, inclusive alternative; a party atmosphere with a folk mentality. A shift in emphasis from a music industry-led to fan-led scene arose out of this interaction between band and audience. Music had a sense of importance again. Kids felt that they belonged to something again.


The internet became a vital instrument through which Peter and Carl communicated with their fans – to revolutionary effect. Gigs would routinely be posted on the web at less than an hour’s notice, frequently held in Peter and Carl’s flat or round friends’ and fans’ houses – ‘living room tours’, as they became known – on the tube, buses and practically anywhere else with enough room for a handful of instruments.


A U.S. tour and a performance on the Late Show with David Letterman in May 2003 demonstrated that the band were capable of cutting it in the notoriously hard-to-crack American market but, as The Libertines grew in notoriety, so did tensions within.


Despite earning critical acclaim and a larger fanbase, Peter felt increasingly that his artistic aspirations were being compromised, the commitments that come with heightened popularity stifling the spontaneity of spirit that so inspires him – to the point where he considered the four-piece “as manufactured as the fucking Sex Pistols… and the Spice Girls.”


Carl, in contrast, looked upon the band’s more formalised activities as a necessary evil; a medium through which the band could spread their message: “The reason we justified that at the time, to each other, was because we were getting out to a bigger audience, and through that we were touching hearts and minds in Wigan – people who were having their beans and watching the telly, and going: ‘Fucking hell, I understand this…’ You’ve got to reach these people, otherwise what use is the message?…


“I loved, as Pete did, the short, sharp hard hits and the little riots and little clubs, and I wanted to do that on a bigger scale… as it is, it has permeated and, you know, there’s a lot of little movements because of it, but I felt that we weren’t ready to explode; I mean: implode – either way. We could be bigger than that…


“It wouldn’t be true to say that I wanted the quiet life, as if I’d happily play bass in U2 for the rest of my life, d’you know what I mean? I’m not fucking like that at all; I’ve got fire in my belly.”


Peter’s drug intake was another bone of contention, but while, by his own admission, his ingestion was mushrooming, he didn’t consider it to be hugely detrimental to his creative output. His bandmates, however, thought differently, and by the spring of 2003, tensions had escalated to the point where The Libertines’ European tour had to be shelved after Peter decided against returning to a tour bus heading for its first stop, Hamburg, electing instead to get off at King’s Cross to escape the suffocating confines of what he had grown to regard as a “hyped-up”, regimented group: “I freaked out a bit in King’s Cross. I went to go and score; I just wanted to go for a little walk and I wanted my mate to come with me – get off that fucking bus for a bit. In the end they left without me…


“They were just locked into this conveyor belt – nothing else seemed to matter, apart from doing what the record company wanted… It wasn’t like I didn’t want to be on stage and play gigs, because I did, but I wasn’t gonna just fall into place as part of the system… I think they were glad to be shot of me in a way, especially the rhythm section… Carl was kind of getting into his head that he had to just stay on course – he had to stay on the tour bus with the machine – because that was the only way he was going to survive financially and that.”


Carl, however, has a different take on the occasion: “I don’t like the conveyor belt. If I did keep on the conveyor belt I could have got rich and ‘still be in The Libertines’ now, d’you know what I mean?… But if that meant it wasn’t me and Pete together, doing our thing, then that would be something that I found disgusting, which is why I decided I had to disband it… I could still be touring with them now, raking it in, selling hoodies. I’m not fucking doing that…


“I feel nothing but love for Peter, and… the last thing I want to do is instigate a bitching, but when he got off at King’s Cross it was: ‘Let’s score and get back on the bus’ – that’s what it was, I remember that… and I was fucking worried about him. It was just getting silly; because of all his little flights of fantasy, it was becoming inoperable… [It was about] commitment, in keeping a promise. And if that promise is to, like, seventy German kids,… [to] bring something of importance to their lives, you know?”


While in the U.S., and with his dependency on drugs increasing, Peter sought to feed his habit, soon finding himself in the company of the dubious characters who supplied him – much to his bandmates’ chagrin – while songs that he and Carl laid down, christened the Babyshambles Sessions, were concluded without Carl, who was growing increasingly alarmed at the company his friend was keeping.


Carl Barât —


“There was a lot of shady people…they just wanted fame/drugs, and they were hanging around for that. For that, and that alone. And I didn’t wanna see my mate getting taken for a ride and getting used, and so, you know… I had to physically kick them out of the room. It was fucking scary at one point: when Pete phoned up and said it was all too much one day, and there were loads of pipe-hitting New Yorkers and little me having to kick them out – that’s not good.


“And then he was all grateful, and then the next day they’re all back. And it’s, like: well, what can I do, apart from extricate myself from the situation and say that I won’t have this? I can’t just be the fucking maid, so I had to leave that.”


By the time the cancelled European tour had been rescheduled that summer, relations within the band had soured to the point where they broke down completely.


Peter started playing solo acoustic gigs to distract himself from his estrangement from The Libertines, and in June 2003 was persuaded to enter rehab for the first time – at The Priory’s Farm Place in Surrey – hoodwinked into a meeting with record label Rough Trade, which, he’d been led to believe, wanted to discuss his plans for Babyshambles. But with his heart not in it, he left after six days to concentrate on his new band, using the fabrication that friend Peter Wolfe, affectionately known as Wolfman, was getting married.


Then, on the night that Peter planned to launch Babyshambles, 25th of July 2003, he was arrested for breaking into and stealing from Carl’s flat, while The Libertines, who had played a number of dates – including Glastonbury, on the 28th of June – without him, were touring in Japan.


