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Dedicated to the memory of Pete, lux vitae nostrae and all those who inhabit the Buzzcocks universe.


Extra special thanks to Malcolm Garrett, ‘the fifth Buzzcock’, for graphic design concept and supervision, permission to reproduce record sleeves, various introductions, miscellaneous assistance and endless enthusiasm. Working with Malcolm Garrett was a dream I didn’t dare dream. This book is an objet which, unlike other art, can be handled and admired closely, without the need to stand behind a rope or don white cotton gloves. I’m hugely grateful for Malcolm’s ‘vision’ – it perfectly commemorates Pete, his life and his works.
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Foreword by Henry Rollins


There are at least two great things at work with Ever Fallen In Love: Louie Shelley’s bright idea to ask Pete Shelley hundreds of questions in a conversational interview format, do an enormous amount of research in order to lay out a timeline with carefully considered points of reference, establishing a chronologically smooth running progression of inquiry from past to present, allowing Pete to roll out a perfectly executed, highly detailed, incredibly interesting, readable story that answers so many questions a Buzzcocks fan would have about the songs they have loved for a large part of their lives. And then, of course, there’s Pete, who we come to find out, had an astonishing memory. Stories from decades ago are rendered with keen exactitude as if it all happened moments before. Detail upon detail, perfectly placed, as if for decades, while writing songs and touring all over the world, he was preparing a thoroughly researched biography on someone who happened to be himself. Of course, this wasn’t the case. He just happened to be an extraordinarily brilliant person with a sharp observer’s eye, a natural talent for composition and melody and, as evidenced, an amazing ability to call up memories that many people would have either discarded or, more likely, simply been unable to retain.


As with any great biography, the reader is allowed to gain insight into the subject because the information is dispersed in a context-rich environment that shows why events played out as they did. Pete’s descriptive narrative allows the reader not only to understand the time, and how different England is today, but also the sounds, the weary, rugged architecture and vigorous urban toughness of the Greater Manchester area. Narrow streets, black and white television, definitely not London. No doubt factors that went into the creation of Buzzcocks music.


How the band took off is an exciting story, and admirable as it was built on truly excellent songs and blazing performances that excused the band from the often grotesque contortions musicians are coerced into perpetrating in order to elicit sales, not that Buzzcocks would have engaged in these mundanities anyway. That the band had a steadfast value-for-money ethos when it came to their music being in the marketplace makes you see that it was only about the art and the work. Even after decades of great popularity, Shelley and Diggle still related to their fans as decent guys from a rough patch of a country that had seen quite a bit over the centuries.


Learning how the songs came to be is fascinating. Pete’s utilitarian approach of not overthinking anything and getting the recording process done quickly, not to mention cost effectively, with such incredible results is, as we come to learn, his modus operandi in a nutshell. You can hear it in live recordings with the often casual way he counted in songs. The under promise of the almost bored ‘One, two, three, four’ and the resulting over delivery of the song, which hits the punter like a truck. It’s almost funny.


Reading about these songs that we know from back to front, it’s as if we fans had been unwittingly preparing for Ever Fallen In Love from the first moment we heard Buzzcocks music and knew, without a doubt, that we would be listening to the songs for the rest of our lives. Pete’s ability to put names to dates to locations to everything else is incredible and allows so many dots to be connected. It’s as if all the songs were one single uninterrupted exhalation.


The sheer amount of possibility Buzzcocks existed in during those years has no comparison in the present day. As an example, for several dates in October and November 1979, Buzzcocks had an opening band on the road with them. They were called Joy Division. Imagine that double bill. It doesn’t seem possible.


Buzzcocks’ United Artists period is one of the most memorable, multi-year floods of uncanny song-after-song greatness in the history of modern music. The band, along with Martin Rushent, who some might consider a fifth Buzzcock, released, seemingly without much trouble, music that didn’t sound like anything happening at the time. Thanks to the vision of graphic artist Malcolm Garrett, the jackets, sleeves and adverts surrounding Buzzcocks music all had an exquisite, understated sophistication that allowed the music to do the talking. Coming back to the idea of context, the fact that Malcolm Garrett is interviewed for this book is so important. He was a Buzzcocks interpreter. The fact that Buzzcocks records had a ‘look’ without a doubt affected the listener’s experience. This was the great talent of Malcolm Garrett. He found the right band to work with and Buzzcocks were fortunate to have him as a resource and liaison to the fan, as well as the label.


