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Boy with a book, Malta, 1963


WHEN I TOLD MY FRIEND Paul McGuinness I was going to write this book, he said any decent memoir had to involve a modicum of treachery – which is one of the reasons he said he was never going to write his – but here I haven’t attempted to settle scores. This isn’t a book about retribution. When Alex Bilmes, my old features editor at GQ who went on to edit Esquire, found out I was writing an autobiography, he sent me a note: ‘Go easy on us. We were young and needed the money.’


I have, I think. Largely.









This is How I Remember it


The Greatest Show in Bow Street
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The Men of the Year Awards, Covent Garden, 2014


TONIGHT, LIKE THE SECOND TUESDAY of every September, I felt like Captain Kirk.


It was 9.45 p.m. on 8 September 2015, in the Royal Opera House, London, and instead of the USS Enterprise, it was the GQ Men of the Year Awards coming in to land. Tonight was the result of nine months of careful, robust planning during which the entire team had been working to produce an event that we were duty bound to improve each year. That was the purpose. To have produced an event as good as last year’s would have been not just a disappointment, in our eyes, it would have been a disaster.


Everyone was here. Everyone. The guests had arrived by a combination of taxi, limo, private jet and (whisper) commercial airlines. The caterers were primed, the gargantuan goodie bags were all packed (the winners received hampers worth £25,000, which had already been hand-delivered to their hotels), the flowers had arrived on time, and all the staff militarily briefed. I could tell a few of them were nervous, particularly the younger, newer ones. A couple had already had more than their regulation glass of champagne (I always suggested one glass before the event started, and then nothing until the after-party), while a few of the more seasoned members of the team I could tell had already visited the lavatories.


I was surrounded by five hundred people – from politicians and entrepreneurs to musicians, actors, sportspeople and – of course – legends, which was fundamentally what our event was about, celebrating the very best. Applauding legends. Our host tonight was Samuel L. Jackson, who was taking no crap from anyone; in fact, everyone was so scared of his withering rebukes that they were tremendously well behaved and were keeping their speeches respectively short. ‘If you don’t,’ he had said from the stage, ‘I will strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger …’ encouraging everyone else in the room to silently mouth the rest of his classic Pulp Fiction monologue.


Tonight, we had already celebrated the likes of Lewis Hamilton, James Corden, Blur, David Gandy, José Mourinho and, perhaps surprisingly at a Men of the Year Awards, Emilia Clarke (‘It’s a privilege to be recognised among all these talented, handsome men. So I’m going to turn my Tinder on: I’ll be dragon baby mama if any of you are kind of looking for that’). We were gearing up to present Keith Richards with his big prize (Legend – seriously, how could he really be anything else?). Everyone was there in person, moving between the tightly assembled tables to the front of the opera house, to be venerated on stage. There was a policy that the presenters needed to be as famous as the winners, maybe more so. This year’s were no exception: Elton John, Kate Moss, Bob Geldof, Naomi Campbell, Stephen Fry …


And now it was the turn of Will Farrell, 2015’s Comedian of the Year.


‘Thank you, I, ah, I feel a little emotional actually, partly because of this award,’ he said, taking in the room, his eyes afire. ‘I was afraid my speech would be too slow, because of Samuel’s warning, that I did a little bit of cocaine in the bathroom, and when I do too much coke I cry, and um, [breaking down] and so I want to thank Dylan, thank you [sobbing]. You’ve been like a father to me [sobs]. We’ve had so many good times together, the time we buried that dead body and we said we’d never talk about it [sobs] … My heart’s racing! I don’t want to die tonight, I don’t wanna die! Anyway, thank you GQ … GQ thank you …’


As he walked off to thunderous applause, Tracey Emin – an actual friend – leaned into me and said, sotto voce, as though she were reaching across the bridge on the Starship, ‘That was very GQ.’


And I suppose it was.


It was a typically bonkers evening. As I looked across the room, at all these ridiculously fabulous people, I briefly allowed myself a moment of pride. It was hubristic, of course it was, as something awful could have easily been about to happen, but it was a rather special collection of people. Mad. Idiosyncratic. Eccentric even. Rich in texture. And – while it was likely to combust at any moment – very, very prescribed. I knew where everyone in the room was sitting, who they were sitting next to, and why they had been invited in the first place. I knew who was sleeping with who, who wouldn’t want to be in someone else’s eyeline, and who was likely to cause a scene or insult someone when they walked onstage.


Everything was coordinated, everything anticipated, even the bad behaviour. The mix was all. Celebrity. Sponsor. Hack. The trick was to make sure there was enough protein; too many carbs and the room started to slow. Too much fat and the room became toxic. You always needed protein, and tonight we were amino acids-a-go-go. Yet again we had made the magazine come to life, a magazine that – like all magazines, presumably – tried to catch lightning in a bottle, time after time after time. And tonight, we were letting the cork out, watching the lightning bounce around the room. In many respects the room was like my life – it was a court, all a game, a dance, going round and round and round.


And here I was, trussed up in a tuxedo on the captain’s bridge, freakishly trying to control it all.









1977: Corridor Creeping


When Roxy Music met Dr Alimantado
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New Kings Road, Chelsea, 1977


THERE WERE TIMES WHEN THE Ralph West Halls of Residence felt like one giant jukebox.


Sitting opposite Battersea Park on Albert Bridge Road, just 400 yards from the Thames and a ten-minute walk to the Kings Road, to me this modernist tower block felt like nothing but the centre of the world.


This was August 1977, and I had just moved in, fresh from High Wycombe, at the height of punk, and every evening as I walked along the fourth floor, back to my room at the end of the corridor by the fire escape, I’d be treated to a catena of musical treats, as a different type of music would seep out from under each door. As I made my way along the hard-tiled strip-lit corridor from the lift, I might hear the Clash, followed by Fleetwood Mac, which might be followed in quick succession by Talking Heads, Dr Alimantado, David Bowie and the MC5; on other nights it might be the Isley Brothers, Roxy Music, Al Stewart or Kraftwerk, and, from the room next to mine, very loudly, Patti Smith’s Horses. Walking along the corridors of Ralph West was like being inside an enormous musical advent calendar, as out of the bedrooms there poured everything from Captain Beefheart to the Ohio Players, from Neu! to the Sex Pistols. It was as though you were turning a radio dial as you walked along the floors, as rhythms smashed into each other with complete disregard. There was some convergence, though little consensus.


As for myself, David Bowie’s Low and Roxy Music’s Country Life seemed to take precedence. My cheap little turntable entertained everyone from Van Morrison and Steely Dan to U-Roy and Glen Campbell, but for a while the second side of Low – the largely instrumental one – and the first side of Country Life appeared to be equipped with the right kind of glamorous dystopian top notes, music that seemed to mirror so much of what was going on at the time, from nascent industrial noise and spiky new-wave disco to DIY futurism and scratchy punk.


All human life lived in these halls, at least you’d think so walking along its corridors: along with the smell of spilled Lambrusco and burning Red Leb, music poured out from each compartmentalised disco. Sometimes, intrigued by what I heard, and not knowing what it was, I’d knock on a door, and then pad back to my room clutching a newly borrowed LP by Jonathan Richman, Big Star or the Congos.


When I got in from college – I had just enrolled on the foundation course at Chelsea School of Art and was having the time of my life – I usually worked my way through the first two Ramones albums, Culture’s Two Sevens Clash and Wire’s Pink Flag, although at night, after carousing around the punk clubs of central London, in addition to Low and Country Life, I’d fall asleep listening to John Martyn’s One World, Steely Dan’s Aja or Joni Mitchell’s The Hissing of Summer Lawns, the eddies of the music slipping into the memories of the day, creating a torrent of images – from an unknown Los Angeles to an unknowable Scottish hinterland – right here in the heart of the city.