Arriving in what his lawyer at the time, Richard Locke, later described as “a highly emotional and drug-befuddled state”, Peter said that he had gone there in search of money to pay his new bandmates, leaving instead with a number of Carl’s belongings, having kicked the door in.


Freed on bail until the 11th of August, Peter retook the reins of his fledging Babyshambles outfit, the name of which was spawned from spontaneous demos that had been recorded in New York with The Libertines in May of that year – songs which were to appear on the second and final Libertines album, The Libertines, Babyshambles’ début album, Down In Albion, and their EP, The Blinding, released in December 2006.


Peter —


“The original Babyshambles Sessions were in New York, the summer I went [there] with The Libertines. It was, like, this conveyor belt promoting this album, the album coming out, and all these new tunes. At the time, they [Rough Trade] thought I was cutting off my nose to spite my face. I said ‘I want a studio, I want to record these new songs,’ and they were, like: ‘No.’ I don’t know what they’d say now, but they said no.


“So I went and got the local paper in New York, found a studio, got in there, and started knocking out these tunes. Carl popped down, someone from Rough Trade popped down, and they were, like: ‘Oh fuck, he has actually got some new tunes.’ And then they decided they wanted to pay for it. At the end I had, thirty, forty tunes, and just put them on the net.


“The truth of the matter is I advertised for someone who was a computer expert who could help me put two or three songs on the net, and this bloke didn’t quite get the hang of what I was saying, and whacked the lot up, and I said: ‘Oh fuck it, leave it up,’ and that was the start of the Babyshambles Sessions.


“Not long after, I think, I got booted out of the band and tried to carry on calling ourselves The Libertines, but no-one was having it, so we called ourselves Babyshambles.


“And we all got one of them [shows Babyshambles tattoo – spelt Baby Shambles, as the band were then called – which arcs over his left nipple] tattooed. We had three Yorkshiremen: Neil Thunders; Steve Bedlow on vocals; me on guitar; and a guy called Max on drums. We threw ourselves into eternity, … but really and truly it only lasted about three or four gigs. There was a night at The Troubadour. We all started at the same time, but different songs, and I ended up swinging for Steve with the guitar, and then legging it out of the venue. And that was kind of the end of that, really.”


Fans Amah-Rose Abrams and Hannah Bayes, who became friends with Peter and Carl the day before they were signed to Rough Trade, were at The Troubadour that night.


Seeing how distressed Peter was, Amah-Rose, who in the summer of 2004 appeared onstage with Peter during a solo gig at the Rhythm Factory, thought it best to find him. Some ten minutes later, having caught up with him, she recalls Peter’s fears that he may have jeopardised his new band: “I just knew he was very concerned about the future, what was gonna happen; how things were gonna pan out.”


Peter, while inheriting the freedom of creativity and spontaneity that had been compromised by signing to a label, suddenly found himself horribly exposed. For now, there would be no bossing around by any form of authority; but, at the same time, he would be deprived of a foil in Carl, and felt isolated and vulnerable – “removed from his group of friends and from the people he was working with, and was in a completely different situation socially”, as Hannah, who went on to design the artwork for For Lovers, Killamangiro, Fuck Forever and Albion, recalls.


For Carl, the manifestation of Peter’s side project signalled a major departure from their shared vision: “It felt like Pete saying: ‘Look, I can still do this, with or without you… I still can do this, so fuck you.’ But I suppose I thought it would pass…I guess that’s when I knew that our distant trajectories had crossed, that the first fork had come, really.”


This early version of Babyshambles was fronted by Steve Bedlow – more commonly known as Scarborough Steve – who had also appeared in earlier versions of The Libertines. A friend of Peter’s since before the band formed, he proposed to take lead vocals in Babyshambles in exchange for finding a bassist and drummer who he persuaded to leave the first incarnation of The IV’s with him and come to London.


Conceding that the early shows were messy, Steve puts the lack of finesse down to a woeful lack of rehearsal time, Peter’s failure to teach him the songs, and “far too much time spent scoring and smoking drugs.”


Peter —


“In the end he was, like: ‘You known what, you sing them better than me anyway.’ And that was that, really. And I’d just got done then, for the burglary, and was just doing little terrorist gigs, literally playing in crack houses around Kilburn – little dives, and a few half-decent clubs; didn’t really make any money, but just getting these songs out. There was a mad, mad group of kids following us around then, all getting tattooed – all getting Libertines tattoos and Babyshambles tattoos.


“I was quite creative then, but I wasn’t in a good way. My drug use was in overdrive… I was mixing with the wrong people.”


Scarborough Steve —


“It’s, like, you know, starting a band with someone who’s already got, sort of, iconic status, so loads of people come to see you, but the guy with the iconic status hasn’t allowed the band to rehearse to its true potential. We were all smoking crack and heroin, rather than rehearsing, but Pete would instigate that and say: ‘Right, let’s go and score,’ or whatever. But we all used to do it. We’d all done it before.”
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Above: Peter during the trip to the “Late Show with David Letterman” — May 8, 2003


Anthony Thornton, NME journalist and author of Bound Together, which details how The Libertines scaled the giddy heights before their fall from grace, remembers the very first Babyshambles performance.


Antony Thornton —


“The first Babyshambles gig at the Tap ‘n’ Tin was pretty ropey. Scarborough Steve – who was once a Libertine – was on vocals. No one could really understand – it seemed a little odd that Peter gave up the opportunity to sing. I think it was Peter seeking some security, though; he went backwards to a situation he could feel comfortable in, while he licked his many self-inflicted wounds.


