







































SONG MAN




























BY THE SAME AUTHOR




Guitar Man





























SONG MAN










A Melodic Adventure,
 or,
 My Single-minded Approach to Songwriting














WILL HODGKINSON
















[image: i_Image1]





























Copyright © 2007 by Will Hodgkinson






All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
 stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
 electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without
 the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United
 States of America. For information, address Da Capo Press,
 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142.








Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available
 from the Library of Congress.








First Da Capo Press edition 2007
Reprinted by arrangement with Bloomsbury Publishing, London
ISBN-13: 978-0-306-81581-2
ISBN-10: 0-306-81581-8
 eBook ISBN: 9780306817328






Published by Da Capo Press
A Member of the Perseus Books Group
www.dacapopress.com






Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk
 purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations.
 For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department
 at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200,
 Philadelphia, PA, 19103, or call (800) 255-1514, or e-mail 
special.markets@perseusbooks.com.






10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1





























To Charles, with love



























Introduction






It was the summer of 2005. I was in Brittany, France, with my wife, NJ. We had walked through a dark pine forest and down a gorse-dappled hill to reach a rock that jutted into a river. It had a plateau big enough to stretch out on, and you could dive from its edge into the deep water ten feet below. This part of the river was quiet and wide, with just a handful of small, empty boats along its banks and fields of corn and clover beyond them.




NJ crab-crawled down the side of the rock and glided into the river. I dived in with an inelegant splash and pushed through the water’s depths, coming up to the surface to hear a dragonfly flapping past and to see NJ on the horizon, heading towards the middle of the river, her headscarf still dry.


‘This is perfect,’ said NJ after she came out of the river, drawing herself along the dry rock and its grassy patches. Our two young children were with her parents in a house about a mile away and, for the first time in a long while, all was calm. ‘This is what I came here to do.’


‘Me too,’ I said. ‘Although I told myself that I was going to come up with some songs while we were in France and I’m yet to write a word.’


A year earlier, aged thirty-four, I had learned guitar for the first time. The great thing about the guitar is that even someone with very little musical skill, knowledge, talent, taste or intelligence can make music with it fairly quickly. As such, it seemed like the ideal instrument for me to write songs with.




‘What’s stopping you?’




I looked around – at the water below us, at a little house on the far bank of the river – and could not think of an answer to her question. I could run through a few three- or four-chord songs on the guitar and execute some basic finger-picking patterns. But the best I had to offer the world in terms of original material was a song called ‘Mystery Fox’. The words to the first verse were:








Mystery Fox
Get out of your box
It’s time for me
To chase you up that tree, o mystery fox









My lyrical technique consisted of thinking of the name of an animal then finding something to rhyme with it.




Learning to play guitar had improved my life significantly, but to write a song felt like a nobler goal. The song is at the heart of humanity. It is the only art form that most of the planet has shared in. A percentage of people in the world have painted a picture, and significantly fewer have made a film, but almost everyone has sung a song and quite a lot of people have written one. From church hymns to national anthems to number one hits, songs are an encapsulation of what it means to be alive. Songs expose and articulate facets of human experience from birth to death and all points in between, and they thrive on simplicity. There are few better songs than ‘Be My Baby’ by The Ronettes, and that has a sentiment and a message that is as simple as it gets.


I had always told myself that, if only I had the time, I would surely write a few good songs. Now time stretched out like the river itself. I said that I needed inspiration. What could be more inspiring than this beautiful, silent place? It had been said many times, by many people, that I had a horrible voice and no sense of melody. That never stopped Bob Dylan.


Then there was the suspicion that songwriters were an elect few, a special breed touched with divine inspiration and a cavalcade of musical tricks and tools at their disposal. But the big news in the music industry that summer was the global success of MySpace, the website that allowed anyone, regardless of ability, financial situation or professional standing, to upload their songs onto their own site for the world to have access to. Some of the biggest bands in the country had got their first rung on the ladder through MySpace, while others knocked together songs and put them onto their computers in between going to school, going to work or picking up their pensions. The uncomfortable truth was that this simple, omnipresent art form, this three-minute creation made by everyone from children in their bedrooms to teenage rappers on street corners to millionaires in Hollywood mansions, was beyond me.


Anyone who has ever felt lonely can relate to Otis Redding as he sings ‘Sitting On The Dock Of The Bay’. ‘Wichita Lineman’ by Jimmy Webb is filled with longing, mystery and melodic sophistication. Hearing a great song still affected me just as much as it did when, aged twelve and listening to the radio under the bed covers at night, I heard ‘Hey Joe’ by Jimi Hendrix for the first time. But I had no idea of how you go about creating these gems. I didn’t know where melodies come from, or how you make words fit with music, or how you find the right style to express the mood you wish to convey. Anyone who has ever heard ‘Mystery Fox’ will be able to verify that.


We sat in silence on that rock for twenty minutes. NJ lay motionless with her eyes closed and I watched the river’s ripples. I was thirty-five. It was far too late to take any professional songwriting ambitions seriously, and delusions of pop grandeur had died with my one and only attempt to be a singer, at a school talent competition. It was an avant-garde piece and I did a duet with a Hoover. The Hoover actually managed to get more votes than me.


But surely it was never too late to learn something new just for the hell of it, however much common sense and dignity might tell you otherwise. I remembered the excitement of friends in bands when we were in our early twenties, when boxes containing copies of their debut single would arrive from the record-pressing plant and they would stare at the slab of vinyl in their hands, marvelling at this sacred object. Those friends got older, their bands split up, they found jobs and had families, but that single would be rediscovered in attics, basements and charity shops, perhaps even cherished in a few record collections, and almost definitely have its ghost lifted onto the internet. It had a story of its own and it would, in one form or another, live on.