While it was assumed that when we baby punks made our way back to our flats or houses, we hastily put imported dub or hardcore industrial albums on our turntables, many of us listened to the music we were now being encouraged by the music press to unceremoniously dump. So while I would certainly listen to the likes of the Clash’s debut album, Richard Hell’s Blank Generation and various Throbbing Gristle bootlegs (horrible then, and horrible now), I would still wind down (what chilling out was called back in the day) listening to Neil Young, Isaac Hayes or one of the first five Roxy Music albums (Bryan Ferry’s lyrics sparkling beadily amid the murk of the mid-seventies). For while I spent my evenings jumping up and down in sweaty West End venues, I was still dreaming of driving down Sunset Boulevard in a big fancy car listening to ‘Virginia Plain’ or ‘Mother of Pearl’. My room may have been covered with Sex Pistols posters, but my heart (and my dream cocktail glass) was elsewhere, in the deserts of Arizona, on the west coast of Ireland, back in Notting Hill in the late fifties, or in a Belgravia townhouse in 1972, with the first Roxy Music album on the turntable. On the perimeter of sleep, I would lie there and imagine myself living the lives in those songs, believing my own life to be full of the same possibilities.


But then London was alive with possibilities.


That was the problem with punk, I suppose, if there was a problem at all. While I loved the rabid excitement, the music, the gigs and all the running around, in some respects it was a cartoon life, a riot of a life fuelled by amphetamine and cheap lager and the possibilities of change. In my heart I was still in love with the world painted by David Bowie and Bryan Ferry, the one where a piano was always tinkling in the next apartment. That to me felt like real change. After all, that was why I had bought so many velvet jackets back when I was fifteen. I had three – navy, black and burgundy – and would wear them over a T-shirt or, if I was feeling especially confident, over my bare chest, with a thin scarf knotted around my neck.


It seemed so important at the time. And maybe it was. It was certainly indicative of how I felt about my life. Because basically, I wanted someone else’s.


The Ralph West building was a ten-storey Inner London Education Authority tower block overlooking the Ethelburga Estate on one side and Battersea Park on the other, a modernist, some might say brutalist building which housed all the first-year students at the big London art schools (Chelsea, St Martin’s, Central, Camberwell and the London College of Printing). It was all glass, blond wood and straight lines, and looked like something from an architectural magazine. If you were from the provinces, and you were in your first year studying at one of those colleges, and you could afford it, or were poor or lucky enough to have a grant (like me), this is where you stayed. (The Clash’s Joe Strummer stayed there in the early seventies when he was at Central School of Art – the experience inspired him to write ‘Lost in the Supermarket’ on London’s Calling – as did the Pistols’ Glen Matlock a few years later.)


Just a short walk from the Kings Road, Ralph West was like New York’s Chelsea Hotel reimagined as a youth hostel.


From my window I could clearly see Battersea Power Station, and each morning when I woke up and opened the orange curtains, I fully expected to see Pink Floyd’s famous pig miraculously flying between the white concrete chimneys.


There were around five hundred residents, all of us striving for some kind of individuality, a mass of seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds, defined by our mutability. Within weeks of moving in I was wearing make-up, inexpertly dyeing my hair (my love affair with peroxide would soon cause my hair to fall out) and had invested in a proper leather jacket (with a diagonal zip) from a shop opposite Kensington Market. It cost £45 and I wore it until it fell apart. Everything was new, every experience a novelty, whether it was going to hastily arranged gigs in the wilds of Willesden or sitting with my new fancy friends in Pucci Pizza in the Kings Road. These were worlds that were all new to me. One night I’d be at a house party in Greenwich or Hackney, struggling to find a night bus home; the next I’d be at a dinner in Chelsea, eating food I’d never heard of and listening to the kind of conversation it would have been impossible for me to anticipate. It was all exciting, all intoxicating, and there was nothing I didn’t appreciate.


My desire to move to London was a mixture of escape and reinvention, although until I arrived, I had no idea how narrow my previous existence had been, how small, how provincial. London didn’t suddenly feel like a new city, it felt like a whole world. Having been conceived and almost born in London (my parents had lived in Soho before temporarily moving abroad), I felt I needed to reconnect with it. Sometimes I’d get on a bus and sit right at the front of the upper deck and spend a day getting to know London, working out how Islington joined up with Archway, how the City joined up with King’s Cross, and going all the way from the river to Finsbury Park and back again. Or else I’d jump on the Circle line at Sloane Square and just go round and round and round. I’d make the obligatory trip to Heddon Street to see the phone box featured on the cover of Ziggy Stardust, linger too long outside the flat Bowie had lived in on Oakley Street (just a five-minute walk from Ralph West) and go and see where Biba used to be. I couldn’t believe how big London was.


If I wasn’t going out to gigs or clubs, I’d go to one of the many late-night cinemas in Chelsea, or the Scala in Tottenham Street, or the Screen On The Green in Upper Street, happy to see John Waters’s Pink Flamingos, Tobe Hooper’s Texas Chainsaw Massacre or Nic Roeg’s The Man Who Fell to Earth on repeat. And I think I was contractually obliged by the Inner London Education Authority to watch The Rocky Horror Show at the Kings Road Theatre at least once every six months. Weekends would be spent in Rough Trade, Record & Tape Exchange or Cheapo Cheapo, or in the basement of the Vintage Magazine Shop. Too often, I’d be trawling for clothes in Kensington Market, Acme Attractions, Laurence Corner (the army surplus store in Camden) or charity shops (knowing the right clothes to wear wasn’t the same as being able to afford them). I was a cultural tourist.


Walking back home across Albert Bridge always made me feel special, almost as though my own life was being lit up with theatrical bulbs.


Everything involved some kind of discovery. I bought books I’d only ever read about and never seen, I devoured new trendy magazines, and I started making notes. I’d once read Charlie Chaplin had kept a dictionary in the bathroom at his hotel so he could learn a new word every morning, and – pretentious – I did something similar, writing down a word whenever I saw one I liked, or sometimes a phrase. If I saw a word I didn’t know, I’d look it up. I wouldn’t have dreamed of saying it, but I stored it away in case I wanted to use it in print one day. One of the few books I had in my room was a huge red Collins dictionary. Everything was banked, filed away for the future. Just in case.


I hadn’t really learned much in school – as my father was in the Royal Air Force and we moved about so much, I’d been to a dozen schools by the time I finally left, and I didn’t think any of them were any good – so I was going to start now. I spent my money on magazines, newspapers (I loved the Evening Standard, and regularly tore images out of it to pin to my wall. ‘Standard! Standard!’ – that’s what I remember hearing outside every tube station on my way home) and concert tickets; sometimes I bought clothes and drugs, but not often. Art supplies were mainly courtesy of the college.


I also fell in love with George Smith, the hero of J. P. Donleavy’s novel A Singular Man, the ‘professional’ human being who remembers all too well the perils of being an amateur. I loved the image of him on a train station, enjoying the admiration of those around him, as though he were an especially introverted rock star. Smith was a passive hero – written as a character to whom things happen rather than someone who causes things to happen – and yet he was instantly appealing. As one reviewer put it, ‘The central concern of all of Donleavy’s novels is the fortune of a single male protagonist isolated from family and country and pursuing a lifestyle that is improvised and erratic.’


He seemed like a pretty good approximation of a seventeen-year-old let loose in London.


In Ralph West, young love was everywhere, and one couple was having so much sex, usually up against the doors of their respective rooms, that the girl used to say she had forgotten what to do with her legs. There was a lot of sex at Ralph West, and the halls saw the flowering of my libido as well as that of every other seventeen-year-old who lived there. Sex suddenly seemed unimportant, casual, which was obviously brilliant. For the first time in my life, I met girls who found the idea of relationships ridiculous.


As for Chelsea School of Art, it was everything I wanted it to be, and more. New people, new horizons, a wardrobe change, everything. Essentially this was all about freedom. Unlike a lot of people I met around then, who appeared to know precisely what they wanted to do with their lives, all I really knew was that I wanted a life in the creative arts, which was why Chelsea’s foundation course was such a superb primer, exposing me to painting, drawing, screen-printing, photography, sculpture, the lot. Each morning I would walk along the embankment to Bagley’s Lane, in Chelsea Wharf, which housed the foundation course students. And most nights I’d wander off into Soho, taking the 11, 22 or 19 bus, destined to end up in a basement, exploring London on my own, disappearing into the 100 Club and the Marquee to watch the latest punk groups.