Not to overstate this but it’s a fact that, without Louie Shelley’s initial idea to steadily extract information from Pete, we would not have this book. Also, Louie’s vast amount of meticulous research and dedication made what could have easily been a good book into a truly marvellous piece of work. Like all good interrogators and well-prepared biographers, it’s obvious she knew many of the answers to the questions she was asking. Ever Fallen In Love is more than a biography; it is a fantastic collaborative effort. To read Pete so matter-of-factly respond seemingly instantaneously to every question Louie throws at him with such rich detail is to realise what a complete loss it would have been had his great mind not been so ably tapped. Oh, and something else that cannot go unmentioned, although you will no doubt pick up on it immediately: Pete had an incredible grip on the English language. He composes his thoughts beautifully. His humility and low-key humour are the through lines that make this book such a joy to read.


Just a fan’s thoughts here but it is fascinating that Buzzcocks recorded with Martin Hannett, aka Martin Zero, to make Spiral Scratch before signing to United Artists and, at the very end of their UA period, reunited with him for some more recordings, all of which are really, really good. If you’re a Buzzcocks fan, this book is a must. If you’re not yet initiated, you probably will be within a few pages. Take it away, Pete…indeed.


Henry Rollins




Foreword by Kid Strange


It’s extremely difficult for me to write about living with Pete. In my early days of getting to know him, of course, I knew Pete like everyone else had known Pete – through his music. In our shared later years, though, it was just Pete, my husband. A rather private affair.


This book is written by a very close friend of ours, who had both the pleasure and the sense to ask Pete these very important questions. Funnily enough, I never really talked that much about Pete’s work; it would be brought up very seldom. I suppose someone like me should know all these things, especially since I did a few Buzzcocks tours as well!


I wish to extend my gratitude and thanks to Lou for not only asking the questions, but also taking the time to write this book about a particular period of Pete’s career. It is a fitting tribute to someone so beloved and cherished, not just by me, his family, and friends, but by millions of fans worldwide too.


I think a common mistake many people made with Pete was in assuming he was a big, avid fan of music, of all music, because he wrote and created music. The reality is, quite shockingly, the opposite. Pete, as he always professed to me, wrote music ‘for myself and people like me’. He always rejected the notion of liking music, or even the idea of being branded as ‘punk’ all the time. I suppose when you have a big industry such as music, there are bound to be a lot of fillers; something disposable.


But, truthfully, Pete and I always enjoyed a lot more pop songs at home than your typical punk or rock music. We were the kind of people who would gleefully sing Kylie Minogue’s ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ to each other1, he didn’t mind my joyful excitement when I found Sylvester’s ‘You Make Me Feel’ on vinyl, and put up with me singing Cher around the house. He even insisted that we watch Eurovision every year, something I never cared for but now I have to watch2. I suppose my fondest memories are of when he would sing me a very old-fashioned song from the Fifties or Sixties – of his childhood. Something I’d never heard of that would either be by a singer or from a movie that was popular at the time. I will always laugh if I hear Pat Boone’s ‘Johnny’. That no good Johnny3!


Pete made me realize that when you do something creatively, the number one rule is always to make sure you are doing it for yourself and never for someone else. There will be absolutely no pleasure or joy in doing something for someone else.


There were plenty of times when I asked about writing music – whether the lyrics came first or the instrumental parts. For Pete, certainly in his later years, it was more instrumental. Even on the last Buzzcocks album, The Way, I remember Pete having some trouble writing up lyrics for ‘Virtually Real’. I am happy to say I helped out with the line, ‘LolCats, confessions of Shiba’. The problem was that by this time a lot of the things he’d previously written about (mainly hardships in love) weren’t things he was experiencing any more. Even when the opportunity came up again to write a ‘classic’ new Buzzcocks album, I was adamant that it would be hard on him as he was no longer going through the same heartache. We were both quite settled with each other. I should be so lucky/Lucky, lucky, lucky4!


Yes, the occasional joke did occur. I would threaten to have an affair, and then he would do something deliberately senile that made me not only laugh hysterically but also reject the idea because he ‘clearly needed me more’. Or he’d jokingly threaten to have an affair to experience the emotions he needed to write about heartbreak, and I’d point out, ‘But then I am the one who’s hurt! How is that going to help?’


‘I’ll write it from your perspective…’


Eventually, he decided to scrap the idea of a new Buzzcocks album.


Sometimes, in the early days in our relationship, he would tell me how theme songs for TV shows reflected the title of the show, and would show me examples by singing the title throughout the instrumental theme songs – Emmerdale being one example. This was just a bit of fun, but it highlights Pete’s inherent ability as a songwriter and his instinctive compulsion to formulate lyrics for even the most unlikely music.


There were many moments showing Pete’s brilliance when it came to writing music. Being musically creative and talented came so naturally to him, it was something amazing to behold. It was always awe-inspiring to see his brilliance at work. Even learning a new instrument came naturally and easily to him. He just knew how everything worked, what notes were what; his brain could figure it out in seconds – especially if the instrument was something as basic as a rubber band over a tin box5.


I could honestly go on and on about Pete and his absolute genius; I could tell you the stories he told me about being on tour over so many years. It is a bit strange when I think that at home, Pete was such a quiet, low-key, very private person, but when it came to his career, he was bigger than life itself.