“The place was pretty packed – Dean Fragile had arranged it after becoming close friends with Peter. They went at it with some gusto, but they weren’t doing the songs a great service. It was a pretty inauspicious beginning for Babyshambles all in all…


“You’d go and see Babyshambles and two weeks later it would be a completely different line-up, pretty much, apart from Pete. Every one was different. Some were fantastic, some were bloody awful, and you didn’t know what you were going to get, which of course is half the fun… I like my rock ‘n’ roll to be a bit unpredictable, a bit raw; a bit like you don’t know what’s going to happen, and that was it – definitely.”


Ronnie Flynn, a long-standing friend of Peter’s who has amassed film footage documenting the band’s history, as well as that of The Libertines, was one of the few to see promise in those early shows: “Pete’s always had some sort of magic… You could see that something was going to happen sooner or later. Although the early Babyshambles gigs were shambolic, there was a magic; they had the quality of something that you couldn’t quite define. You couldn’t see where they were going… But it wasn’t going to be run-of-the-mill bullshit.”


Peter carried on gigging – sometimes with a rotating Babyshambles crew; sometimes on his own with an acoustic guitar – freed from the formalised, sterile routine of life as a rising star in a band becoming increasingly dictated to by the money men. Now, on his own or accompanied by like-minded musicians, he was able to effect his spontaneous, unorthodox style of performance without constraint.


Free to play with whoever he chose, whenever he chose, future guitarist Patrick Walden, then in White Sport, remembers a scenario where “whoever turned up on the day would be involved.”


Patrick —


“That I would not call the beginning of the band. I really wouldn’t. They got terrible reviews and it was shit, it was awful… I don’t think he really left [The Libertines]; I think he got pushed out. And I don’t think it was right, because it was his band. And I know it hurt him a lot, because – I’m not saying he didn’t want to do Babyshambles – but respect to the fella: instead of moping about, he started another band.”


Peter continued to use the internet to advertise his gigs and would play at every opportunity, “putting our strings on our guitars, if we had them, and just getting them down in some back room somewhere or on some fucking roof or in some garden or some bus stop, or even from the back of a van. Sometimes just an acoustic guitar and a harmonica, sometimes just myself, and I’d just play and play and play and play, for an hour, two hours. We’d book hotel rooms and use the pavilion of the hotel and play.”


Early reviews were generally unkind – a perverse form of flattery, given that while most new bands would be given a good eighteen months in which to prove themselves, Peter’s increasingly messianic status gave cause to believe that he could somehow transform his growing collection of interchanging bandmates into a tight, cohesive unit practically overnight.


The fact that there was such grand expectation underscored the regard with which people held him, but to expect this new outfit to immediately produce anything like the quality of music that The Libertines created was unrealistic, not to mention unfair.


Antony Thornton —


“I’m not sure he realised just how difficult it was going to be, just how concentrated everybody’s gaze would be, and everyone had an opinion about it. I mean, everyone. People who’d never seen Babyshambles before had an opinion about them, which is bizarre.”


Peter —


“A lot of negative things were said… but my salvation was the music, and I don’t think we ever let ’em down on that front – we belted out a good tenner’s worth of tunes. That’s what we were all about – the music… People could say what they liked on the internet, they could type what they liked, they could be spiteful and vitriolic and as hurtful as they liked, but at that time there was no way in the world anyone was gonna come up to my face and say anything to me…


“It was all word-of-mouth, it was all internet, the media didn’t wanna know at all. No-one wanted to know, we got slated all over the place. And we knew that people coming to gigs were there because they wanted to hear the tunes and nothing else. You don’t fucking trudge from fucking Southend to Whitechapel at two hours’ notice because of the media hype; you do it because you think: fucking hell, I love this bloke’s music and I wanna hear it, and that’s what I was feeling.”


But with his impending court case over the break-in at Carl’s, the building blocks of his Babyshambles project were in danger of dissolving. Though Peter had been warned of the likelihood of a spell behind bars, it still came as an enormous shock when, at Horseferry Road Magistrates’ Court on the 8th of September, he was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment.


Peter —


“I wasn’t really helped by the pre-sentence probation report. Mind you, I was kind of shot with my own gun, because I was told that if I play-up down the probation office – you know, exaggerate the extent of my drug and alcohol abuse; not that that was technically possible at the time anyway: it would have been hard to pretend that it could get any worse in any way, the way I was living – but nevertheless I really played up at the interviews for the reports, because I was told the more fucked-up you are, the less chance you’ve got of going to prison.


“But on the actual day, it turned out that the judge presiding over the case, it made things worse for you, in his eyes. He actually commented on the report. He said [effects snooty accent]: ‘Mr Doherty, I’ve seen the report and, quite frankly, you have continued to lead a wilfully dissolute lifestyle.’ Whereas if I’d gone into those probation meetings and just told them: ‘Yeah, I have been using a bit of drugs, but I’ve been clean for three weeks, rah rah rah,’ they probably wouldn’t have sent me down at all…


“I was absolutely gutted – there was no way in the world I should have been sent down with no previous for that type of offence. It was a horrible crime as well to be done for, but I had no previous… I think they tried to make a bit of an example of me, as they say.”


His lawyer at the time, Richard Locke, had brought to the court’s attention “a long acrimonious history” between his client and Carl. He said that Peter “felt he had been victimised by the band” following his ejection, though Peter refuted suggestions of revenge, talking instead of remorse and explaining, in an interview with the Evening Standard a day after his 11th of August hearing, that it was more a case of: “Why are you ignoring me? – a cry from the darkness.” He also attested to Locke’s description of a “drug-befuddled state” when admitting: “I found myself shouting at him and it turned out I was arguing with my reflection. When I realised, I booted the door in. I was engulfed by complete misery and despair.”