‘I’ve got a new mission,’ I told NJ. ‘I’m going to learn how to write a song and record a single.’


She remained motionless. After a while she said: ‘Is that wise?’


‘Probably not. But I’ve let all these years pass, and spent so many hours hunting down records and marvelling at other people’s efforts, that I’ve got to give it a go myself before it’s too late. Even if only seventeen people get to hear it, at least it will exist.’


There could be a way of making it happen, too. ToeRag was a recording studio owned by a friend and former housemate of ours called Liam Watson. Everything in ToeRag was analogue and vintage – most of the equipment was culled from sixties studios – and Liam was one of the best producers in Britain. If I could just write some songs worthy of Liam’s attention, and learn how to play a few well enough to justify their being recorded, perhaps he would allow me entry into this mysterious, glamorous world.


‘So how are you going to approach this thing?’ asked NJ.


‘I guess I’ll try and work out what it is that makes a great song,’ I replied. ‘And I’ll get Doyle on the case – he’s bound to come up with something.’ Doyle was a slightly primitive friend, currently employed as a railway faults engineer, who had helped me learn to play guitar the year before. For some reason I had always envisioned him, despite the fact that he had never written a song in his life, as my songwriting partner. ‘I’ll try and find out if it really is true that anyone can write a song. And if it turns out that I’m wrong . . . there’s always tribute bands.’



























Chapter One

Lawrence








It was a Monday morning. We had been at our new house in Peckham, south London, for two weeks and Otto, our son, at his new school for one. It went uncharacteristically smoothly, although he was finding it difficult to come to grips with the concept of PE. He had already rebelled over the wearing of shorts, and had been the only child in his class to sit on the benches while the others climbed up ropes and jumped over vaulting horses, telling his teacher that, if she tried to force him, he would tear the school down, brick by brick. This sounded like a lot more effort than swinging on a rope, but Otto was adamant.


Now he was refusing to leave the house. So, that morning, I talked to him about how I hadn’t liked PE at school either, and of how one day I had got over my fear of heights and climbed to the top of the rope, and how a huge sense of achievement followed. I also told him that, if he didn’t get dressed and leave the house immediately, there would be no more sweets for the next twenty years. He finally agreed to go to school.


There had been plenty of people with children who had written songs, but I wondered how one combined songwriting with a normal life in which one goes to work, frets about the bills, and tries to make sure the kids get into bed at a reasonable time and leave the house before school is due to start. As life unfolds in its own parochial way, what creates the strong emotions and feelings that inspire a song?


Over the years I had heard about an eccentric songwriter called Lawrence. Having ditched his surname in his teens, Lawrence had formed a band called Felt at the beginning of the eighties. Felt made dreamy, rather fey music and built up a small but fervent cult following, but they didn’t particularly interest me. Then, in the early nineties, Lawrence did an about-turn. His new band, Denim, drew their inspiration from seventies pop culture and the drab realities of growing up on a council estate in Birmingham. He had a way of cutting deep while apparently singing about the ephemeral. Denim had a song called ‘The Osmonds’ that starts off as a seemingly innocuous nostalgia piece about the seventies, referencing crushed-velvet flares, skinheads and ‘lots of little Osmonds everywhere’, before launching into the effects of the IRA bombing campaign in his hometown. ‘Everybody knew someone who died,’ he sings, and the list of fun pop stuff that came before becomes tainted and tragic. Lawrence’s very British wit became a blueprint later taken up by much more successful British bands, like Pulp and Blur. I couldn’t understand why Denim weren’t more famous.


Around the time that the album Back In Denim was released, I used to go to a nightclub in London called Smashing, where I would see a rake-thin man with a high forehead standing around the edge of the dance floor, looking like he might dissolve if water was poured on him. This was Lawrence, and, in our small subterranean microcosm, he was something of a star. Rumours circulated that his pathological fear of dirt meant that he couldn’t stand bodily contact, that he would never so much as smoke a cigarette or drink a beer, and that Denim had made an album so expensive that it had caused their record company to collapse. When the sightings stopped, it was also rumoured that Lawrence had become a recluse, rarely venturing out of his flat, and that, in an about-turn of his clean-living ways, he had got mixed up with hard drugs.


I forgot about Lawrence for the next ten years until I heard his new album, which was recorded under the name of Go-Kart Mozart. A song called ‘Um Bongo’ managed to reference a popular children’s fruit drink from the eighties and genocide in Rwanda. Another, ‘Transgressions’, was about a trend among British juvenile delinquents for spraying body deodorant onto their tongues for a cheap high. Tinny synthesisers and weedy guitars created an atmosphere of tawdry glamour. It was hard to believe, but nobody seemed to care any more about this uniquely gifted songwriter.


I decided that, since he was at the bottom of the career heap but at the top of the God-given talent one, Lawrence would be a good person to start with in my quest to learn to write a song. For a recluse, he was fairly easy to track down. One call to his record company resulted in a visit to a tiny flat in Victoria in central London, where a naked light bulb illuminated bare stained walls, a mattress, a television on the floor and a little record player. In his corridor were two storage cases under dust covers. One contained his collection of ‘underground middle-of-the-road’ records from the seventies and the other his favourite books: true-life accounts by junkies, anything by and about Andy Warhol, and Jack Kerouac’s novels. The drab flat revealed the lack of logic typical of obsessive-compulsive behaviour. Lawrence was so worried about dust and fingerprints on his books and records that he insisted on visitors wearing surgical gloves before being allowed to touch them, but his bathroom looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since he moved in five years earlier. As for the scene in the kitchen, I could only imagine. ‘Don’t go in there,’ he warned. ‘Nobody is allowed to go in there.’