I hope that you enjoy reading this book, and that it gives you some insight into my husband and what he was like during a specific period in his creativity. I hope this brings you joy and comfort in some way, as it brings me. I miss my husband so much; I miss all the joy that we shared together, and I am happy that people can share those joyful moments with me too.


Kid Strange


Widower to Pete Shelley
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Notes


1 If you must know, Pete’s favourite Kylie song was ‘Wouldn’t Change a Thing’ from her second album, Enjoy Yourself (1989). We sang ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ because we were (obviously) lucky in love.


2 I always root for the stupid songs; I’m never serious.


3 I am reminded of Andy Stewart’s ‘Donald Where’s Your Troosers?’ too. Pete would sing this to me, copying his father’s impression of bagpipes. Pete’s father, John, was from Glasgow.


4 ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ by Kylie Minogue, written by Stock Aitken Waterman (SAW).


5 Yes, really! He played me a well-tuned rubber band!




Preface


The seed for my love affair with Buzzcocks was planted with ‘Harmony in My Head’, in the summer that I left junior school.


I’d been aware of ‘Ever Fallen in Love’ – my mother and I had sat and watched it on Top of the Pops on Thursday evenings the previous autumn – but I was at an age where I was pretty contemptuous of love songs and everything that being in love entailed, so to some extent it passed me by. Steve Diggle’s song, though, about fast-paced city living, with its ‘clattering shoppers’ and lines of buses, spoke to me in a way that love songs hadn’t. It described sights and sounds with which I was enthralled, all delivered in Steve’s cigarette-stained growl – which showcased his nasal northern-ness and was very different to the southern whine that was prevalent in punk – and accompanied by the buzz-saw guitars that my ears were quickly becoming attuned to. For me at that time it was the perfect song, and it kick-started both my interest in music and a lifelong devotion to Buzzcocks.


I collected anything about the band that I could get my hands on – although admittedly that was not a lot at that time, with a pre-teen’s opportunities and early-Eighties pocket money. I devoured anything about the band that I could find to read. A particular treasure was a cache of NMEs and Melody Makers from 1977 to 1979 that I bought at a jumble sale, all of them packed with interviews with both Pete and Steve. I lived for their music; I drooled over their hard-candy-coloured record sleeves; I virtually inhaled their printed image. It was like I’d found God.


I was a teenage girl but I wasn’t romantically interested in the band. I wanted to be their mate. I wanted to write songs with them. I wanted to be in the band. I wanted to be them.


At the time we lived across the road from M J of punk band The Drones (another member of the band lived next-door-but-one to him). We used to see him carrying musical equipment in and out of the house, dressed in black from head to toe – a tall, slender guy, he was the epitome of cool. I asked my mother whether she thought our neighbours across the road could in fact be two of the Buzzcocks. She said no, she didn’t think that rock ’n’ roll royalty would choose the dingy backwater that we inhabited as their abode. It was only five miles from Manchester, yet managed to combine the worst aspects of urban oikdom with the nasty cliquishness and nosy neighbours of a village; it was like the crossroads where Coronation Street meets Deliverance. My mother thought that the Buzzcocks would be living it up in Swinging London – though of course I now know that Pete Shelley was living in a similarly uninspiring hinterland to ours, only a few miles away in Gorton, to the east of the city; the band hadn’t yet succumbed to the lure of the Smoke. When we found out who our neighbours were I was mildly disappointed that they weren’t my idols but was comforted by the knowledge that they were part of our city’s punk milieu – they probably knew Buzzcocks and may even have played on the same stage as them, and that was good enough for me.


I was devastated, then, when Buzzcocks split when I was 13. I was too young to go to gigs so I’d never seen them play live – and now I never would. I felt a sense of loss, almost of mourning, that my dreams of hanging out with the band – or at the very least of seeing one of their shows – would never be realized.


Fast forward to 1989. Buzzcocks have re-formed and I go to see them at the Manchester Apollo. I am no longer into punk at this time: I’ve become allergic to anything with guitars in it since taking my first E earlier in the summer (coincidentally, my first E experience was in a repurposed cinema in north Manchester that had in the late Seventies served briefly as Factory 2, an outpost of Tony Wilson’s Factory club). I go to the show just for old times’ sake – like meeting up with an old flame for a final, farewell fuck – but I don’t wholly enjoy it. I just can’t wait to get the bus into town so my clubbing buddy and I can go to our favourite haunt and take Es. The poignancy of the reunion is wasted on me. I devote the next three years to clubbing and drugging with a vengeance and waste the next seven years after that even more pointlessly on a career doing something I really don’t want to do.