In the event, the appeal was successful, Peter’s sentence was reduced, and on October 8th he left Wandsworth Prison, where he was greeted by Carl, the animosity between them shelved as they embraced warmly among family and friends. Together again, they set off an adventure that culminated in that night’s gig at the Tap ‘n’ Tin in Chatham, Kent – later named NME’s Gig Of The Year, Carl remembering: “The optimism in me was just fucking celebrating, and I convinced myself that we were gonna set sail again. That’s how I felt – completely.”


The boys in the band were back together. They would put past disagreements behind them, wipe the slate clean, and fulfil their huge potential. Except that they wouldn’t. Already existing tensions would fester, mutate and become uglier. And with his appetite for creative liberty whetted in the form of Babyshambles, Peter would only last so long back on the conveyor belt.


The only question now was: would he jump, or would he be pushed again?
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Killamangiro


Back in The Libertines’ fold, Peter and Carl failed to build on the euphoria generated at the Tap ‘n’ Tin, and while more gigs followed in the latter part of 2003 and the first half of 2004, including a UK spring tour, underlying tensions continued to surface.


In October 2003, the band were packed off to new manager Alan McGee’s Welsh retreat. The idea had been for the songwriting team to escape the distractions of London, to take their foot off the pedal for a while, bond, and, in a gentler environment, write material for The Libertines’ second album, The Libertines.


A violent outburst between Peter and Carl, however, saw Carl bash his face against a sink in a fit of anger, nearly losing an eye in the process – an injury that derailed their plans.


A trip to France, with similar intentions, while garnering, perhaps most tellingly, “Can’t Stand Me Now”, which details the breakdown of their relationship, didn’t prove the success that had been hoped for. But while, further down the line, security – nicknamed Tweedledum and Tweedledee – were hired, in part, to prevent the tension between Carl and Peter exploding into brawls, reports that they were constantly at each other’s throats were somewhat exaggerated, says Peter: “It wasn’t like in a cartoon strip, where they all have a punch-up and you see a big ball of smoke with a fist sticking out and Alan McGee’s false teeth flying out – it wasn’t like that.”


Peter, meanwhile, reaffirmed his aspirations for Babyshambles, which on occasions shared the same billing as his other band. On November 19th 2003, for example, at north London’s Duke of Clarence pub, two versions of The Libertines, one of which included former drummer, Paul Dufour, better known by the moniker Mr Razzcocks, followed a Babyshambles performance, as envious onlookers pressed their faces against the glass from outside, keen to savour the highly-charged ambience generated inside this tiny venue.


Carl Barât –


“That just felt like a bit of a beano, really… I didn’t want to be a child about it – music’s music, and if we’re all together and all happy, then let’s play the music we love and the music that we’ve created…


“It wasn’t really weird. It was weird to see a few old faces… because some people were such staunch side-takers, and then seeing them together… giving awkward smiles and then, like, you know, turning away. It was, like: ‘Oh, yeah?!’ There was a bit of that, but I knew that was all bollocks anyway – it was about my friendship with Pete.”


Anthony Thornton —


“It was an extraordinary gig – it felt special – once-in-a-lifetime; two incarnations of The Libertines and Babyshambles. Babyshambles opened – the place was already packed. People outside in the cold, fogging up the window they were staring through.


“Pete and Carl had just returned from an aborted songwriting session in Wales at Alan McGee’s where Carl had smashed his face in the corner of the sink after a booze-fuelled row. The gig was special because it offered a tantalising possibility that Pete could pursue both his songwriting partnership with Carl and his more freeform partnerships in Babyshambles. That they could co-exist easily without rancour.”


For a while it seemed as if The Libertines and Babyshambles could indeed run concurrently, but as Carl, Gary and John grew increasingly concerned about Peter’s drug use and apparently erratic behaviour, the freedom that Babyshambles afforded him made Peter all the more reluctant to return to what he considered the oppressive routine of The Libertines, by now a virtual straitjacket constraining his musical aspirations.


Peter expressed his dissatisfaction in a posting on his Babyshambles website, writing: “The one true horror is that if I was to be true to myself as an artist, as a man, as a Libertine, I would not work with the band as it stands anymore. The release and liberty of the other path, i.e., Babyshambles, Peter Doherty solo or whatever, is immense.”


In April, his pursuit of outside interests saw him feature on Wolfman’s “For Lovers”, which reached No.7 in the UK Singles Chart. In Wolfman, Peter found a kindred spirit with whom he developed a songwriting partnership to supersede the one between he and Carl; “For Lovers” was another stepping stone out of The Libertines.


Peter —


““For Lovers” came about initially due to the Wolfman’s exquisite genius and a combination of persistent pressure on Rough Trade and a great production by Jake Fior and video by Douglas Hart. In its original form I first heard the song during the Amwell Village Wolfden era, when days were measured out in spite and rum. Wolfie was a plumber back then and very bad tempered. He refused to be my friend unless I became famous. Anyway, one thing led to another and I ended up changing the second verse.


“New found fame encouraged him to let me sing it – by the time I had left The Libertines for the first time we were set up camp together in Gunter Grove. Bang at it. Recording “For Lovers” involved two takes and bouts of mutual mutilation. Dark days. Very proud of it.’”


Iain Gore, who later worked on Babyshambles’ début album, Down In Albion, recalls the pride Peter exuded at making a record with his new band, having turned down the opportunity of having a hand in its production.


Iain Gore —


“The first time I heard about Babyshambles was when I was working on the second Libertines album… I was in the machine room changing some tapes and Pete came in and was trying to get me to record their first single in Metropolis using all The Libertines gear, the studio, and doing it overnight when everyone had left. But I said we couldn’t do it; I think it probably would have all gone wrong and I probably would have ended up being fired. Obviously Pete using all The Libertines gear to record a Shambles single might not have been the best move.