Lawrence was living in near-total poverty. He hardly ever ate, believing that hunger was a necessary state for creative thought, but, if pushed, he would admit to snacking on the occasional sausage roll from a stand on Platform 8 of Victoria Station. He adhered to a minimalist, monk-like approach to life, of self-denial, and he dreamed of living in a prison cell and sleeping on a concrete bed that jutted out from a wall. At the same time he craved untold riches.


‘When I have my number one hit,’ he said, in his quiet Birmingham brogue, ‘I’m going to buy a circular penthouse flat in Mayfair where I’ll live by myself. I’ll exist in a bubble of money and fame. I’ll have a chauffeur waiting for me outside at all times – he can just sit in the car, smoking joints and perhaps the odd rock of crack. And there has to be a porter on the door of the building, because the last thing I want is for an axe murderer to come and chop me up in my sleep.’


Lawrence was forty-three years old and highly unlikely to have a number one hit, which wouldn’t buy him a penthouse flat in Mayfair anyway, given the current parlous state of single sales. ‘I’ll never give up, ever,’ he said, his small eyes staring straight at me. ‘I don’t care if I’m the first pensioner pop star. There is no other life for me than this one. I don’t have any children and I never will. I never go anywhere because I haven’t got any money. The only thing I care about is writing songs and living in the world of pop music, and I’m getting better all the time. I’m a slow learner. I couldn’t tie my own shoelaces until I was twelve.’


He had an idea that he could make money by writing songs for the American Christian Midwest. ‘It’s a huge market,’ he said, as he handed me one of his neat and tiny handwriting-filled notebooks. ‘If you get a hit there, you’ll make a million dollars.’ He showed me his own attempt. It began: ‘It’s time that I confessed that I haven’t got there yet, but it’s getting easier to express that I like God.’


‘I’m not sure if it comes across as entirely heartfelt,’ I said.


‘I don’t really like God,’ he said solemnly. ‘But the point is that I’m trying to write the perfect song for those people in America.’


Lawrence held up Lou Reed as the ideal songwriter, as an example of someone who can raise descriptions of everyday life into high art. He also praised Lou Reed’s simplicity – Reed’s album New York consists of songs that are all made up of the same three chords: G, A and D.


‘It takes time to get it right,’ he said. ‘Simplicity isn’t easy. For one song called “Livin’ On The Streets” I spent three-and-a-half years coming up with a single line. The rest of the words were written, but I couldn’t think of the right word to end in an “o” sound. Then I was walking around a supermarket one day and they had a pile of Strongbow cider on special promotion. That was it. Strongbow. Rhymes with window. Finally the song was complete.’


I had been thinking about how to approach lyrics: whether to paint a recognisable picture and tell a story, as Ray Davies, Carole King and Lou Reed do, or to go for the Bob Dylan and Marc Bolan approach of mystery and imagery. ‘Marc Bolan is brilliant at creating a poetic flow of gobbledygook, but he’s also responsible for the atrocious lyrics of all the people who have copied him,’ said Lawrence. ‘My favourite lyric of all time is from Marc Bolan’s song “Rock On”: “Prophet pumped the car star, deeper only sweeter loves everyone.” It’s brilliant, but it can’t have any meaning whatsoever. So words without meaning can be fantastic, but you have to have a creative and poetic mind to get away with it. When a band like Oasis do it, it’s just plain bad.’


Lawrence was a believer in the eternal appeal of love songs, but I wondered where he found his material. He hadn’t had a girlfriend in years. ‘Love songs are good value for money, because love is one of the few true-life experiences that almost everyone can relate to,’ he said. ‘For much of the eighties and nineties nobody was looking forward to the new Bob Dylan album, yet he could always redeem himself with a good love song. I’m the same, although I need new inspiration. Right now I’m in the market for an extremely rich girl, because I can’t go on living like this. She can be in her twenties or early thirties, and she doesn’t have to be beautiful, but, if her dad’s in Who’s Who, that’s a bonus.’


Even friendship was denied to Lawrence. ‘This may surprise you,’ he said, looking at me in a meaningful way, ‘but I haven’t got any friends. I want a buddy, like in those buddy films of the seventies, such as Thunderbolt And Lightfoot. Have you seen it? Clint Eastwood is the cool, aloof guy content to live the rest of his life in his own company. Then Jeff Bridges turns up and wants to be his friend. I want someone like that. I’m a lonely guy.’


The only thing Lawrence had in the way of social life was a weekly Narcotics Anonymous meeting. Taking place in Notting Hill, one of London’s wealthiest neighbourhoods, this was not a place where street junkies hung out to get their fix, but a self-help group for the beautiful people. Lawrence had been astounded by the glamour of the weekly confessionals. He mentioned the names of an extremely famous rock star, a supermodel, and several habitués of the gossip pages who could best be described as minor celebrities. He described how nice everyone was; of how they tried to hug him as soon as he walked in, and of how they all said he could call them at any time of day or night if he was feeling depressed. Most at NA were taking the twelve-step regime to freedom from drug dependency and had put hard drugs behind them. The sessions were a chance to talk about their feelings, think positive, and look at the psychological reasons for taking drugs in the first place.


Lawrence had the job of Narcotic Anonymous tea boy. And he realised that, for all the talk of companionship, everybody left him to wash the cups without even stopping to say goodbye. ‘Last week I didn’t even have anyone to walk back to the tube with,’ he sniffed. ‘All I can say is that this is what feeds my songwriting.’


Drug addiction dictated Lawrence’s lifestyle, but the creative process of writing songs gave his life meaning. He had plenty of advice for the aspiring songwriter. The first step, he told me, was to find a name that a boy of thirteen could proudly write on his satchel. ‘Because, believe me, nobody is going to write “Will Hodgkinson” next to AC/DC or The Rolling Stones.’