Fast forward again to 1999. I’ve just endured a difficult split with my partner of seven years and I need something to take my mind off it. I go with another friend to see Buzzcocks play at Manchester University. An acquaintance of my friend says that if we hang around after the show he can ‘get us in to see the band’. My interest is piqued but I’m not entirely optimistic – it seems too good to be true, and I know how unhelpful the security staff at the university can be. We queue up with some other hopefuls outside the dressing room for what seems rather a long time. I’m close to giving up the ghost when the door to the inner sanctum is suddenly opened and we’re welcomed in.


The band are friendly and hospitable. They offer champagne and food (although, somewhat bizarrely, their post-show buffet seems to consist mostly of raw onions). I notice Pete but am too in awe to go and speak to him. Instead Steve sits me down on a couch next to him and then we’re chatting like old friends. It feels as though I’ve finally come home.


The band go and play some dates in the States, and by the time I next see them – only weeks after first meeting them – I’ve reinvented myself as a journalist. As I’ve started going out several times a week to get over my broken relationship I decide to write reviews, of both live shows and club nights; I’ve fallen back in love with guitar music but am two-timing it with clubbing. Buzzcocks are touring with their new album, Modern. I call their record company and ask if I can interview them when they next play in my area. The very amenable girl in the label’s PR department gives me the phone number of the promoter who is putting on the shows in my region – Alan Wise, a larger-than-life character from Manchester’s punk and Factory Records scene of the Seventies.


I call Alan and he very cordially invites me to accompany him to the five shows that he’s putting on in the Northwest of England. I travel with him in his car to the first gig, in Liverpool, and when we get to the venue I find myself working as his unpaid runner – he seems pleased to have an enthusiastic young woman working for him for free. He sends me to Lidl to buy the alcohol for the band’s rider and the food for their buffet (which this time consists of white finger rolls – no butter – and a block of cheap Cheddar with nothing but a plastic knife to cut it with). And he sends me into the dressing room to get the titles of the songs so he can print out the setlist. I’m mortified. I suppose I’m there in a professional capacity, but I’m painfully shy and also concerned that the band will recognize me as the avid fan from a few weeks back and worry that I’ve successfully managed to stalk them. And yet they don’t appear to think anything of the sort; they’re friendly and open – and I reward this good-natured approach by being tongue-tied and flustered.


I accompany Alan Wise to those five shows and have the time of my life. My career as a journalist commentating on Manchester’s creative scene takes off and within a few short months I’m writing for a number of regional and national titles. I have a ball – out every night, sometimes going to three events in one evening, while also running a business. Something has to give, though, and that ‘something’ is my physical and mental health. I become severely ill with ME. I’m too sick to work, my personal life falls down around my ears and I ‘don’t know what to do with my life’. I limp through the next few years like a tragic Victorian heroine before a change has to be made.


I end up living in Spain, in a vain attempt to improve my health. Years pass, then in December 2004, feeling nostalgic for the soundtrack of my youth and my more recent escapades as a journalist, I travel to the UK to see three Buzzcocks shows. It is five years since I first met the band, and I haven’t seen them in all that time, yet when I bump into Pete backstage he beams as he says, ‘Oh, it’s you!’ He hasn’t forgotten who I am, which I find disquieting as well as comforting. Steve is just as welcoming as he was the first time I met him and I strike up an easy conversation with bassist Tony Barber too. I am welcomed back into the fold and – just briefly – it’s like old times.


Back in my rented apartment on southern Spain’s Costa del Sol on Christmas morning I wake with a start from a vivid dream. I had dreamed of the band and their music, and my dream ended with Steve performing the spoken ad-lib from the end of ‘Mad Mad Judy’ in its entirety: ‘There were these three fellas and one says to the other. So I said to them, I said – I told them straight. I made me point. Do you understand now? I understand. I’ve got all the answers.’ Alone in my ‘half-empty bed’ on Christmas morning I see this as a sign – a call to go back to the UK to do the one thing that’s made me happiest in recent years. I decide to follow the band as they tour – perhaps they have got all the answers. It turns out to be the best decision I’ll ever make.


A number of exciting years with the band ensues. I drive all over England to see them with my gigging buddy, Elsa. I make myself costumes – fabric-painting the band’s lyrics on to a nurse’s tunic, among other things. I make a ‘What Do I Get?’ shirt for Pete, similar to the ones that the band wore in the Seventies. The floodgates are opened and I then can’t stop painting. My health is still an issue, but these Buzzcocks-inspired art projects are something I can offload my nervous energy into along with my passion for and obsession with the band. It feels good to be able to give something back and I’m thrilled whenever I see Pete onstage or on TV wearing my creations.


Eventually I find myself managing the band’s merchandise, travelling with them to all of their shows around the UK. It’s the realization of my teenage dream, touring with them in the ‘bus’ (a less-than-glamorous converted Transit van), sharing meals, chatting easily with them, seeing the show night after night. How my 12-year-old self would have envied me...