“Then I think about a month later, maybe, he came into the studio, into Metropolis again, and he had the Babyshambles single, the first single, Babyshambles, and then went and gave every member of The Libertines people in the room a copy of it. I remember it being quite a poignant moment – he goes: ‘Here’s my band,’ to his current band. I think the main person who he wanted to get a reaction from would have been Carl.”


In May 2004, Peter’s drug problems intensified and he booked into The Priory for treatment, staying for a week, and returning again, at the end of that month, only to leave early. The day that he left for the second time, June the 7th 2004, he showed up at Carl’s first club night, Dirty Pretty Things, at the Infinity Club, Old Burlington Street, Mayfair, in which they, along with the rest of The Libertines, played a short set that turned out to be their last publicly as a unit.


Peter had spoken of his leaving for Thailand the next day, in another bid to overcome his addictions – this time at the jungle-based Wat Tham Krabok monastery, notorious for its harsh heroin and opium detoxification treatment, including induced vomiting, though he left after just three days, explaining to Betty Clarke in an interview in The Guardian in July: “To get the most out of that place isn’t to approach it like I’m going to recover from a drug. It’s to enter on a spiritual journey within yourself to find that precious thing you might call a soul.”


The press thought different, alluding to a search for heroin in the opium capital of the world, and, indeed, Peter made for Bangkok, and a copious supply of the cheapest heroin he’d ever set eyes on.


Running up a hefty bill, even by Thai standards, he posted an appeal on the internet for funds sufficient to finance a flight home, a fan soon coming to his rescue. “Fortunately, someone got their mum to pay for the flight with a credit card”, Peter explains.


Just hours after landing back on British soil, on the 17th of June, he was arrested for possessing an offensive weapon – a flick knife that had been bought as a birthday gift for Carl.


By now, despite stating their willingness to welcome him back once he’d overcome his drugs problems, his Libertines bandmates had lost patience with Peter, effectively sacking him a second time after he skipped a band meeting.


In a statement released on the 30th of June, the band added that: “Peter’s erratic mental state worries us greatly and having him on tour would only compound his problems. We aim to complete all existing tour commitments without him.”


Peter —


“The idea was, I think, for Rough Trade or McGee, at various stages, that I was just gonna get clean and we were gonna live happily ever after, but for me it was never really about the drugs – it was just not being able to record and release stuff when I wanted to, which I thought was the whole point of signing to Rough Trade.”


The Libertines carried on playing, Anthony Rossomando, who had previously appeared with the band – most notably at the Reading and Leeds festivals the year before – taking Peter’s place at T In The Park on the 10th of July. There were more public declarations of concern from members of the band, who hoped that their friend would clean up and rejoin them, Gary saying, in an article in The Guardian: “The worst thing they [Carl and Peter] did, and are doing, is to ignore the fact that things have gone wrong between them. They’ve never once tried to sit down and talk to each other.”


Without a home of his own, Peter moved between crack houses in Kentish Town, his estrangement from The Libertines exacerbated by their playing the Reading and Glastonbury festivals without him, Anthony Rossomando continuing to fill his rather capacious boots.


Peter —


“It got to the point where I was, like, unplugging John, pushing him over, kicking his bass amp over and smashing the drum kit up, pushing Carl’s amp over… A lot of them [Libertines fans] didn’t really know what I meant – it was kind of half and half with some of the crowd – but that’s just the way I felt…


“It wasn’t like pantomime for me; it was, like, this song actually meant something to me when I wrote it. This song is actually fucking real and I’m singing it, and I’m feeling fucking awful. I got into this tradition every night where I’m just winding myself up so much all I wanna do is smash up the whole fucking auditorium. I just didn’t wanna do it any more. I wanted to sing the odd mellow song and I wanted to work on new stuff and explore new ideas…


“The way they saw it, I was destroying myself wilfully, with drugs and my behaviour, but I felt what was making me do that was the fact that I was in this band that, to them, it was a different kind of show; but to me it was, like, getting up there and telling people how fucked up I am, and I just didn’t wanna do it. I didn’t wanna do it.”


Carl Barât —


“I’ve never liked those drugs, but if Pete could still be the Pete I knew and loved and be on those drugs, then that wouldn’t have been a problem, but it’s just the people that those drugs involved… You can’t be on the same level as someone when every day what they want is the opposite of what they wanted the day before – it drives you insane, man; it’s impossible. And I tried for a long time. And my voice and what I wanted wasn’t being heard or understood, either.”


Future tour manager Sally Anchassi, a friend of Peter’s since they became pen pals in their teens, remembers being astonished when learning of his addiction, such had been his opposition to drugs growing up – so much so that Peter would have long conversations with her mother about the people she was mixing with and what she was up to. A fall-out interrupted their friendship when Peter started The Libertines but, when a chance meeting with Carl drew attention to his deepening problems, Sally took it upon herself to re-establish contact, guessing a number of email addresses that she copied the same message to, before sending them off into cyberspace.


A couple of months later, she received a call from Peter, suggesting that they hook up. When they met, their severed ties were fixed and they spent the best part of a week hanging out, during which Peter told Sally of his plans for Babyshambles, asking whether she’d like to help out. Having just left her job, she didn’t have much to lose.


Regardless of the criticism aimed at him, Peter considered the citing of his drug use more than a little hypocritical, and that, in failing to address other aspects of their flagging relations, people were led to make incorrect assumptions – namely, that he was a slave to hard drugs, unable to function at all coherently without them, as he sunk further into an abyss crafted by his own hand.