IN FACT, FOR NEARLY A year before I moved to London, I had already been exploring the city and taking the train up from High Wycombe, often by myself, to see gigs at the Roxy, the Fulham Greyhound, the Red Cow, the Nashville and the Hope and Anchor. Sometimes I’d just end up in the Marquee because I knew I could get in (the bouncers didn’t seem to mind how old you were) and almost regardless of who was playing. One night it might be the Pat Travers Band, Widowmaker or Ted Nugent, another it could be Roogalator, Eddie and the Hot Rods or the Count Bishops, until the second division metal bands and pub-rock groups started to be replaced by the likes of the Clash, Subway Sect and Wire.


I particularly loved the 100 Club in London’s Oxford Street as it always felt like a malevolent student bar; every time I went there a fight seemed to break out. The place was cursed. I saw Adam and the Ants play there in the summer of 1977 and as Jordan, the guest vocalist (was she a singer? Well, she had an ability to stand in front of a microphone, shrieking and looking vaguely intimidating), walked by me on her way to the front a pint glass went spinning across my face, landing somewhere near a speaker stack to the right of the stage. The Ants weren’t what you would call accomplished – in 1977 no one was, and you would have been suspicious had they been – but they knew what to do on stage, namely create a din that spoke of every transgressive act one could imagine, be it sexual, political or cultural.


I also spent a ridiculous amount of time in a pub called the Nag’s Head near my home in High Wycombe, which was run by a man called Ron Watts, who also promoted gigs at the 100 Club. Consequently, I saw dozens of punk bands, as he’d book them into both venues. I remember being in the downstairs bar as the Sex Pistols played upstairs. I was still at school, wearing a navy-blue velvet jacket and an orange scarf. I was only a kid and looked like a roadie from the Rubettes.


So, by the time I moved to London in the summer of 1977 I had been in love with punk for over a year, or, more specifically, I had been in love with the Ramones. I’d fallen for them since I’d first heard ‘Beat on the Brat’ at a house party a week after Nick Kent’s review of their first album in the NME. (‘The Ramones don’t say much,’ wrote Kent. ‘They’re pretty vacant. But they rock out with a vengeance.’) The next day I decided to turn myself into Johnny Ramone, and for the previous twelve months had been walking around with a floppy, pudding-bowl haircut, drainpipe jeans, plimsoles, a matelot top and a (plastic) leather jacket, bought from an Oxfam shop in High Wycombe. Overnight I morphed from a lank-haired neurotic boy outsider in a velvet jacket, a secondhand Biba top and a hooded brow into an unconvincing Home Counties approximation of a Bowery punk. Four years previously, I’d done the same thing with David Bowie, although it had been a lot easier to adopt a Ramones haircut.


At 7.30 p.m. on 6 July 1972, I was sitting by myself watching Top of the Pops in our semi-detached pebbledash terraced house in Deal, Kent – which is where we briefly lived before moving to High Wycombe – and couldn’t quite believe my eyes. Back then, the show was regularly watched by 12 to 13 million people every week, almost a quarter of the population. A large percentage of viewers were teenagers, like me, who – having seen David Bowie strut about in his space-age onesie singing his new single ‘Starman’ – thought he was talking directly to them from the BBC studios. Bowie was ridiculously flamboyant and had a campness about him that was immediately appealing. I had already seen an ad for Hunky Dory in the NME but at the time thought he was just another singer-songwriter. On television, he was very different. He was wearing a multi-coloured jumpsuit and playing a blue acoustic guitar, and he looked scary. Essentially, he looked carefree in a way no pop star had ever looked before. His performance was colourful, risqué, transgressive and very appealing to an impressionable twelve-year-old. Previously, my pop consumption had been based around one-hit wonders and odd T. Rex records. Bowie, to me, was a complete revelation. For me, Bowie kick-started the seventies, as the decade turned from black and white to colour overnight. It was this performance that changed my world, that made me immediately obsessed with music. It was an obsession that I would carry with me, initially as an alternative reality, and thereafter as a continuous soundtrack.


His appearance had a sweeping effect on me; my way of pledging my allegiance was by trying to emulate his haircut. Having summoned up enough courage to call the various unisex hairdressers in the area, I made an appointment for the following Saturday, and duly turned up with a photograph of Bowie torn from a recent copy of Disco 45. The hairdresser looked at the picture, looked at my thin, dank hair, and slowly shook his head. After a valiant attempt to fashion my hair into something approximating Bowie’s thatch, I left the salon with a fringe that made me look more like Dave Hill, the decidedly un-Bowie-like guitarist in Slade.


I had other interests – Alice Cooper and Lou Reed were (incongruously) replacing George Best and Manchester United, Joseph Heller and Tom Wolfe were starting to nudge out The Goon Show, and Bryan Ferry was completely reinventing my idea of a role model – but Bowie was now very much front and centre. For my generation, Bowie acted like Google, introducing us to a motley collection of fascinating cultural oddballs. And if he liked someone like Lou Reed, for instance, then I was going to love him too.


Bizarrely, one day my father admitted he liked Lou Reed too. Being an incredibly violent man – he’d nearly killed a boy when he was at school and had spent much of my childhood taking his frustrations out on me – my dad was the kind of person it was best to be wary of. Mike had spent most of his career in the Royal Air Force, although every now and then his creative frustrations poked through, indicating he spent most of his time denying them. And in 1972, these frustrations started to manifest themselves in strange ways. Having previously shown no interest in sartorial matters, he began wearing brightly coloured peaked caps and cravats, and started sporting an equally garish shoulder bag. It was almost as though he was trying to tell the world he was gay (something I didn’t think was possible), but probably pointed to a midlife crisis (he would have been in his forties). His transformation only lasted a few months, but it was disconcerting to say the least.


But nothing had prepared me for what happened next. As I came in from my secondary modern one day, he handed me a copy of ‘Walk on the Wild Side’, the first single from Transformer, brandishing it as though it were a fresh £10 note or a stolen book. I can’t remember how he described it, but it was less a peace offering and more an over-eager display of his apparent hipness. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I had already bought it – this may have resulted in a punch to the head – but it made me never want to bring the subject up again. Luckily, that was the last time he ever mentioned Lou Reed.


I’m not sure I’d heard of the Velvet Underground before Bowie’s endorsement of Lou Reed, but after buying and loving Transformer I started to scour local record shops to see what other treasures I could find. In a junk shop in High Wycombe, one of those that still looked like it was supplied by the prop department in Steptoe and Son, I eventually found a copy of the Andy Warhol’s Velvet Underground featuring Nico double album (the one with illustrations of lips and Coke bottles on the cover that were meant to look as though they were painted by the artist), and shortly after, bought a secondhand copy of the first album – albeit with the British cover – in Kensington Market, on a rare trip to London.


At that age – I was an extremely precocious thirteen-year-old – I spent most of my spare time in record shops, hunting through the racks for rarities and bargains; these two purchases were both. One of the most appealing things about the process of discovering esoteric and idiosyncratic music was imagining what kind of lives the musicians had outside of recording and touring. What did they do during the day? Where did they live? Did they make this mad, crazy, intoxicating music because they were on drugs? Or did they take drugs because they made this mad, crazy, intoxicating music?


When I started listening to the Velvet Underground and the Stooges (another Bowie recommendation, obviously), I was not equipped to imagine what they got up to when they weren’t playing music. Which made them even more alluring. They just felt so … urban. Two years later, before fully embracing butterfly-collared shirts, velvet jackets and Oxford bags, I even went through a period of rolling up my drainpipe jeans – skinhead style – worn with pink socks and black Dr Martens shoes in the vain hope of trying to advertise the fact I owned records by people who lived in New York. In my eyes, that city started to take on an almost mythical glow, reinvented in my imagination as an island peopled exclusively by the weird and the interesting. This was why I would initially lean more towards the New York punk groups, preferring the Ramones to the Sex Pistols, and Richard Hell and the Voidoids rather than the dubious and parochial delights of the Damned. If you were from New York, you were exotic.