And that’s how I came to write this book – as a fan of the band. I suggested to Pete that we conduct a series of interviews about Buzzcocks’ early years, his exploits in the beating heart of the punk scene and the whirlwind adventure of becoming a world-renowned musician and writer of some of the most memorable, iconic songs of the punk era – as well as getting under the skin of his creative process, the stories and meanings behind those famous songs. I was thrilled when he agreed.


We recorded everything during web chats, with me sitting up in bed while Pete talked from his home in Estonia. The interviews were really just conversations. I asked the questions that any fan would like to ask and Pete responded with anecdotes that any fan would like to hear – how the band got together; the inspiration for the songs; where they played gigs; the minutiae of recording and rehearsals and anecdotes about life on the road – all delivered with Pete’s characteristic wit, warmth, razor-sharp memory and occasional lubricious aside. To me, that’s the real beauty of these interviews – that some of the easiness and intimacy of our friendly conversations shines through. This book is a chance for a music icon to tell his Buzzcocks story, in his own words. But behind the anecdotes, in his humour and his openness, there’s also a snapshot of the real Pete that I, his family and close friends knew.


It had been my intention to quiz Pete about his solo career and Buzzcocks’ later exploits too; but time ran out on us, as it so often does. Pete passed away on 6 December 2018. In the world of rock ’n’ roll, life can be all too short – and ‘After all,’ as Pete sings, ‘life’s only death’s recompense.’


The band are extraordinarily good to their fans. I suspect for some devotees they take the place of family – and for some the idolization of the band is perhaps even a substitute for traditional spiritual beliefs. Pete had been a fan himself so, although modest, he understood the way people felt about him. He was always kind, patient, gracious and generous – something that comes across in abundance in the conversations that follow. He gave of himself, and for his fans this was the greatest gift.


After Pete’s passing, our interviews sat unused for some time. At first the emotions and memories they evoked were too painful to uncover in too much detail. But, as time has passed, I have come to see the true value that they hold. Pete never wrote his memoirs, never committed his story to the page, and so the story that he tells in our recordings – not just the story of Buzzcocks, but also his own memories, his inspirations, and the emotions he drew upon to write the songs that are so loved by so many – offers a chance for people to hear him tell things his way, at least in part. And so, with the blessing of Pete’s widower, this book allows Pete to speak with his fans.


To preface the interviews, which pick up the story when the band signed their first record deal with United Artists, I wanted to offer a more complete view of both Pete’s and the band’s early years. By speaking with his family, bandmates, friends and contemporaries, I have pieced together what I hope is a fascinating backstory, for those who don’t know it, as well as a way of better understanding both the man himself and the place in which he grew up.


In particular, I feel that my familiarity with and love for Manchester have perhaps helped me to understand the band in a way that a writer from another town couldn’t. Like Joy Division, Buzzcocks developed as a product of their environment: the gritty, grimy wasteland that was post-industrial Manchester, before it became aware of its own charm and reinvented itself as a city-break destination and site of musical pilgrimage.


And now, in a peculiar twist of fate, I find myself living in the town next to Leigh, where Pete grew up. These days Leigh town centre consists mostly of pound stores, charity shops and pawnbrokers; it has none of the record or music shops that it boasted when Pete was young. But I think of Pete every time I go shopping there and I am comforted to know that I’m close to the place where he wrote some of those timeless songs.


Louie Shelley
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Reality’s a Dream: The Buzzcocks Story


Britain, third week of April, 1955. It’s not quite ten years since the end of the Second World War. Meat rationing ended only last year, in 1954, and cheese is still scarce. Petrol will be rationed in the next year because of the Suez Crisis. Despite this austerity, the gramophone-record industry is flourishing and, in 1952, a UK Singles Chart was devised to track the sales and thus the popularity of newly released discs. Britain is still using the old, pre-decimalization currency at this time, with 12 pennies to a shilling, which is likely why the nation is still thinking in dozens rather than tens – for a Top 12 is compiled by the New Musical Express (the NME) from information gathered in phone calls to around 20 stores, very probably all based in London. These ‘charts’ are seen as being a valuable marketing tool and soon several competing publications, including Melody Maker and Record Mirror, start publishing their own.


It’s common in the Fifties for American artists to occupy as many as half or more of the slots in the UK charts, and so it is no surprise that the No. 1 spot in the week beginning 15 April 1955 is ‘Give Me Your Word’, sung by Tennessee Ernie Ford, an American TV and radio personality and devotee of country and western and gospel music.