Peter —


“First of all I’ll say that heavy drug use, or any drug use, has been detrimental to the creative process. The truth is I was always a little bit fucked up, and it’s going to sound really, really strange, but in those early days of using crack, using heroin, I just came out with a lot of songs, and I was revelling in it and there was nothing that could stop me; there was no drug in the world that was gonna stop me.


“It didn’t really matter to me that I was using loads of drugs. What it did do was create a huge divide socially: all of a sudden I had a kind of hardcore block of friends and, yeah, we all started to use crack at the same time.


“I didn’t hate anyone and I wanted to just play the music, and the whole thing was a lot mellower. And we got really shit reviews, where The Libertines ones got really good reviews, and that’s when I realised this whole thing was fucked-up and I’ve gotta carry on with the Babyshambles… After being blocked out of The Libertines… and having all of that taken away from me, I wanted to create something very secure, very personal, very insular, and no-one would ever be able to take it away from me. Ever.” Carl insisted in an interview with theage.com.au, on the 6th of August, that: “Pete’s not out of the band, he’s just not playing with us because he’s not well. And he hasn’t acknowledged that fact yet,” going on: “To say it’s not about drugs is a cop-out, as far as I can see. That’s just denial. I mean, he can say that, or he can make the concession that would change everything… But believe you me, we had no choice.” He referred to Babyshambles as Peter’s “denial band”, and claimed that “everyone [around Babyshambles] is more tolerant of his drug use”, the “brown”, or heroin, scene coming between them. “And slowly I just got further and further away from Pete”, Carl said.


Carl Barât —


“I guess at the time that’s what I wanted it [Babyshambles] to be [Peter’s ‘denial band’]. You know, I understand; part of me kind of even respects Pete for sticking to his guns. That’s one thing I’ve always admired about Pete: if he believes something, and truly believes it, then he does it, and I absolutely respect him for doing that. And sometimes that has its pitfalls, and sometimes it has its triumphs, but all the time it kind of somehow garners respect from me…


“It was a painful time. I think what we achieved has been beautiful in hearts and minds, like we intended to, and, you know, times have moved on… I think what we done was a wonderful thing… I regret hurting every day of my life, but I wouldn’t change it, for what we’ve achieved through it… I’ve done wonderful things, seen wonderful things… and people have drawn on the spirit. And you can’t buy that.”


Tony Linkin, who has managed both The Libertines’ and Babyshambles’ public relations interests, noticed changes in Peter’s behaviour as his drugs intake increased.


Tony Linkin —


“With any drug, or with drinking or whatever, if you do too much of them your moods change and everything, and you become quite erratic… your mental state changes quite a lot because you haven’t slept for four or five days; it’s bound to, isn’t it, really? So he [Peter] was in a very fragile [state], but also quite manic as well… [Carl] didn’t want to do what he had, what he felt he had, to do, but… I suppose he, and all of them, were trying to hope that that would be the trigger for Pete to sort himself out.”


Ben Bailey, a friend of Peter’s since meeting him at a Libertines gig, and who has supported Babyshambles with Thee Unstrung and current band, His Lost Boys, put the split down to “too many drugs, too much fame, too much stuff given to them”, coupled with Peter’s need to consistently showcase new songs at the drop of a hat. As far as he’s concerned, however, blaming drugs for the breakdown is “a little bit wide an assumption.”


Ben Bailey —


“I never really got Carl’s take on it; I suppose, for him, he always wanted to play music, but it always seemed that Peter wanted to do it now, like he wanted to play a gig that night and stuff, and he’d be, like: ‘C’mon, everyone come and play this gig tonight.’ And I think eventually people get sick of being beck-and-called to, don’t they, all the time? So I suppose Carl just got pissed off with it in the end…


“People say that drugs were a massive thing to do with [the split], but I dunno. Because as long as I’ve known Peter he was doing drugs, but he was still writing songs and stuff, and he still does write songs, so is it really fair to blame drugs for the break-up of a band?


“All he [Peter] wanted to do was create music, and have the freedom to create it. And I suppose that’s what he’s been given the freedom to do in Babyshambles.”


It was, Tony Linkin believes, the anger at what he considered mistreatment at the hands of his former fellow Libertines that gave Peter the impetus to drive Babyshambles – which he says got really good, really quickly – forward.


The new Babyshambles audiences would typically include a mixture of loyal fans and voyeuristic spectators, drawn to the spectacle of a man with his finger on the self-destruct button. Peter was well aware of this negative element, and it was impossible not to question the motives of some of his followers, despite gratefully acknowledging the unwavering support of a hardcore fanbase who, it seemed, wouldn’t desert him however low he sunk.


Peter —


“It was almost, in acknowledging that they liked the music, they were kind of contradicting their disapproval of what I was doing. It was all quite contradictory. They were coming and giving me the money to hear me chucking out Horror Show and hearing these amazing tunes, and just got off on the whole thing.


“It was magic, though. I was like the Pied Piper, literally. It wasn’t all drugs and grime either; it was a really romantic time as well… It was a mad time of freedom. The Arcadia that I’d always searched for really only came into fruition then. Freedom, and this idea that no-one was going to force their opinion on you, and you weren’t gonna force anyone to do anything.”


While critics derided Peter in their droves, many spurred by numerous reports of behaviour that, for the most part, was far less degenerate in the flesh than on the page, a new type of fan, initially lured in by their own curiosity, but not swayed by a predominantly blinkered perspective of events, took up the baton.


Forward-thinking and with minds of their own, they wanted to know what this Doherty character was all about; they’d listen out for songs on the radio, maybe read a review or two, and buy the records, for no other reason than they liked the music.