‘How about “Ultimate Cedric”?’ I offered.


He reflected a little before shaking his head. ‘You’re limiting yourself to a niche market. If you want to only appeal to nerds, then you’re on the right track, but I don’t think it makes sound business sense.’


‘I’ve got another one. “Sir Lord Will”.’


He nodded. ‘Sir Lord Will,’ he said, rolling the words around his mouth like a ruminating cow. ‘It aspires to regality, it’s got a nice sound, and . . .’, he tried writing it out, ‘. . . yes, it looks good on paper. You can put it inside a triangle with flames coming out of the side.’


‘How about Double Fantasy?’


‘Wasn’t that the name of John Lennon’s last album? Go for it – it’s got a touch of ambiguity.’


We agreed that the next step was to come back to the flat with my guitar and show Lawrence the songs I had already written, which included the cosmic ‘Mystery Fox’ and a song about two friends having a one-night stand called ‘Until Daylight’. In the meantime, I needed to get someone to actually sing these songs, since my own voice seemed to have the ability to clear rooms in seconds.


I liked the way my wife sang. She was shy, and too self-conscious even to sing in front of friends, but I had heard her harmonising along to her favourite songs in the car enough times to know that she could pull it off for our recording, if only she could be made to feel confident enough. But then there have been plenty of shy women who have somehow found it in themselves to get up on stage and sing. And my favourite person in this particular sub-group in the history of music was Nico, the former German model who sang on the first album by The Velvet Underground.


Nico was an inspiration, and my model of how I thought NJ could sing and present herself. When I was growing up and discovering The Velvet Underground, the articles I read about this New York band would paint Nico as a clownish figure, forever reduced to tears by Lou Reed’s callous asides. The much-repeated story was that the band made her sing ‘Femme Fatale’, a song about a foolish but attractive woman, without telling Nico that it was based on her. And it’s true that Lou Reed resented her. Nico claimed that this was because of what ‘my people did to his people’ – he was Jewish and she was German – but it seems that the real reason was a little less high-minded. He didn’t like being pushed to stage left by a Teutonic beauty.


Nico was the best thing about The Velvet Underground. She was genuinely different – it was said that, when somebody asked her a question, she would give an answer about five minutes later – and her cold and stunning appearance was just one aspect of what made her so compelling. She thrived on gloom and you could hear that in her voice. Andy Warhol claimed that, when she was stuck in a New York flat without electricity for a few months in 1966 because the flat’s owner had forgotten to pay the bill, Nico spent her days indoors, in baths dimly lit by candles, and she was the happiest she had ever been in her life.


After leaving The Velvet Underground, Nico spent a summer doing weekly performances at The Dom, the former Polish social club that Andy Warhol and his gang had taken over. She would sing alongside an enormous tape recorder that played the backing tracks. Every night she was in tears because she would get confused about which buttons to press. Eventually a bunch of guitar players came to duet with her, including Jackson Browne, Tim Hardin and Tim Buckley. In my romantic delusion, that is how I imagined NJ and me: she in the foreground, standing up, me in the background, sitting on a chair, foot on knee, strumming a guitar.


Nico interpreted other people’s songs on her first solo album, 1968’s Chelsea Girl, and she did it beautifully. She sang three by Jackson Browne, then a young singer-songwriter transposed from California to New York, who was her lover for a while. The best of the three is ‘These Days’, a melancholic, wonderfully pretty song about not wishing to explore, take risks or fall in love any more, but to just be, to live in a state of unquestioning numbness. She also sang a couple by John Cale and Lou Reed, Bob Dylan’s ‘I’ll Keep It With Mine’, and one by Tim Hardin. Chelsea Girl is an album for late nights and quiet Sunday mornings, with a reserved charm that has little in common with the buoyant rebellion of rock’n’roll. Once I had returned from France with a resolve to understand how songs work, I kept going back to that record, to see how this woman, blessed not with a beautiful voice but one that draws you in through its curious, understated cadences, brought herself into these songs. On Chelsea Girl Nico is like a modern Marlene Dietrich, so completely out of step with the prevailing hippy dictum of the times that everybody must get stoned. A year later she made the leap from poised chanteuse to experimental hippy songwriter, unlocking a deep well of European suffering on her album The Marble Index in the process. But, for my purposes, it was that brief moment when she was a vehicle for the well-crafted three-minute song that mattered. NJ, with her silent ways and refined glamour, would make a very good Nico.


One evening, in the brief period between putting the kids to bed and falling asleep, NJ and I practised the half-formed songs I had already written. I didn’t intend to record them at ToeRag, but they were the starting points from which, hopefully, I would move on to better things. We began with ‘Until Daylight’. NJ had a great timbre to her voice, but she couldn’t keep in time – I was sure that she was either going too fast or too slow.


‘Why are you suddenly speeding up?’ I said. ‘Why can’t you listen to the chord changes? They give you your cues about when to come in.’


‘Because you keep changing the tempo,’ she replied. ‘And don’t shout at me because remember that I’m doing you a favour here and, if you don’t watch out, I might just refuse to do it.’


Lou Reed was said to have made Nico cry, yet it was Nico who had all the charm and charisma. I had better be careful. And I liked the way NJ sang the words – almost flat. When she tried to inject too much sexiness or feeling into them, they didn’t work. ‘This is a really hard song to do,’ she said. ‘The melody is weird and the timing is difficult to keep. There are too many words.’