The liveliest song in the UK charts this week is ‘Mambo Rock’ by Bill Haley and His Comets, who already had a hit last year with ‘Rock Around the Clock’. Although it will soon be eclipsed by rock ’n’ roll, in 1955 skiffle is the predominant teen ‘craze’ in the UK. Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Rock Island Line’, a pacy rendition of an American folk song accompanied by homemade instruments such as washboard and tea-chest bass, reaches No. 8 and is certified gold (unusual for a debut single). It will be skiffle, and not rock ’n’ roll, that inspires the young John Lennon to form his first band, The Quarrymen – which, after a fateful meeting with Paul McCartney at a church fête in 1957, evolved into The Beatles.


It is into this musical landscape that Peter Campbell McNeish, a much-wanted first child for Margaret and John McNeish, is born in Leigh, on 17 April 1955.


The town of Leigh is situated in the borough of Wigan, the most westerly and far-flung of Greater Manchester’s sub-divisions. Prior to being subsumed by the city’s wider area, Wigan and Leigh were in Lancashire, as evidenced in the accent of many of the locals – including, eventually, a young Pete.


Leigh had been powered by the Industrial Revolution into a hub of cotton mills and coal mining, and in 1955 was thriving. It boasted a bustling town centre, the heart of a community populated by traditional businesses such as butchers, bakers, greengrocers, fishmongers and haberdashers. It also had the benefit of daily markets. The traditional market, with either outdoor stalls covered with awnings or individual booths housed in a red-brick market hall, is a particularly northern phenomenon.


In the Seventies, when Pete was a teenager, there was still a good selection of family-owned retailers in the town centre, with the record and music shops that Pete mentions in his interviews, as well as the Woolworths that graced almost every town centre in the land. By this time many of the coalmines in the area had closed, but the few that remained employed many hundreds of people, as did other major manufacturers of the pre-Thatcher era, such as Sutcliffe Speakman, a group involved in both engineering and specialist chemicals, and BICC, a maker of electrical cables.


Leigh’s fortunes, however, have been mixed since then, and the town in which a young Pete took his first steps in life became rather less vibrant than it had previously been. All the biggest businesses, the mills and the mines closed down during the Seventies and Eighties, leaving the retail and hospitality industries as the largest employers in the town today. Some of the mill buildings still survive: grand Victorian temples to industry built in Accrington brick and terracotta, many of them on attractive canal-side sites. As the town’s population gradually shrank from its Fifties heyday, the Leigh in which Pete came of age would have been increasingly dotted with large empty buildings, slowly turning from industrial hubs into imposing but crumbling shells.
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Bradshawgate, Leigh, looking towards Railway Road, 1980.





A pervading air of faded grandeur was characteristic of many northern towns in the shift from the middle to the latter decades of the 20th century, as major industrial employers closed and work became scarce for many. Inevitably, it was a quality that had an impact on those who grow up there, giving them a different experience to those based in London, which was the progenitor of so many social and cultural movements.


It’s worth noting that Leigh is on the up today. Many new housing estates and retail developments have been built – one of the largest ‘strip malls’ is on the site of the old Parsonage mine1. The site of another coalmine, at Bickershaw, is being redeveloped as a country park and upmarket housing. Although the railway line closed in 1969, a ‘guided busway’ to Manchester opened in 2016: this is where a double-decker bus drives along part of what used to be the railway line before joining a specially designated bus lane on the main thoroughfare into the city. The town will further benefit from the physical memorial to Pete Shelley that is planned, and in the longer run the Pete Shelley Memorial Campaign intends to establish a trust that will benefit aspiring young musicians in the area – and what better memorial to Pete could there be than this?
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Pageboy Pete at his Auntie Pat’s wedding, Astley Methodist Church, 1960.





But the experience of the young soon-to-be Pete Shelley was of Leigh in its earlier state. Howard Lycett was Pete’s younger cousin and close friend, and sheds some light on the early experiences of young Peter McNeish.


‘My grandma, Alice, was Pete’s mum’s sister – his mum, Margaret, was the youngest of the siblings. They came from Astley, a mining village halfway between Manchester and Wigan. You can still see an old mine there, the pithead. My grandma’s family actually lived in Pit Yard, in the grounds surrounding the mine. The miners’ cottages are still there.


‘The Industrial Revolution started around Astley. Astley’s an ideal site as it’s got the mine and it’s right near the Bridgewater Canal, which would have been used for transporting the coal. There was a big cotton mill there as well and on the Moss the first ever railway line was built – Stephenson’s Rocket was actually trialled on there. The railway line was laid on bales of cotton from the mill so you’ve got all the components of the Industrial Revolution there. Our family had been involved in coal mining for generations so that’s where Pete got his work ethic from – he was from a long line of grafters.
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‘Our Gary’, cousin Howard and Pete, c.1963/4.





‘When Pete was born, Margaret and John were living in a little terraced house just off Railway Road, right near Leigh town centre. Pete was born in the kitchen, after a long, difficult labour.