Peter —


“A lot of the time people’s interests are, I dunno, born out of this kind of mythology, you know? But then again, it’s their mythology that kind of gets people involved in the first place, and then all of a sudden they’ll hear something and think: oh no, that’s quite a good tune, and then – bang –you’ve got ‘em, hook line and sinker, and you kind of reel ‘em in, because I know that’s what happened to me as a kid growing up: at fifteen, sixteen, hearing a snatch of something or even just seeing a bit of a cover of a seven-inch and just being reeled in, and then that’s it – once you’ve found something that which to you is perfect and faultless and true, and touches your soul or makes you dance or makes you sing along, and makes you want to emulate it, then that’s it, especially at that age…


“I was basically obsessed with The Smiths at one point, even though I missed them when they were about. Probably for the best part of a year-and-a-half I was, like, obsessed, for the first time really in a way; it just went through my head all the time, every day, living in Smiths songs, living in that three minutes at a time, and getting completely carted away. And that’s all I ever wanted to do myself, was just to be able to do that.”


Spared another stretch in jail, when on the 1st of September, at Thames Magistrates’ Court, Peter was handed a four-month suspended sentence for possession of the flick knife he brought back from Thailand, he had by now steered Babyshambles through their teething problems to establish a stable line-up that saw him take lead vocals, Patrick Walden on guitar, Drew McConnell on bass, and Gemma Clarke on drums.


A revolving door of raw, unrehearsed talent, earlier incarnations of Babyshambles had included drummer Seb Rochford, who would later appear in bands including Acoustic Ladyland, and who featured on their very first single, “Babyshambles”; Neil Thunders; and the Perrett brothers, Jamie and Peter, sons of The Only Ones guitarist Peter Snr, who had himself played with The Libertines.


Wolfman aside, though, Peter had yet to discover another songwriting talent capable of gelling with his own inimitable style; that is, until he met Patrick Walden.


Patrick and Peter became loosely acquainted at Rooz Studios, Old Street, north London, owned by Gemma’s father. Patrick worked at Rooz, and Peter used the studio to rehearse.


At the time, Patrick had been playing in a band called White Sport, an electro punk band that featured future Babyshambles drummer Adam Ficek. White Sport was managed by James Mullord, who ran High Society Records, which licensed the first Babyshambles single from Rough Trade, and it was James who told Patrick that Peter was looking for a new bassist.


An audition was arranged, the pair clicked, and they started working together. The first project was the “Babyshambles” single, featuring Patrick on bass, Seb Rochford on drums, and Peter on guitar and vocals, and there was a fluidity between them that really worked.


“Babyshambles” was nailed in about three takes, and an energised Patrick could see the potential magic in collaborating with Peter – “We had something, definitely, without a doubt. There was a sense of excitement, and everyone there felt it.”


Patrick —


“To me, Babyshambles started when we put the first single out with Seb. Babyshambles at the beginning was me and Peter, officially – I’m talking about as a band unit releasing records. It was me and Peter…


“There were a few shows to do with the White Sport and Babyshambles in the early days where I’d be playing with both bands in the same night; so I’d be playing bass and guitar in the White Sport, and quickly changing over and doing Babyshambles. It was pretty hectic. It was pretty fun…


“And then [after recording “Babyshambles”] he went back to The Libertines, I didn’t hear much from him for a while, and then he got chucked out of The Libertines again. And he’d met Peter Perrett of The Only Ones, that band whose song is always on the Vodafone advert now – “Another Girl, Another Planet”. A punk classic. He got along with their sons, so their sons were playing with him a bit, and I was speaking to James and he goes: ‘Yeah, he’s playing with them guys now, unfortunately.’ So I thought: fuck it, try and push me in there, man. I know Peter.


“So Peter went up to him and said: ‘Pat’s the best bass player I’ve ever played with, I wanna play with him.’ Great. Fantastic. So we practised a lot, and the line-up at that point was: me; the two Perrett brothers, one of them plays guitar and one of them plays the bass; myself playing guitar; Peter singing; and Gemma playing drums – I got her in, I asked her to join, because I was good friends with some of the guys at the time at Rooz…


“When Pete wasn’t around I was, for want of a better word, the conductor of the band; I was looking after the band, getting people there. I’d spend days with Peter learning the songs, and then take it to the band and rehearse it with them.”


Peter —


“I didn’t want it [Babyshambles] to be negative, especially in light of what people expected; they expected us to be shambolic, expected us to be shit. And then when I met Pat, something really special started to happen. We were both so driven, we both had quite a lot to prove, and we didn’t want to be thought of as ramshackle and shit. We wrote some fucking blinding tunes together. I felt proud and excited to be in a band again, y’know?”


Adam —


“I remember those early days, as Pat was still playing with the White Sport. He was putting a lot of effort into starting the whole Shambles thing – every time I spoke to him he told me about Peter’s new band.”


The very first Babyshambles gig in the band’s second incarnation was staged at Rooz on the 20th of April 2004, a line-up comprising Peter, Patrick, Gemma and the Perrett brothers playing to an audience that only heard about the show a few hours beforehand, via an internet posting. “We charged on the door, about five, ten quid, and there was a queue round the block,” says Patrick of the occasion. “And it was absolutely rammed. We had it in one of the rehearsal rooms upstairs and there were about four songs. We played them all twice and did the set again, and it was chaotic, it was great… pretty under-rehearsed, but it was fantastic.”


A gig in Telford sticks in his mind as a reminder of how rapidly a fervour built up around the band in those early days: “I think Mullord booked the venue under a different name, so people were expecting a jazz band or something small, and there were about sixty-five to seventy people. And then word got out that Babyshambles were playing, and this small little pub filled up with hundreds of kids. And hundreds outside couldn’t get in.