Particularly if you were Andy Warhol. By 1972, I had already become quietly obsessed with Warhol. I’d read about him in newspapers and magazines, and occasionally seen him on TV. I’d already flirted with David Hockney and Salvador Dalí (the most obvious affiliations a nascent teenage art lover would make at the time), but Warhol was something else entirely. Earlier in the year, David Bailey had self-published a transcript of his controversial TV documentary on the artist, and which I had bought in WHSmith. In 1971, the media impresario Lew Grade had hired Bailey to direct a series of arts documentaries for the ATV franchise, despite his complete lack of experience in the field. He ended up making three films, on Luchino Visconti, Cecil Beaton and, infamously, Andy Warhol, which would go on to cause press outrage and legal action from moralising fanatics. The Warhol documentary turned out to be a portrait of the dying days of the Factory, with Bailey getting extraordinary access to both Warhol and the likes of Holly Woodlawn, Jane Holzer and Candy Darling.


It was. however, the transcript of the show, complete with Bailey’s intriguing photographic glimpses of this secret New York world, that piqued my interest. I hadn’t even seen the film. I didn’t for one minute imagine I could ever somehow make it to New York, but my growing obsession with Warhol encouraged me to think about little else but going to art school. Precociously, American pop art became my thing, and I devoured anything I could find on Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, Interview magazine, and all those travel books I found in the library full of photographs of Main Street America, billboards, Coca-Cola signs, Las Vegas swimming pools, palm trees, traffic lights, backlit Perspex shop signs, and the cluttered skylines of Los Angeles and Detroit. Americana was what I was in love with, seen through the quizzical eyes of pop art, Tom Wolfe and Vance Packard.


THERE WERE MANY OTHERS I met at Chelsea School of Art in 1977 who had had their lives transformed by both Warhol and Bowie, and Bryan Ferry, come to that, including Tom Dixon, who would soon become a much-celebrated furniture designer (after being an uncelebrated pop star), and Jon Baker (known mononymously as Mole), who would go on to launch the Gee Street record label. Jon arrived on his first day looking like Keith Richards, while I still looked like a Ramone; in a matter of weeks, we were both approximating a punk orthodoxy. There was also a ridiculously cool chap called Martin Jackson, who looked like a cross between Ferry and a male model from a French fashion magazine: he had a wedge, Bowie pegs and a big, billowing raincoat. He even had business cards, and he was only seventeen!


You were only meant to stay at the Ralph West Halls for your first year in London, although I managed to extend my stay for another nine months, by which time there had been another intake. In August 1978, when I started on the graphics course at St Martin’s School of Art, a new tranche of students moved in, including Chris Sullivan, all the way from Merthyr Tydfil (and whose life always seemed packed with incident), and Fiona Dealey, all dolled up from Southend. I got to know them both, with Fiona and I becoming fast friends. We spent hours in each other’s rooms, moaning about St Martin’s (she was in the first year of the fashion course), gossiping about the sex lives of people on our floor, and working out which parties we were going to gatecrash at the weekend (one Saturday she took me to a party in Basildon organised by the boys who would soon become Depeche Mode, and left me to freeze on the train station).


St Martin’s was even more intoxicating than Chelsea. I’d applied to the college for three reasons: 1) I was chasing a girl called Lynda Shearsby, who was already on the graphics course, albeit in the year above; 2) it was close to all the music venues and nightclubs in Soho; and 3) it was St Martin’s, the coolest art school in the world bar none.


Even though I was excited by being at St Martin’s, it immediately felt old fashioned; far from immersing myself in its history, I wanted to subvert it. As I was doing graphics, I was obviously obsessed with design, with the way things looked. Furniture, magazines, posters, films, clothes and, saliently, photography. I look at my old scrapbooks now and they feel completely modernist, futuristic, almost sci-fi – my life drawing sketches are all angular, my graphics work looks suspiciously like Malcolm Garrett’s work for the Buzzcocks, and the short, animated films I made all looked like the kind of things you might see accompanying a Mountain or Can track on The Old Grey Whistle Test. My photographs were mostly black and white, journalistic, harsh, unforgiving. I started photographing everything and everyone, usually using Ralph West as a studio: my friend Fiona, Corinne Drewery (later of Swing Out Sister), Stephen Linard (who would go on to massively influence John Galliano), the painters John Glenn and Peter Doig, the milliner Stephen Jones, and putative Blitz Kids like Richard Ostell, Myra Falconer and (Boy) George O’Dowd. I’ve still got contact sheets of dozens of pictures I took of Antony Price’s Plaza on the Kings Road, a shop fetishised by those of us who loved Roxy Music.


Was I any good? Not so much.


College work was interesting, but not as interesting as my social life. Almost immediately the future started unfolding, and the extraordinary people I met there over the course of my three years only added to my sense of weird entitlement. We all felt the same. We weren’t exactly smug, but we knew we had something. We thought we were special. I didn’t think the world owed me a living, far from it, but I certainly had an irrational belief in myself. I was still going to gigs (they were so cheap, you could often get in for less than the price of a bus ticket), dashing out most evenings to the Marquee, the 100 Club, Hammersmith Odeon, the Hope and Anchor, the Moonlight Club and the Nashville to watch an increasingly disparate bunch of post-punk groups (Siouxsie and the Banshees, Joy Division, Gang of Four, Slits, Pere Ubu, Cabaret Voltaire, etc). There was such an air of impermanence about punk that, as well as rushing around to see anyone who was new, there was a sense that bands were going to implode on a regular basis. I saw many so-called ‘final’ gigs by the Jam, the Damned, Subway Sect, Sham 69 and the Slits. Fiona, meanwhile, would be dressing up to go out to nightclubs, which soon included Billy’s.


By 1978, punk had started to flag, and many of those who had been there at the beginning were starting to tire of the relentlessly downward mobility of it all. One day in the autumn of 1978, Rusty Egan was chatting with Steve Strange about how the London club scene had become stagnant. After a brief conflab they decided to open their own club, alighting on Billy’s just off Dean Street in Soho. Popular with local sex workers, it tended to be empty on a Tuesday, so the pair asked the owner if they could start a weekly club night. They printed flyers with the strap line ‘Fame Jump Aboard the Night Train / Fame, Fame, Fame. What’s Your Name?’, and very soon they were full. It soon became known as Bowie Night, popular with a small group of clubbers who had briefly ended their affair with disco to embrace punk, but who had retreated when the scene became overrun by hordes of denim-clad rockers who nine months previously had been nodding their heads in unison to Thin Lizzy and Hawkwind. The club soon started to fill with other disenfranchised night owls intent on reinventing themselves, and the crowd followed Strange and Egan to the Blitz on Great Queen Street in 1979. Fleet Street soon took an interest, called them the Blitz Kids, and a new movement was born, as Soho became overrun by eighteen-year-olds wearing tartan ballgowns, pillbox hats, nun’s habits and deathly white make-up. The Blitz generation took punk and dressed it up, giving it a twelve-inch remix in the process. They anticipated the style-obsessed eighties when the world became a global catwalk. Narcissism plumbed new depths as haircuts reached new heights. Here, everyone had an alias, an ambition and an aerodynamic haircut to match.


Steve Strange was a lot smarter than some gave him credit for, as he understood clubs were driven by people, not just music, and that while many of those he didn’t let into his clubs thought he was just being spiteful, it was all about curation. Not that the lucky ones were exactly overflowing with empathy. To those left outside on the pavement (Steve delighted in telling badly dressed punters they couldn’t get in), the lucky ones could appear snotty, the sort of people who might cut you dead if you saw them again in daylight. When I started going, I wasn’t asked to pay as I’d slip in with the regulars, which obviously spoiled me; I was determined never to pay to get into a nightclub again. In truth, the denizens of the Blitz were adopting the modus operandi of Andy Warhol’s Factory, of never responding to anything or anyone around them. The lesson learned was to never get excited about anything, and just stare instead. The mantra was simple: look at it and let the looking of it become the thing that you’re doing. This was called the silent shrug, and it was employed by many of the lucky ones inside. Being one of the chosen few encouraged a certain unnecessary conceitedness.