She was already proving to be rebellious. She was claiming to be too tired to go through it one more time, even though all she had had to do that day was look after the kids, tidy up the house, deal with a grumpy neighbour, try to stop the gas from getting cut off and write up a report on vintage clothing – and that rebellion had to be stamped out fast. Before she halted entirely, I suggested we try ‘Mystery Fox’. There isn’t really any melody at all to this song, so I figured that the singer could get away with just speaking the words.


‘You’re not going to make me do this in front of anyone, are you?’ she asked. ‘It’s not exactly difficult to sing, but I do think that a singer should feel comfortable with the words that they are conveying. And I’m not sure how possible it is to interpret a song called “Mystery Fox” with any degree of comfort. Can you imagine Nico doing it?’


I had an image of the never-smiling Nico, on stage in front of a crowd of New York sophisticates, dragging her gothic vowels over the words ‘domestic caaaat, get out of your flaaaat’ and concluded that, while plenty of lyricists have got away with all kinds of nonsense, I might possibly have to try a bit harder.


And there was another problem. It was only beginning to dawn on me that, with half of my life already used up, I knew less about how songs and music worked than the average child who has bothered to attend at least two piano lessons. Learning to play a sequence of chords on the guitar is one thing. Actually knowing how a song is structured using a verse, a chorus and a bridge (and I still didn’t really know what a bridge was, beyond that James Brown took something there in his song ‘Sex Machine’) is another. I had no idea how to write a song that told a singer’s voice where to go, that actually had notes for the voice to follow. What I thought were self-penned songs were not songs at all: they were a random jumble of words and sort-of music. My singing voice was clearly horrific. In fact, the situation was about as bad as it could get. ‘Mystery Fox’ and ‘Until Daylight’ were proof that, musically speaking, I was in a special needs situation.


I needed to write some proper songs and I needed guidance. I called up Lawrence. He suggested that I accompany him to Narcotics Anonymous to understand how the reality of his life was reflected in his creative output. The next day I arrived at Ladbroke Grove Station to find him, close to translucent in the midday light, leaning against the railings, excited at the prospect of that day’s outing.


‘You’re going to love it,’ he told me, as we speeded towards the basement of the church hall where the weekly meeting was held. ‘You get all sorts down there and everyone is dead friendly. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’


‘But aren’t they going to sniff me out as an impostor? It’s obvious that I’m not a drug addict. Look at the glow in my cheeks.’


‘You don’t have to “share” if you don’t want to, and you’ll soon find out that you won’t be able to get a word in edgeways because all these druggies are desperate to tell their story.’


When we arrived at the little room, the NA group leader was already there, setting out the chairs. I said hello. ‘You haven’t got a drug problem, have you?’ he said by way of reply. I mumbled something about being there to support Lawrence. Then a large young man with wayward eyeballs came in and asked me who I was.


‘My name’s Will,’ I said, almost adding, ‘and I’m an addict’, but somehow managing to stop myself. ‘I’m a friend of Lawrence.’


‘Oh right,’ he said, looking at me with a sideways stare. ‘So you’ve just come along for the ride, then?’


I panicked, and, in my panic, made up an enormous fib. ‘Oh no, no,’ I said quickly. ‘I’ve had loads of problems in the past. A bit of everything, really . . . I must knock it on the head one of these days . . .’


He took a step back, staring at me. ‘Do you mean to tell me that you’re still using?’


‘Good God, no!’ I said, realising that I was digging myself a hole of lies that I had rapidly decreasing chances of climbing out of. ‘I mean, I want to be totally clean. I don’t even want to drink coffee. It gives me the jitters.’


His expression softened, and he smiled the smile of one religious convert to another. ‘That’s right, mate, total abstinence. It’s the only way. Good luck, friend.’


Lawrence had been no help whatsoever during this sticky moment, apparently being too transfixed in removing the spot of grease he had found on a chipped teacup to intervene. I decided that the best thing to do was sit down in a corner and not say a word – after all, they couldn’t make you share your problems with the group, could they? The group regulars filed in, hugging one another. Then the leader opened the group with the announcement: ‘My name’s ——— and I’m an addict’, and going on to describe how reaching Step Six of the Twelve Step Program to an addiction-free life was almost like an out-of-body experience. Then he opened up the meeting to the floor and, sure enough, as soon as one person finished their story, another person jumped in with an ultra-quick ‘My name’s ——— and I’m an addict’. Drugs were hardly mentioned. It was all about overcoming fears, or difficult relationships, or the dangers of replacing one addiction with another, most often clothes shopping, oddly enough.


‘Would any new members like to make themselves known to the group?’ said the group leader. All eyes turned on me. I stared at the floor, my hand over my mouth, and tried to disappear into the chair. The silence, probably only half a minute long, was deafening.


Eventually he relented and the final stage of the session began: holding hands in a circle and thinking positive thoughts before ending up in a big group hug. Lawrence pulled me out before we got pulled in and dragged me towards the door.


‘That was a bit of a disappointing one,’ he said, as he walked at panic speed towards Ladbroke Grove underground station. ‘There weren’t any famous people and there was only one good-looking girl. Sorry about that.’


Although the NA meeting was a fairly terrifying experience, it did give me a little bit of insight into how Lawrence’s songwriting mind worked. He had a song called ‘Donna And the Dopeheads’, which was about a mythical girl gang that went around New York selling heroin. Despite its cheery melody, it was a pretty bleak look at the life of the junkie, with its images of ‘syringe kids fixing down by the Hudson River’ and ‘scenes of abject passive misery’.


‘I met a girl called Donna, and I liked the old fifties books with the lurid covers that were about juvenile delinquency,’ said Lawrence, as he attempted to remember the procedure for putting your travelcard through the ticket machine in order to get onto the London Underground. ‘I wanted to write a druggy song that was bleak and existential, because you don’t normally get that, and the whole thing was meant to be a work of fiction. But then, a few days before writing the second verse, I had to pawn my guitar because I was so desperate for money. So I wrote “I still want to be a star, but I’ve just pawned my guitar, and you know the way things are.” Real life and personal experience creeps into your songs even when you try and write from a fictional perspective.’