‘Before she got married, Auntie Margaret worked in a cotton mill in Factory Yard, Astley, with her two sisters: Alice, my grandma, and Annie, my auntie. She also worked at Ward & Goldstone in Leigh, at their Butts Mill, making electrical equipment for cars and buses. Uncle Johnny was from Glasgow and he had been in the Navy. Auntie Margaret was in the Land Army during the war and I think she met Uncle Johnny then2. So Uncle Johnny moved from Scotland so they could get married. He was a fitter, an engineer, repairing and maintaining mining machinery at Astley Green Colliery – the mining equipment needed constant maintenance, to ensure health and safety; but also there are pumps running all the time, otherwise the mines would fill up with water.


‘Their second house was the bungalow in Pennington, not as close to town, where Pete’s blue plaque is now. Pete was proud to be from Leigh but he never made a big deal about it as he didn’t want fans finding out where he lived and mithering3 his mum.


‘In the Sixties, Leigh was grey and depressing, full of smog from factory chimneys and coal fires, but it had a sense of community – the constant threat of danger for the men working down the mines meant that everyone was looking out for each other. The factories and pits would shut down for two weeks in the summer – “the wakes”, we used to call it – and everyone would go off to Rhyl or Blackpool on a charabanc4 or on the train for a seaside holiday. Most of the shops in the town would be closed during that time, even the newsagents – you’d have to buy your paper from a little mobile stall that was put there for the wakes. Everyone went away together, not just families but all the people who worked together. They were happy times, despite some of the hardships.


‘Pete did well at school and he passed the eleven-plus, meaning he could go to the grammar school. Pete excelled at English from the earliest age. All his writing skills came from his mum, Margaret. She was so talented at literature, particularly poetry, that the headmaster at her school wanted to send her to university – unusual for young women in those days – but her dad wouldn’t allow it. It was a shame. Auntie Margaret still wrote poems even when she was older. I remember Pete saying, “I wish I could write like my mother.” She was very eloquent – like Pete, she was a wordsmith.


‘He was brilliant at English but he wasn’t so good at maths. In fact, he went to Bolton Institute a year late because he had a bit of catching up to do with the maths before he could get on the course that he wanted to do.


‘Pete and I were very close. My school and Leigh Grammar were separated by a fence. We’d meet at lunchtime on either side of the fence and have a chat but then, when it was winter, we’d have snowball fights instead!


‘There hadn’t been any musicians in our family before Pete. He got his first guitar as a young teenager – I remember him playing The Beatles, T.Rex and then Bowie on his acoustic – but he’d never had music lessons or anything like that. He’d never even played the recorder at school, or been in the school choir. He was a born performer, though, from the earliest age. Every year on the Marsh playing fields that’s at the back of where the Sainsbury’s is now – on the old Parsonage site – there’d be the Miners’ Gala. Everyone in Leigh was involved with the mines in some way or other so it was a huge event where the entire community got together. There’d be a big fair, clog dancing, games for the kids; and there’d be thousands of people there. You can guarantee that at some point in the day Pete’d go missing – then 20 minutes later you’d hear over the tannoy, “Can Mr and Mrs McNeish come to the stage and pick up their son Peter?” That’s how determined to be famous he was!


‘My mum is always saying that Pete’s first gig was her wedding – that would have been when he was five. He was a pageboy – he looked a picture in his little outfit – and at the reception he got up on the stage and was singing the pop songs of the day (it’d be all that Fifties stuff – Elvis and rock ’n’ roll and Doris Day songs). They said they didn’t need any other entertainment. He’d do the same thing when they took him to Blackpool on the charabanc – on the way back he’d be singing for all the other mums. He loved music and he loved to please people.


‘He was in a few shows when he was at the grammar school as well, mostly plays. When he was thirteen they put on The Mikado. Pete was a member of the chorus, playing the part of a Japanese maiden – they were all dressed as geishas, complete with wigs and fans (of course it was a boys’ school, so there were no girls to play those parts). He didn’t object to it as much as some of the other lads did!


‘When I was about 12 or 13 my mum hired him so he could help me with my homework on a Saturday morning. Pete’d come to ours on the bus and he’d have this long denim jacket on, long hair and a flared collar – he looked really cool (it was 1973). After about 20 minutes he’d ask if I was bored and of course I’d say yes. So then we’d talk about the universe, cosmology and music. It was like having a friendly big brother – you could talk about anything with him. He was very advanced for his age.