On those nights when I wasn’t going out, I’d sit in my room in Ralph West playing Iggy Pop and David Bowie records while Fiona would sit on the end of my bed, looking like a Bond Street Valkyrie, complaining that she had nothing to wear. I’d often ask her, in strong vernacular terms, what she thought she looked like, jokingly wondering aloud how she had the audacity to go out looking so extreme (she wore long leather skirts, lace bustiers and skyscraper stilettos). In truth I thought she was one of the most exotic creatures I’d ever seen, and became intoxicated by both her and the worlds she moved in. I found the whole thing fascinating.


I found the new clubs as exhilarating as the early punk clubs. Not that I was dressed for the part. I can still remember what I wore the first time I went to the Blitz: black studded leather jacket, black T-shirt, black skinny-legged jeans and black patent winklepickers. In hindsight, I could pretend that I was channelling one of the early sixties Warhol gang, or a Tom of Finland leather boy, but in truth I was simply wearing what I always wore. I would soon learn that this wasn’t really good enough.


We would sometimes walk across the bridge and go drinking in the Roebuck on the Kings Road, which was where, in the upstairs poolroom, Malcolm McLaren had once forced John Lydon to audition for the Sex Pistols, changing the course of British music history in the process. Here, truant schoolgirls mingled with drug dealers and old rockers such as Phil Lynott and Gary Holton from the Heavy Metal Kids. Lydon still frequented the place, although it had got incredibly druggy upstairs and had started to be frequented by what we called ‘weekend punks’. You could even buy heroin over the counter, along with your pint of Guinness.


The action appeared to have moved on, and the place that seemed to be the nucleus of this merging of punk and club cultures was the Cambridge, a pub that still sits on the northwest corner of Cambridge Circus in the West End. It was just a hundred yards from the Marquee, a hundred yards from the 100 Club, and only fifty yards from Saint Martin’s. At the time, the Cambridge was the most important pub in Soho, and every band who wanted to leave an impression in the neighbouring venues usually ended up there, pumping money into the jukebox, drinking green and yellow bottles of Holsten Pils, and throwing shapes in their leather jackets.


The downstairs bar often felt like a Parisian brasserie – long, busy, everyone giddy with expectation, including the tourists – but the upstairs bar was where you went if you knew what was going on. It was always full of demanding people – punks, art students from St Martin’s, pop stars and fashion designers – and so you had to be on your guard. Malcolm McLaren had his own stool, the Sex Pistols seemed to be there every Friday night, and whenever they were there, Siouxsie and the Banshees took up residency by the jukebox. The Pistols’ record-cover designer Jamie Reid was the coolest man there. He always sat on the same barstool, staring straight forward, discouraging eye contact. He always wore a tight, thigh-length black leather suit jacket, his hair was always fashioned into this greasy, truck-driver quiff, and he always had a bottle of Pils seemingly grafted to his left hand. Pils was the only thing that anyone drank, making it seem as though it was the only thing they sold. The Cambridge was a punk-rock circus before it became a weigh-station for London club culture. You’d have Sid Vicious and John Lydon in one corner, and Steve Strange and Rusty Egan in another. You’d find Kim Bowen and Lee Sheldrick, Billy Idol and Tony James, Robert Elms and Chris Sullivan. It was a fancy-dress party every night of the week, month in month out.


Everything happened at the Cambridge: a girl was decapitated by a lorry after she bet her friend she could crawl underneath it before it pulled away; a St Martin’s painter called Alan was beaten senseless because he persisted in dressing like Hitler (floppy fringe, jackboots, leather trench coat and tell-tale moustache). The first time we saw him we immediately took bets on how long it would take before someone kicked the living daylights out of him. And just two weeks later he stumbled into the Cambridge covered in the most fearsome bruises. Alan had, to quote an old Nick Lowe song, been nutted by reality, and soon left the college.


Most people congregated at the Cambridge before moving off into the night, to the latest tranche of nightclubs sprouting up all over the city. With the fancy-dress parade at its height, a generation of young entrepreneurs was taking over nightclubs for one night a week, installing their own DJs and creating a phenomenon out of nothing. While one of the biggest changes in London nightlife in the late seventies was the shift from the likes of the Marquee and the 100 Club to nightclubs such as the Embassy in Old Bond Street (which opened in April 1978) and Legends in Old Burlington Street – as we started going out to dance rather than going out to watch bands – so there was also a shift from pubs to cocktail bars, as the proto-Blitz Kids started wanting more glamorous places to drink.


And the obvious place to come was Mayfair. Yes, you could have gone to Peppermint Park or Rumours in Covent Garden, and yes you may have wanted to scoot all the way down to the Kings Road occasionally, but the most esoteric place to drink your Tequila Sunrise, your Singapore Sling or your Pina Colada (drinks which might sound incredibly naff today but were considered to be exactly the opposite back then) was the Beachcomber Bar in the Mayfair Hotel, which had once been the first London iteration of the American Polynesian restaurant phenomenon. It had plastic palm trees, rainstorms over a pond of caimans, parrots in and out of cages, and oceanic art all around. I first went there in the spring of 1978, and it was one of the most glamorous places I’d ever been. Ironic, but glamorous. As you sat sipping enormous pink drinks in extravagant glasses, life-size animatronic crocodiles crawled around the foliage and the pink plastic foliage beside you. It was a world away from the warm lager you’d find in the pubs in Soho, a world away from punk, and in fact a completely new world altogether.


THE BEACHCOMBER OPENED IN JULY 1960, while I had arrived six months earlier, barely two weeks after the start of the sixties, on Monday 18 January, in the RAF hospital in Ely, en route from London to a temporary home in Lincoln. Born into an air force family, I moved around a lot when I was young, and the first sixteen years of my life were spent in London and High Wycombe, in Cyprus and Malta, in Anglesey, and various places on the east and southeast coasts. We would spend nine months, maybe a year in each place, so it was like a conveyer belt of novelty. And as I spent much of my childhood on air force bases, and as many of these were American, I suppose it’s no surprise that from an early age I latched on to the obvious manifestations of US pop culture – midnight-blue sharkskin suits and metallic tail-finned cars, Goober Grape and Hot Dog Relish, Archie comics and the records of Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin. The bases were full of American pilots and their beehived wives, who all appeared to wear pedal pushers, stilettos and completely opaque Jackie O shades (the wives, not the pilots). Even when they were picking up their children from the local school. From England’s 1966 World Cup victory through to the moon landing in 1969, Frank and Dino were rarely off our turntable, and many of my early memories revolve around listening to ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’, ‘My Kind of Town’, ‘Volare’ and ‘Under the Bridges of Paris’. For me, these songs were gaudily exotic but homely at the same time, and defined a certain kind of sophistication, no matter how ersatz it may have been.


I would stare at my parents’ Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin singles for hours. They all had heavily stylised photographs of the singers on the picture sleeves (which, even back then, were so brittle they were in danger of cracking); both were hypnotically attractive figures – Frank looked like he swung because it was cool, while Dino swung not just because swinging was cool, but because it was easy. Perhaps unsurprisingly I became quietly obsessed with fifties and sixties Americana.


These were probably mainly my mother Audrey’s records (apart from Lou Reed, the only records my dad played were classical). Her favourite, Dean, blasted daily through the walls, and as I heard her singing along, even as a boy I could tell she was singing about a world that would never be within her reach, resigned instead to a life of compromise and domesticity. How she semaphored this, I don’t know, but even when she was happily singing, occasionally a sadness appeared to define her. You pick things up as a kid. Especially when your parents are always fighting.


‘Ah, Dino,’ she would say, emphatically, as though she were wistfully remembering some romantic Sorrento holiday. ‘What an old smoothie.’