Back at his airless, lightless, empty cell of a flat, Lawrence sat on the floor and smoked cigarettes while I sat on his bare, sheet-free mattress and played guitar. I began with ‘Until Daylight’.








Close the door, what do you say?
Tonight we’ll keep regrets at bay.
I’ll be yours and you’ll be mine
Until daylight





I’ve boiled the rice, I’ve fried the fish,
I’ll let you eat straight from the dish.
You know it’s going to taste alright
Until daylight





Chorus:


Well we’ve known each other for so long now
That it’s a strange thing to admit somehow.
But the years have shown me how good you can be
And tonight I’ll know more intimately . . .













Three more verses and another chorus went on to describe chopping wood, building a fire, pouring whisky and generally setting up a scene conducive to rustic seduction while forgetting the outside world for a while. As I performed it for Lawrence, it felt like it was going quite well; at least I was playing guitar and the words were coming out of my mouth in the right order. But he stopped me after the first verse.


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘You really can’t sing.’


‘Just try and ignore that and tell me if this song works.’


‘I suppose it’s quite nice,’ he said dispiritedly, as I came to the end of the first verse. ‘Nice and simple, at least. But you’ve got a really horrible note in there that’s ruining everything. What is that?’


It was a high note that I had added to the song because I felt that it needed something extra. ‘It’s horrible!’ repeated Lawrence. ‘It’s ghastly! Why are you playing it?’


‘I’m trying to give the song an extra texture, that’s all,’ I said, sulkily.


‘You’re at the stage where you love trying out new things on the guitar, and you’re really excited about learning new techniques,’ he said. ‘But I’m the opposite. I actually think of the guitar as my enemy. The goal now is to write really good songs that are going to live forever and the guitar gets in the way of that. I want everything to be on three chords or less these days, with all the technique being poured into the writing, not the playing. That’s why I keep going back to Lou Reed as the perfect songwriter.’


I replaced the high note with a hammer-on, which changed one of the notes I was already using. ‘That’s better,’ said Lawrence. ‘But don’t use the hammer-on every time, just once or twice. That gives it a special appeal and makes it stand out. Are you planning to play this song to other songwriters?’


‘That’s the idea,’ I said, ‘along with all the other compositions from my songbook. I want advice and input from the greats.’


He sighed and shook his head. ‘One thing you’re going to have to remember is that songwriters hate to listen to songs by other people,’ he said. ‘Their goal in life is to have their songs heard by other people, not the other way round. It’s all about ego. So you might find that some of those people get very impatient when you play them that song.’


‘Are you telling me, in a roundabout way, that it’s awful?’


‘I wouldn’t say that. Obviously you have to be careful of hurting people’s feelings in situations like this.’


I explained to him how my wife, NJ, whom I thought sounded a little like Nico, would be my in-house singer. ‘I love Nico,’ he said. ‘She’s my favourite female singer – her or Jane Birkin. It’s probably because they’re both so thin and flat-chested. I like skinny girls. Go on then, let’s hear the rest of it.’


‘Until Daylight’ went through quite a few chords and it followed the simple flat-picking style invented by the country music pioneer Maybelle Carter, in which a rhythm is kept on the treble strings while a melody is picked out on the bass notes. It creates an easy sound, but, for the choruses, the song changes completely, with a plucking of all the strings together over two chords. Lawrence was nodding along happily until I hit the first chorus. Then he looked as if a tiger had just run into his flat.


‘Where the hell did that come from?’ he shouted.


‘What do you mean? That’s the chorus.’


‘It sounds like a completely different song! It’s all wrong, and terrible, and horrible, and a complete disaster in terms of traditional songwriting. But, in a post-punk, independent sort of way, it’s fun. Maybe its quaintness is part of its charm . . . well, get on with it.’


I carried on singing the verses as best I could. The second chorus came and, once again, Lawrence reacted with panic. His head darted from one direction to another, as if he had just been pulled out of a deep sleep by being hit with a mallet.


‘Any proper songwriter would tell you to ditch that right away,’ he said. ‘And you keep calling it a chorus, but it’s not. It’s a weird bit that has no relation to anything else. Why did you add that? Did you think you needed it?’


‘I thought I was creating a contrast,’ I offered, weakly.


‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ he said, taking a drag on his cigarette.


I still had my ace in the hole: ‘Mystery Fox’. It didn’t work when NJ sang it, but maybe it was a man’s song. ‘Good title,’ Lawrence mused. Since I had to sing this tale of woodland activity myself, I decided that it needed the highest falsetto I could go to, as if a gorilla were squeezing my balls. It was only when I was about halfway through that I noticed Lawrence was letting out frantic, desperate squeals of laughter, as if about to collapse into uncontrollable sobs. I ignored him and carried on until I reached the final verse, which happened to be my favourite:








Graceful bear
With your curtain of hair
You broke my arm with your gallons of charm
O graceful bear . . .









Finally he collected himself enough to say, ‘That’s so evocative.’ He brushed his forehead to mime a curtain of hair. ‘Are you going to play that song to Ray Davies? Are you going to sing “Mystery Fox” to Hal David and Carole King?’








‘I don’t see why not,’ I muttered, pouting at the guitar.




‘They’re going to think you’ve gone bonkers. Or they’re going to think that you’re taking the piss. Either way, they’re going to be completely confused. Jesus Christ, imagine if you played “Mystery Fox” to Elton John!’


I felt that he was laying it on a bit thick. ‘Why shouldn’t I play it to those people?’