[image: Images]


Above: Peter and Drew on stage at The Forum, Kentish Town December 13, 2004 in London.


“It was fucking crazy. There wasn’t even a stage: there was us and two monitors… The kids were all around us. It was a fucking riot. As soon as we started playing the place went crazy. It was one of the most amazing gigs we’ve ever done. There wasn’t enough room for my amp – I had to stand on top of my amp… Pete had a fight, someone bit him in the head, and there was a punch-up… if you saw the footage it would put it into context for you. It was one of those one-in-a-lifetime gigs.”


When the Perretts’ inclusion appeared not to be working out for the best, Patrick stepped in to exert a little more authority in shaping the band: “The songs were getting messy. It wasn’t an ego thing, but I did want to be the only guitarist and have control over that aspect of it – to have direction of the band – in the early days. Pete was showing me the songs and I was taking them to the band, and I’d rehearse them up.


“Part of his charm is part of his weakness… it’s, like, he got everyone involved not thinking about the best thing musically. I made it pretty clear to him how I felt about it, how I wanted it to be. I wanted it to be a band, and I think he understood that and took that on board.”


In addition to recruiting Gemma, Patrick was responsible for bringing Drew on board, in the wake of a request by Peter, prior to departing for Thailand’s Wat Tham Krabok monastery, to have a full line-up in place by the time he returned. The following year, he would have a significant role in the recruitment of future drummer, Adam Ficek.


A fertile breeding ground for Babyshambles members, Rooz was where Patrick and Drew had become friends, meeting as co-workers, while Drew and Gemma Clarke had grown close when Gemma’s band, The Suffrajets, supported Drew’s – Elviss – with whom he had become disenchanted.


Drew —


“When I moved my stuff out of the room I’d been in with the old band, she [Gemma] let me put my stuff in her dad’s studio. I got to know her dad, got to know her whole family, and ended up working in the reception.


“The first time I met Peter, he stumbled up towards the reception where I was working and said he had a gig with The Libertines in ten minutes, and could he borrow a guitar. And I lent him a guitar. And then the second time I met him I had a room in the studio, and I was in there playing with some guys from another band, and, again, Peter fell through the door, looking half-asleep and pasty, and asked if he could borrow a guitar…


“There was another lad that worked there at the reception who had known Gemma for years as well, called Patrick [Walden]. And we became friends, and I guess I admired his guitar playing and he dug how I played as well. And we realised we were into the same things, like American hardcore post-rock and punk, and pre-grunge stuff like Sonic Youth and Dinosaur Jr, and things like that. We were about to start a band ourselves, and then he came to the studio one day and he was, like: ‘Listen to this, man.’ And he played me a recording… with Seb Rochford, and Peter was playing guitar and Patrick was playing bass. He went: ‘I’ve been recording with that lad, Peter…’


“Patrick came in one day and said: ‘Peter’s gone to Thailand, and before he left he asked me to get the best possible band that I could together. The thing is, don’t get too excited about it or anything, but the band could maybe do some recording and some gigs with this new thing that Peter’s got called Babyshambles.’ And I go: ‘Okay.’


“So when Peter got back, Patrick played me a couple of songs, so I kind of had an idea of what they were going to be like, and I got a call to come down to HQ, this studio near Brick Lane, and went down there. We were there for about half-an-hour, and then, again, a clanking at the door, and Peter bowls in, stumbling around. Picked up a guitar. I remember he was wearing too many clothes. It wasn’t that cold a day, but he was wearing about three coats. He’d just got back from Thailand and he’d just been driving around.


“And he muttered something about the police stopping him and having a flick knife or something. And then he picked up the guitar and started playing Gang Of Gin. I remember being quite taken with how unselfconscious he’d been – he didn’t give a fuck. A lot of people are quite shy and they take a bit of a chat and stuff before they eventually pick up the guitar and go: ‘Okay, this what I do; these are my songs.’


“He just picked up the guitar, didn’t really look at who was in the room, and started playing some stuff. At one point he looked to get quite affected by it – almost looked like he was going to cry – and then fell over onto his knee, and, like, the guitar slipped, but he just kept playing the song, and I was, like: okay, this guy means it, you know?


“And Patrick came in and we started talking about playing some gigs, and he said: ‘I’m not sure if I’m going to be doing this Libertines thing for much longer.’ And Patrick went: ‘Well, I’ve got this bass player, this is Drew.’ And I went to shake his hand, and he just looked at me and then looked back at Patrick and went: ‘Is he any good?’ Fucking charming! I said: ‘Mate, I’ve met you a bunch of times and I lent you guitars when I worked in Rooz’, and he was, like: ‘Okay, hi, whatever.’”


The trio jammed, Peter later telling Drew – as he had done Patrick before him – that he was the best bassist he’d ever played with, and that he could become a member of Babyshambles if he had the band’s name tattooed on his body. The tattoo never materialised, but Drew nonetheless joined the embryonic outfit, learning eleven songs in an afternoon in readiness for his first gig, at the Rhythm Factory.


He immediately warmed to Peter’s idiosyncratic means of communicating with his fans, as the band played to frenzied audiences up and down the country: “Those kind of gigs were in venues where they were unprepared for a couple of hundred kids going absolutely apeshit. Obviously no barriers or security guards or anything like that, and it was absolute carnage.”


Drew —


“We started doing a bunch of gigs. We started doing little jaunts out of town – going up north, playing places like Preston. And, another thing I liked initially about it, was he was hell-bent on playing – not just playing, like, the main towns, the main cities, where other people would play. He’d want to go to weird towns and play in, like, Wetherspoons. The shows were always different somehow.
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