She was being dismissive while at the same time taking a kind of ownership of him, but even she couldn’t disguise the fact that she found him completely exotic. Imagine! She owned not one Dean Martin record, but dozens! Back in the sixties, to my parents’ generation, buying a new record – be it single, EP or album – wasn’t incidental, it wasn’t like buying a pack of cigarettes. It was like buying a fridge or a television set.


I can still remember my mother saying to my father, on more than one occasion, ‘Shall we listen to the new Dean Martin record again?’ Swells, she called them, when she mentioned Dean and Frank, and that’s what they were – swells.


Consequently, I loved them too, although it wasn’t just the music, of course – it never was. The men pictured on the single, EP and LP sleeves lying around the house were like no men I had ever seen; you didn’t get many Italian Americans swanning around East Anglia dressed in herringbone sports jackets, butterfly-collared shirts and polka-dot cravats. And certainly not in pink V-neck cardigans, white silk socks and black suede loafers. Not even on the US Air Force bases where I grew up. But then that was the point, I guess. Dino and Sinatra inhabited a world that wasn’t easily accessible to an eight-year-old who was yet to buy his own trousers, let alone visit the Sahara Tahoe.


My parents’ singles were the first pieces of vinyl I ever remember holding, racked in a vinyl-coated dark green box – with a cheap, goldish metal lock on the lid – just big enough to hold about forty seven-inch singles. There were all sorts of singles in there, most in thin, brightly coloured paper sleeves, and all looking as though they’d been imported from America. I’ve still got my parents’ beautifully scratched 45 of John Barry’s wistful ‘Vendetta’, still got an EP of various tracks from Songs for Swinging Lovers, still got Topol’s ‘If I Were a Rich Man’ (from the 1964 musical Fiddler on the Roof). There was lots of Herb Alpert, too, and if history can be caught in a single breath, then there are few better ways of explaining the Populuxe aspirations of American suburbia during the late fifties and early sixties (when the advertising industry began to believe its own publicity) than by listening to the piercing yet sweet ‘Ameriachi’ sound of Alpert and his Tijuana Brass. Lying around the house was also a fair amount of Les Baxter, the soundtrack composer who, along with Martin Denny and Arthur Lyman, helped invent the hyperworld of exotica. How esoteric of my parents.


These were American tastes, but then at home we were steeped in Americana. Not only that, I almost felt American.


One song that I fell in love with at the time which was unmistakably American was Glen Campbell’s ‘Wichita Lineman’. For many years I thought I was the only person who liked ‘Wichita Lineman’; the song was an important part of my childhood but I thought I might have been the only person from my generation to have heard of it, let alone actually heard the record. I eventually worked out that, like most of Glen Campbell’s great songs, ‘Wichita Lineman’ had not been written by Campbell himself, but by somebody called Jimmy Webb, a songwriter nicknamed the Master of Sad – he wrote terrifically maudlin songs (Campbell called them ‘hurt soul’) such as ‘By the Time I Get to Phoenix’, ‘Where’s the Playground, Susie?’, ‘Galveston’, etc.


Another obsession of my mother’s was the Beatles. There was no generation gap between Dean Martin and the Beatles, as to her they were both examples of a new kind of freedom. In this she was incorrigibly plural. If the Beatles had boundless curiosity, Sinatra and his gang were simply exploiting destiny. To her, watching films of the Rat Pack performing in Las Vegas and Los Angeles was just as socially emancipating as hearing the beat groups from Liverpool and London; she was adamant that everything they did was some sort of billet-doux to life itself. Far from being bewildered by all this new activity in the sixties, she genuinely seemed to enjoy it, even if she knew she was never going to fully experience it. She felt she owned the sixties just as much as young women half her age. It was liberty, something genuinely different after the war. She saw the way the American women on the USAF bases conducted themselves, and she didn’t see why she shouldn’t have some of it for herself. She was properly smitten with the Fabs, and every new single would be lovingly bought and treasured, filed away in the dark green singles box. I didn’t realise this until I was about seven, but I could see the joy they brought her, and there was a ceremonial aspect to the way they were played. This wasn’t done indiscriminately and was more like a treat. A Hard Day’s Night was also the first film I ever saw at the cinema, aged four, smuggled in by my mother at a matinee performance in a small cinema in Soho. I found it as infectious as she did and afterwards would clap along whenever she randomly sang ‘Yeah, Yeah, Yeah’ at home. A generation earlier, people just didn’t say ‘Yeah, Yeah, Yeah’, which is why the Beatles were considered so brash (when Paul McCartney and John Lennon had just finished writing the song, in McCartney’s childhood home in Liverpool, he ran into the living room to play it to his father; his response was to suggest dropping the ‘Americanisms’ and sing ‘Yes, Yes, Yes’ instead). She loved it, and loved them, and consequently I did too. My love for the Beatles would eventually be mirrored by my love for David Bowie, two objects of desire that would stay with me for the rest of my life. They weren’t always fashionable, and weren’t actually always present, but there they were, forever in the background – one a staple diet of British society, the other an oddity who turned out not to be an oddity at all.


My mother felt that by simply being a pop consumer she was part of a kind of revolution, a personal revolution. Therefore, she felt empowered by pop, and everything that came with it. She was in her thirties by the time the Beatles arrived, but then she was experiencing much of her life a little later than usual (she had had five miscarriages before I was born), and so she was initially giddy with the way the sixties had started, or so she said. Things would quickly change, though, as for both of us the decade quickly darkened.


My childhood was chaotic, and so I very quickly learned how best to try and control it. Control. It was all about control. If I couldn’t control what was happening around me, the violence, at least I could try and control my environment. Consequently, everything became prescribed: how I talked, where I walked, how I dressed, even what I thought. I became very careful with everything I did. I couldn’t trust anything around me so I had to trust myself. I didn’t necessarily like myself – there are only so many times you can be called a piece of shit without believing it – but I could grow to trust myself. I was never going to be a casualty, so my life became about survival. And that meant control. This is how I needed to behave in order to make sense of the world. Control. I had to be in control. At first this manifested itself in drawing, because I could control what I drew, but then spread to every other aspect of my life – spotting danger and escape routes, controlling my environment and always being on my guard.


That old muckraker Albert Goldman once said that music was a way for us to keep young, not by trying to stay cool and relevant, but by an almost generational refusal to grow up. In his mind, pop stars were becoming surrogate parents, keeping us away from the horrors of growing up and the onslaught of real life. For me, the horrors of real life had always been at home, and they had been very real indeed. From an extremely young age, I was regularly beaten, smacked, punched by my father. He would hit me every day, hard. Very hard. So hard that I developed a stammer that made it impossible for me to say my own name until I was five years old. Looking back from a fifty-year distance, I think I became inured to this abuse fairly quickly. I certainly didn’t let it define me, and in truth probably became quite dispassionate about it. I’m sure far worse things happened to other children. In fact, I know they did. Being knocked about wasn’t so special back in the sixties.


I rarely talked about my childhood abuse and had certainly never written about it. But in 1995 the Observer wanted to run a piece on stammering, and a friend who worked there approached me about it. Having initially said no, and then having said no again, I was convinced to go and see a speech therapist, and eventually wrote a piece about the process. Of course, as I delved into the reasons for my stammer, I needed to explain aspects of my childhood, which in hindsight I regret (it now seems self-indulgent). But this stuff is out there now, so I can’t really deny it. I’m not a huge fan of misery memoirs, but I hope the takeaway from whatever trauma I experienced is the simple fact that I didn’t allow it to determine the person I am today.