‘It’s not exactly “Leaving On A Jet Plane”, is it?’


Maybe he realised that my feelings were hurt. He went on to say that it was idiosyncratic, but that, if I wanted to write a classic pop song, I was going the wrong way about it. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘it reminds me a bit of The Incredible String Band. Their songs jumped around and didn’t sound like anything else. People always talk about finding an original voice and, if that’s what you’re after, I should say you’ve succeeded. But you may want to get rid of some of the verses. There are too many for the audience to remember and they’ll get bored.’


‘Why don’t I just lop off the last two?’ I suggested. ‘That’ll be the easiest thing to do.’


‘You can’t say that!’ he screamed, his emaciated frame quivering with agitation. ‘You’re meant to be passionate about every moment in your song, and someone trying to tamper with it should be like cutting the arms and legs off your baby! Try not to be so slapdash.’


‘But you just told me there were too many verses.’


‘You’re meant to fight to the end to keep your creation intact! You’re going to have to learn how to craft if you ever want to write a great song. Think about the beginning, the middle and the end, and whether you need a middle eight or not.’


Lawrence stood up and started to pace around the little room. ‘You need to define the intro, and work out what you’re going to do for the coda, and look carefully at every section of the song,’ he said. ‘You need to make your decisions like a builder would, thinking about how the framework will support the whole. All of those Nico songs that you like so much have been perfectly constructed. That’s why they can support her atrocious voice. Actually, you have a choice here. You could just write meandering hippy nonsense, or you could try and write a classic song like “Up, Up And Away”. Which one do you want to do?’


I looked at him meaningfully, and said: ‘I want to write an “Up, Up And Away”.’


Lawrence told me to find a formula and stick to it. That’s what the Motown hitmakers like Holland, Dozier, Holland, and the Brill Building songwriters of sixties New York, like Carole King and Gerry Goffin, did. They transposed a different set of lyrics to the same basic structure and a pop production line was the result.


There was one more thing to do before I left. Feeling that I hadn’t impressed Lawrence sufficiently, I presented him with a display of my finger-picking guitar skills. Being able to make my thumb get a rhythm going by alternating between two bass strings was probably my proudest achievement on the guitar so far. I tried to sing a few hastily thrown-together words about being at the river in France over the top of the finger-picking guitar, but kept going out of time.


‘Your problem is that you’re trying to walk before you can run,’ said Lawrence. ‘You’re doing all this fancy guitar work, which you can’t really do very well, and consequently you’re losing the essence of the song.’


‘But the fancy guitar work is the essence of the song.’


‘If you go up to Ray Davies and play him that he’s not going to be interested in all your techniques. You could knock out a rhythm on a cardboard box for all he’s going to care. What you should be thinking about now is the construction of the song, and its melody, and how well the lyrics work. All you’re trying to show me is what you can do already. I understand that you’ve only just started playing and you’re excited about it and all, but you’re going to have to forget all of that for the time being and think about getting an actual song together.’


He was right, of course. I had gone to see Lawrence filled with pride for all of these songs that I had come up with, and he had quite rightly turned round and told me they were half-baked. If I did want to get better, I had to accept that I had a very long way to go.



























Chapter Two

The Missing Melody






Where does the novice songwriter start? With only twelve notes to choose from, it has been said that there is nothing that hasn’t been done before. Perhaps that doesn’t matter? Modern pop music came of age in the sixties, after the bare bones of rock’n’roll were fashioned in the fifties, and one of the most primitive pop songs of them all, ‘Louie Louie’ by Richard Berry (performed by The Kingsmen), is also among the best. Thinking that I should take Lawrence’s advice and aim to fashion a song out of the irreducible minimum of ingredients, I dug out my old 45 of The Kingsmen’s 1963 smash hit and listened closely, to work out what went into it.


‘Louie Louie’ is remarkable for the fact that, while hearing it fills one with the raw energy of youth and the urge to both blow up the world and build a new one, it’s totally meaningless. When The Kingsmen performed it, were the words are unfathomable, with the result that they could be about anything that the listener imagines. ‘Louie Louie’ reflected the FBI’s natural tendency towards paranoia when the agency decided that, because the song was so good, it must be obscene. So a team was appointed to scrutinise the lyrics in order to find out whether it should be banned or not. They concluded that ‘Louie Louie’ was ‘indecipherable at any speed’, which any one of the thousands of teenagers who bought the record could have told them for free.


I knew enough about the guitar to play ‘Louie Louie’, which isn’t much of a boast. (It’s the first thing you learn.) The skill was the inspiration in coming up with it in the first place. That got me thinking about how much training you needed before you can start writing songs. Bob Stanley and Pete Wiggs, friends since their schooldays in Croydon, knew nothing about the rules of music whatsoever when they formed their band, St Etienne, in 1991 – and when I met Bob Stanley fifteen years later, he still didn’t. Neither could play an instrument, they knew very little about music theory, and they certainly didn’t know how to read sheet music. They came up with the ideas for the songs and got other people to make them a reality. And quite possibly, to the irritation of all those musicians who have spent years of their life in diligent study and pursuit of their craft, they have had a successful career as purveyors of thoroughly English, sixties-tinged electronic pop.


The paradox of being in a successful band while not being capable of doing anything musical was brought home to me when I went to see St Etienne in concert on an autumn evening a few weeks after meeting Lawrence. It was at the Barbican, one of London’s most prestigious and stylishly modernist arts spaces, and there must have been over a thousand people in the sold-out, seated auditorium. The first half of the concert consisted of members of St Etienne’s backing band providing a soundtrack to a film Bob Stanley had made about the Lea Valley, an underused area in east London that was about to be razed to make way for a stadium for the 2012 Olympics. In the second half, the backing musicians were joined by the band they were supposedly backing. St Etienne’s singer, Sarah Cracknell, has a very good voice, and she held court centre stage, while behind her, Bob Stanley and Pete Wiggs stood behind trestle tables and computers with a few cables poking out of them, at which they stared intently. I think they may have been checking their emails.