‘When the other kids were playing football or chasing girls he’d be reading, researching the subjects he was interested in. I mean it’s easy now, when you can just read about anything you want on the internet, but in those days you had to go out of your way to find that kind of stuff. He’d try to explain about concepts like time and eternity – it was the kind of thing that Brian Cox talks about in his programmes now but at that time there was nothing like that on the telly. There was the BBC’s The Sky at Night, which was about stargazing, but there was nothing beyond that until those Carl Sagan programmes5, which weren’t broadcast until the early Eighties. Pete said that in space there’s probably no-one out there but there may have been, or maybe there will be, only they’re on a different timeline to us – or maybe even in a different dimension. I don’t know where he was getting his books from – he might have been going to the Central Library in town [Manchester] because I don’t know whether they’d have those kinds of books at our local library here in Leigh. It was beyond astronomy – he was talking about things like the theory of relativity and quantum physics. But he explained it to me, who was so much younger than him, in a way that I could understand.


‘Pete used to talk to me about music as well in our Saturday-morning sessions. He’d talk about Bowie and how the persona he’d invented was a “product”, or he’d tell me how to listen to certain songs, what to watch out for in them. You could tell how deeply he understood pop music, even then.’


By all accounts, Pete was popular at the grammar school and had friends there – although he took his studies seriously. One of those school friends was Garth Davies. He had been taking guitar lessons for some years and was already a keen and competent musician. A rock ’n’ roll aficionado, he had harboured ambitions to be a pop star from pre-puberty. Pete and Garth were introduced when they worked together on one of those school plays. They formed Jets of Air, with Pete on guitar and Garth on bass, and played locally many times, staging and promoting their own shows in church halls and anywhere else that would accommodate them. Their set included Bowie, Beatles and Velvets covers, as well as some of Pete’s earlier compositions – some of which he would rework in later years for Buzzcocks and for his own Eighties solo act. His careful analysis of the works of musicians he admired and his study of the craft of songwriting were evidently paying off.


Second week of September, 1974. This is the year in which there will be two General Elections in the UK – and the Watergate scandal in the US. The Three-Day Week is imposed in Britain to conserve power, which is in short supply due to the continuing oil crisis (caused by unrest between countries in the Middle East). Germany win the World Cup on their home turf and Muhammad Ali beats George Foreman in the Rumble in the Jungle. Abba win the Eurovision Song Contest and the first McDonald’s opens in London.


In the UK Singles Chart ‘Love Me for a Reason’ by The Osmonds occupies the top spot, ‘Kung Fu Fighting’ by Carl Douglas is at No. 2, cashing in on the Bruce Lee craze (he died in 1973 in circumstances that some believed to be mysterious), and there are a couple of Motown songs in the charts (The Three Degrees’ ‘When Will I See You Again’ at No. 7 and ‘Baby Love’ by Diana Ross and The Supremes at No. 14). There is a surprising dearth of glam-rock records in the charts this week; but disco is just beginning to emerge, with ‘Rock the Boat’ by The Hues Corporation and ‘Rock Your Baby’ by George McCrae both charting.


Last year, Tony Wilson started work as a young reporter on ITV’s regional news programme for the Northwest of England, Granada Reports. This year, prison-based BBC sitcom Porridge is broadcast for the first time, as is Tiswas, the Saturday-morning children’s variety show that soon becomes a diverting hair-of-the-dog for adults recovering from ‘the morning after the night before’. Meanwhile, the revolutionary surrealist sketch show Monty Python’s Flying Circus is aired for the last time.


Films released in 1974 include the disaster movie The Towering Inferno and the low-budget (but highly influential) slasher horror The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. There’s also Confessions of a Window Cleaner, the first of a handful of films in the ‘Confessions’ series, rated by some as a wonderfully nostalgic example of typical British ‘seaside postcard’ saucy fun, yet slated by others as a ‘Carry On’ clone with more nudity, more scenes of depressing Seventies’ sitting-rooms and considerably less wit.


And it is at this time, against this cultural backdrop, that Peter McNeish starts studying for his Higher National Diploma in electronics and computer science at the Bolton Institute of Technology.


The early to mid-Seventies in Britain was a grim time for the youngsters of Generation X – and it can be difficult for the more fortunate individuals of Generations Y and Z to imagine just how grim. Unemployment was on the rise after the boom times of the Fifties and Sixties. There were fuel shortages and frequent power cuts. There were nylon underpants, nylon sheets, noisome sterilized milk and hard toilet paper. The shops were closed on Sundays, and in many towns for half a day midweek as well, and the TV shut down for the night before midnight. At this time the UK only had two and a half TV channels – BBC1, ITV and the part-time BBC2, which seemed to be dominated by Open University programming delivered by socially awkward geeks wearing heavy NHS specs and tweed jackets with leather elbow patches.


Few people had central heating, a surprising number of homes had only a black-and-white telly, and many terraced houses up and down the country – but mainly in the north – still had outside toilets and no indoor plumbing apart from the Ascot heater above the Belfast sink in the scullery. Somehow the sunshine and flowers that the Sixties had promised had passed us by. The Summer of Love had erupted in balmy California and may have touched the more with-it parts of London, but the rest of the UK was still mired firmly in the monochrome post-war years.
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