If it wasn’t me being hit, it was my mother, who was always jumping into her Ford Anglia, disappearing off to see her girlfriend and leaving me to fend for myself, allowing my father to practise more hours of unsupervised torture. Strangely, I didn’t begrudge her this. My mother occasionally had relationships outside her marriage, with women, and specifically with a woman called Rita she’d met as a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, who since leaving the force had lived on her own in a council flat in Chalk Farm, north London. When I was much younger, she would take me to visit her; my strongest memories are eating at what I thought at the time was a ridiculously sophisticated Italian restaurant in Swiss Cottage, and the sight of the Post Office Tower, newly built and looming over Rita’s council flat like a benign Invader from The War of the Worlds. My mother’s relationships obviously caused ructions at home, resulting in more fights, more black eyes for my mother, more desperate respite being sought at our neighbours. ‘He’s done it again,’ was the refrain I remember most when my mum knocked on the neighbours’ back door.


Audrey’s clandestine behaviour could occasionally seem exotic – none of my friends had parents who were openly bisexual – until my father came home, of course, and started punching her again. My mother’s disposition sometimes made me think that my father might have been gay too, but I never saw any evidence of this. And when, probably around the time I discovered David Bowie and Lou Reed, I found his stash of pornography, it was resolutely heterosexual.


But we were being punished, my mother and me. She for pursuing her freedom, and me presumably for curtailing his. Could the five miscarriages have had something to do with it? Who knew. Unnervingly, for both me and my mother, my father was unpredictable. He didn’t get violent when he was drunk – he was never drunk – and didn’t appear to work himself up into a state. He just all of a sudden flipped. That was his thing. Flip, smack! The unpredictability made both of us anxious. So, my mother would drink and I would just clam up. I couldn’t really speak anyway. My stammer was now so bad that when I did attempt to talk my father would hit me again, simply out of frustration.


Consequently, I would disappear, sinking into music that offered a completely different experience from my reality. The music I liked was exotic, sophisticated, hinting at a make-believe world I was unlikely to ever see. If my mother could lose herself in Frank and Dino, then so could I.


And I did.


Often, the abuse was just verbal. My father’s vocabulary was one forged in the forces, and he really knew his ABCs. When he was too busy to hit me, I would regularly be called a stupid fucking cunt, a long streak of paralysed piss, a useless fucking idiot, or, for purposes of simplification, simply cunt. Cunt, cunt, cunt. My father could be unusually tender sometimes, and full of praise, but then five minutes later I was a cunt again. A useless, stupid, fucking cunt. Misdemeanours could result in a smack, a punch, or just a couple of stupid cunts. In retaliation, my mother swore too, so the house would regularly shake with the noise of two people swearing at each other, in a bizarre kind of profane farce – white noise turning blue. God knows what the neighbours must have thought of us. Consequently, conditioned to this almost sophisticated way of communicating – it felt other-worldly, alternative, strangely modern, as I didn’t hear my friends’ parents being so open – I started to swear too, cramming as many profanities as possible into everything I said. I obviously thought it was clever, cool, and because the sweariest child in the class gets a special kind of kudos, I did it more and more. So I became sweary boy, the stupid fucking cunt who regularly added an unnecessary profane prefix to literally anything. I was a ten-year-old from a nice middle-class family and I was swearing like a fucking trooper. Of course, it was a form of chaos, but one I could control.


The only time he didn’t hit us was at Christmas, when there seemed to be an armistice of sorts. My parents stopped fighting, they managed to be civil to each other, and all was temporarily at peace. I remember imploring my father to stay at home as long as possible after Christmas, in a bid to keep the family unit together for as long as possible, watching daytime TV, making SodaStream cola and pretending that all was right with the world.


He didn’t, of course, and the beatings continued for both of us.









Falling in Love with Midnight


From the Cradle to the NME


[image: ]


Stephen Linard, Blitz, 1979


APART FROM THE FACT MY mother and I were hit all the time, home life felt quite normal – why wouldn’t it? I had nothing to compare it to. We were usually never anywhere longer than a year, but yet again that felt normal. We were a nomadic family, and that’s what we did. Both my parents were working class – although my father’s family were already aspiring to be lower middle class – both Londoners, and towards the end of the war they had embraced the armed forces, choosing the RAF as a way to escape what they already knew, eager to confront the world and discover the future. My mother was a WAAF, while my father was one of the Brylcreem Boys, named after the glutinous hair cream the pilots and desk jockeys of the RAF used on their scalp. Both of them were very careful about the way they looked.


My grandfather on my mother’s side was a greengrocer, while every summer the family went ‘hopping’ down in Kent, the annual pilgrimage made by London’s working class to pick hops in the garden of England. She couldn’t have been prouder of her working-class roots, and yet she wanted more. My parents met in Egypt, on an RAF base, just after the end of the war, and they married almost immediately. My grandmother on my father’s side intimated that she thought he had married beneath him. My other grandfather had been a farmer (unsuccessfully), and then a draughtsman, and was already trying to escape the confines of his class. His son had sophisticated ambitions but entry-level tastes: his favourite things to eat were bread and dripping, cockles and black pudding.


Nevertheless, my parents were both ‘up for it’, engaging with the post-war opportunities of prosperity and travel. They were part of the generation that wanted to ‘better’ themselves, dedicated to making their children’s lives better than their own. Becoming middle class, staying middle class, these were their goals.


My mother was perceptive about this.


‘Everyone will hate you,’ she said, almost in passing. ‘The working class will hate you because you’re trying to move on, and they can see what you’re doing. The upper classes will hate you because they know you’re trying to impinge on their world. And the middle classes will hate you because they can see one of their own.’


With the desire to better themselves came the inevitable disappointments – socially, culturally, financially. My parents’ generation had no way of knowing that their petit bourgeois aspirations would collide with another generational push that wanted to put as much distance between the past and future as possible. And then there was us, a generation whose understanding of the war was traduced to school lessons, and whose life was informed largely by pop culture.


My mother always talked about the war with respect. You didn’t make light of the war. You could make jokes about it, but you didn’t diminish it. She didn’t talk about it often, but when she did, she’d talk for hours.


She would talk about the Blitz, air-raid shelters, blackout curtains, sleeping in the Underground, rationing, going hungry, the dreams she’d have about bananas, the gas masks she treasured. She talked about hoarding coal (your own, not other people’s), painting seams down the back of her legs so she looked like she was wearing stockings and how she would use gravy browning to tan her legs.


She also talked about being rescued by military firemen while she was having a (tin) bath, just minutes before a German bomb destroyed her parents’ house in Neasden (precisely where IKEA is now). She would talk about the fear (unexploded bombs taking more lives than anyone ever remembers), the enormous collective community spirit and how the war divided people into the good and the bad. Most people behaved well, but the bad were treated accordingly.


My mother never romanticised the war, and she didn’t think much of people who did, but she always said people generally were kinder during it. She talked about her father not talking for a year after he came back from the front; he was literally and metaphorically shellshocked. But mostly she talked about the men she knew who didn’t come back, didn’t come home, and who left distraught and bewildered families behind – children who were never going to see their fathers again, babies who would never see them at all.


She talked about the sadness. The war defined her, as it defined so many of her generation, so much so that when she was old enough, she joined up, became a military nurse and took herself off to Egypt. Working-class girls didn’t tend to do things like that back then, but she wanted to see the world, even though much of it had been destroyed. When she came back, she drove cars for the government. She drove ambulances. She drove Winston Churchill and would drive celebrities to and from Downing Street, dropping them off right outside the door. She drove Laurel and Hardy there once, but she didn’t talk about it much. They were famous, but they were only funny men in the films. The men she talked about were the brave men who didn’t come back from the war.


My father didn’t mention the war much at all. He had only caught the tail-end of it, but he had seen enough to sign up. His anger was a mystery to me, as there seemed to be no reason for it. That being the case, I accepted it, and it didn’t seem so unusual: parents whacked their kids. I wasn’t going to let it define me. I also had no intention of joining the family firm, even though I had been expected to. My brother Dan, born five years after me, was already being lined up to join the air force, but I had already flatly said no. Forcefully, too. By the time I was sixteen – and finally punching my father back – the idea was preposterous anyway, as there was just no way I was suitable for that kind of life.