Is it really possible to write melodic, hook-laden songs when you can’t even play ‘Happy Birthday’ on a piano? I decided to find out by spending an evening with Bob Stanley. Songwriting has been good to him. He lives in High Point, a graceful minimalist block built in 1935 in Highgate, north London, by the modernist architect Lubetkin. The three-bedroom flat he shares with his sixties-dressed, wife Annelise, is a shrine to modern living. There is Dutch wooden furniture with elegant contours, obscure eastern European film posters, and a wall taken over by books that revealed an inquiring mind: coffee-table editions on the radical architects Archigram, biographies of the Regency dandy Beau Brummel and novels by the pub-fixated writer Patrick Hamilton. Bob’s record collection is awarded its own room.


‘From the word go I’ve been conscious that, if I knew how music worked, it would completely change the way I write songs and I’ve decided not to do that,’ said Bob, polite, bright and rather awkward, as he sat on the edge of his orange sofa and poured us each a glass of wine. ‘Pete {Wiggs} has learned how to operate a studio, but I don’t even know that. I’ve kept on the same level all the time and my hope is that the songwriting can get better in spite of that.’


‘How on earth can you write a song, then?’ I asked.


‘I structure our songs by basing them around other people’s songs,’ he replied. ‘I’m a music fan, and I never wanted to be in a normal band that learns their instruments, goes out on the road, and then gets better over the years – I’ve never had the patience. I tried playing guitar once. It hurt my fingers.’


It was the democratising power of the sampler that allowed St Etienne to exist. In 1988 Bob Stanley and Pete Wiggs borrowed a Roland 303 keyboard and made a track that was, by his own admission, ‘rubbish’. Two years later bands like The Happy Mondays and The Stone Roses were taking the beats and the energy of dance music and applying them to rock. Bob saw that something similar could be done with pop. Most hip-hop was based around a sample of somebody else’s record, which was looped and used as a backing track for a rapper. There was no reason why pop couldn’t be made in the same way.


‘I wasn’t exactly being cynical,’ he said, ‘but I did realise that, if I could find a singer, and get someone to do all the things I couldn’t do, and then go into a studio with a bunch of records I liked and say to the engineer “make it sound like that”, it might just work.’


In 1990 Bob and Pete convinced a friend of Pete’s brother to sing a version of ‘Only Love Can Break Your Heart’ by Neil Young. Another friend came up with a bass line for the song. Then they went to a bedroom studio in Croydon with a stack of old records and made the track in two hours. They knew a promoter called Jeff Barrett, who was about to start a record label called Heavenly. Bob and Pete played the track to him and he suggested putting it out on his new label, and it was in the British Top Ten a few weeks later. ‘The whole thing,’ said Bob, ‘was ridiculously easy.’


So it was possible for a non-musician to make a hit record, but Neil Young wrote ‘Only Love Can Break Your Heart’. I asked Bob how he came to write a song himself. ‘We knew we had to have a follow-up, and, at this point, we hadn’t written a song in our lives. So we picked up structures from songs we loved, and we looked in the free ads papers and bought a keyboard. We couldn’t actually play it, but we could make noises, and that, was enough.’


St Etienne’s first self-written song was called ‘Nothing Can Stop Us’, which came into existence after they found a record by Gene Chandler called ‘Nothing Can Stop Me’. They borrowed the melody from ‘Eye Know’, by the New York hip-hop band De La Soul, and took a sample from a song by Dusty Springfield. From these elements they had their own song.


‘I feel that I should apologise for borrowing the structure of somebody else’s song,’ said Bob, of the plagiarism that made ‘Nothing Can Stop Us’ come into existence. ‘And, to this day, we’re still making tracks by pilfering through our record collections. But then, what we produce ends up sounding completely different from what we were stealing from. That happens a lot. Apparently The Happy Mondays wanted to be like a cross between The Beatles and The Rolling Stones.’


Bob’s sensibility, if not his musical ability, reminded me of Scott Walker. The Ohio-born singer fell in love with Europe and used the idea of it as his inspiration. Initially one third of The Walker Brothers, a semi-manufactured pop act transplanted to England in the mid-sixties and marketed for a teenage audience, Scott rebelled against the industry he was in, took off at the height of his fame to stay in a monastery on the Isle of Wight, and came back a changed man. What followed were four astonishing solo albums that took in existentialism, English-language versions of the songs of the tormented Belgian singer Jacques Brel, ancient Christian spirituality, and a portrait of Europe as a tragic but beautiful place where resignation and acceptance take the place of American optimism and vigour.


I had first heard Scott Walker’s music when I was twenty-three. I was at a friend’s house and he played Scott 4, the pinnacle of the singer’s achievement and a commercial failure that resulted in his throwing in the towel and making his next release an uninspiring collection of movie tunes. I had never heard anything like it. It wasn’t just the music, although that was wonderful: deep, sweeping strings, dramatic trumpets, and Scott Walker’s sonorous, dramatic voice. And it wasn’t just the lyrics: about the Stalinist regime (‘The Old Man’s Back Again’); a game of chess with death that describes the plot of Ingmar Bergman’s film of the same name (‘The Seventh Seal’); and a tender ode to the monks who had looked after Walker at the height of his fame-induced confusion (‘The Angels of Ashes’) – it was the mood that these songs created. They were miniature films, inviting you into a world that would enrich and fascinate you.
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