There were only five years between Dan and me and yet it felt like a lifetime. The first time I saw him, in his pram, a few days after he and our mother had returned from the hospital, all I wanted to do was be rid of him. My mother, who was suddenly a lot thinner, was now someone to be shared, which didn’t please me at all. Could I smother my brother and make it look like an accident? I was only five and yet I already had a malevolent streak. My brother was a far more benevolent soul – quieter, kinder, more amenable – but then he had nothing to be angry about. (Dan would join the RAF as soon as he could, married his childhood sweetheart Gill, and appeared to know from an early age what would make him happy.) As a child, the only time I saw him angry was when he tried to drown my talking Action Man (he never uttered another word, my Action Man, that is). And he only did this because my father had done what he occasionally did after he hit me – buying me an expensive gift that we as a family couldn’t afford; his guilt only served to embarrass and anger the rest of us. For a while this became standard practice, his guilt manifesting itself either as bribery or praise, constantly being told I was brilliant having just been beaten.


I had already planned my escape route: art school.


I LEFT GREAT MARLOW SECONDARY Modern in the summer of 1976 with three O levels (Art, English and Technical Drawing) and no prospects, at the age of sixteen. At school, our career advice had consisted of a sole presentation from a mediocre woman from a factory that produced machines that made cigarettes in High Wycombe, a few miles away. I had already been suspended from school for a series of what I considered unworthy misdemeanours, including regularly flouting the school uniform. My own uniform at the time usually consisted of a butterfly-collared shirt on which was printed a French café scene, a pair of high-waisted pinstripe Oxford bags, a ridiculously expensive Budgie jacket (based on the jackets Adam Faith wore in the TV series, which appeared to be fashionable throughout the first half of the seventies) and a pair of beautiful oxblood spoon shoes; most of what I wore had been shoplifted from shops in High Wycombe. I looked like Jimmy McCulloch, the skinny guitarist in Wings, and this is what I was wearing when they briefly let me back in to take my exams.


My favourite item of clothing was a wide-collared, soft cotton polo shirt emblazoned with the image of Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention painted by Guy Peellaert for his 1973 illustrated book, Rock Dreams (they were drawn as Hells Angels, on big-gleaming bikes, like motorised horsemen of the Apocalypse). This, and my two-tone, three-inch platform shoes; I probably thought I looked like a cross between Bryan Ferry and Alex Harvey but, in reality, I’m sure I just looked odd. In 1976, my wardrobe was as confused as my record collection (where Alan Hull sat happily with Lou Reed and the O’Jays), with my faux-Kings Road clothes starting to be alternated with my new skinny jeans, winklepickers and plastic leather jacket – an homage to my new love, the Ramones.


I may have been the only person in the school who had ever heard of Guy Peellaert, but I guarded my pretensions fiercely. I was also probably the only person in the school who had ever read Tom Wolfe (and that included the teachers), and my precocious assumptions were what gave me the confidence to want more than I was supposed to want. I loved Wolfe, but it wasn’t as though I was reading much else, because it wasn’t something I often enjoyed. I liked Tom Wolfe because what he wrote about was real. He also looked really cool. And I liked people who looked really cool. Which was why I loved David Bowie and Bryan Ferry. Most of Ferry’s songs seemed to fuse celebrity ennui with a celebration of the night, and to kids like me the world-weary, star-spangled existence he painted was beyond glamorous. It seemed like a world that, frankly, wouldn’t be too much trouble to negotiate.


I had always found school difficult, as I wasn’t able to focus my attention. I wasn’t unhappy, but I always had a problem with learning, a problem retaining information. Later, much later, in my fifties, I would be diagnosed as dyslexic, which was news to me; but it made sense, as I found it much easier to create things rather than absorb them. I liked writing but wasn’t especially good at reading. What I was good at, or at least what I was most enthusiastic about, was art. Drawing. Painting. Creating things which didn’t exist. Again, I wasn’t particularly good at drawing representations of things that already existed – I was certainly no draughtsman – but I could knock you out an alternative universe in twenty minutes. I had what would have been called, at the time, a vivid imagination. Not academically gifted, but ‘imaginative’; which, in the sixties and seventies, was tolerated, encouraged even, but it wasn’t necessarily rewarded.


Nevertheless, that’s what I was: ‘artistic’.


So, at school I took refuge in the art department. Moving schools every year wasn’t conducive to making lasting friendships, and as I grew older, my defence mechanism revolved, unsurprisingly perhaps, around humour. I became a joker. Being funny meant you were more likely to be accepted, even if you were shy, which I was. My other way of ingratiating myself with my fellow thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds was through shoplifting, which I became extremely good at. Along with a friend of mine who I’ll call Martin, because that was his name, every Saturday I would take a bus to Maidenhead, Reading, Slough, sometimes even London, and steal. We would also shoplift in High Wycombe, although we had to be careful not to advertise our expertise so close to home. We would steal to order: LPs, cassettes, eight-tracks, shirts, belts, booze, cigarettes, pens, kitchenware, anything we could shove under a jacket. It was brash and nerve-wracking, and for me showed a hitherto undiscovered entrepreneurial streak, but it was also incredibly exciting. There was almost no security in high-street shops in the seventies, and it was remarkably easy to slip a copy of Led Zeppelin IV, For Your Pleasure or Aqualung under your coat. When we weren’t stealing to order, we would take things from department stores and then try and return them, for cash, or goods in kind. Eventually, this is what did for us, as we nearly got caught returning some ridiculously expensive hammers in a department store in High Wycombe. And we ran, nonstop, for twenty minutes before vowing never to do it again.


Around the age of fifteen, drugs made themselves apparent, and for eighteen months or so I experimented wildly. Dope, speed, acid, downers, the whole storefront. I took a lot, probably too much, but again the excitement outweighed the negatives. There were few things more thrilling than falling into someone’s car, high as a badly made kite, and driving off into the night, usually ending up at the Nag’s Head in High Wycombe, Skindles in Maidenhead or the Marquee in Wardour Street. I loved it. Of course, drugs at the time were so closely associated with particular lifestyles that it became obvious quite quickly which rabbit holes you were being drawn down. Consequently, I started using them more sparingly, and for purely recreational reasons.


As I wanted to go to art school, in my last year of school I applied to High Wycombe Technical College but (luckily) I was told I was too young. So I then spent a year doing part-time jobs. I worked in a local factory making Evel Knievel dolls, I worked in pubs, I flipped burgers in a Wimpy, picked rocks out of fields that were being developed for council housing and, when I had enough money, disappeared up to London to watch rock bands. Art school had been my only ambition since I was about twelve, and after a while I knew it had to be in London, as I was in love with the place. I felt giddy in the knowledge I hadn’t been accepted in Wycombe. My intention had always been to use that as a stepping stone, but my rejection turned out to be my salvation. I applied for the foundation course at Chelsea School of Art in the spring of 1977. The circumstances of my application are lost to me – all I remember is that I knew St Martin’s and Chelsea were the best places to go to, and that Chelsea’s foundation course was meant to be the better of the two. Because of our financial circumstances I would get a grant, my mother would give me a little money to live on (my parents were now separated), and I automatically had a room in Ralph West.


And so that’s what happened.


IT’S EASY FOR ME TO look back now and simply focus on what happened outside art school, and yet what happened inside it was, in its own way, crucial to what I would later end up doing. At Chelsea, I would largely study graphics and photography not just because I was interested in them, and wanted to learn as much as I could, but also because I thought in the back of my mind that a career in publishing was something that could be appealing. I wasn’t going to be a painter or a sculptor, and the idea of doing textiles was absurd. What I loved was design, photography and the application of taste. I would do mock-ups of NME covers, Time Out covers, Interview covers.


I’d loved magazines for as long as I could remember, from Tiger (for Roy of the Rovers) and Whizzer and Chips to Goal!, Mad to Popswap, and finally Nick Logan’s New Musical Express, which became my bible throughout my teens. I didn’t read much, but I read the NME. It sold in excess of 250,000 copies each week and was probably the most influential music paper of the time. I started reading it in 1972, principally because of Nick Kent and Charles Shaar Murray, as they wrote about the kind of music I liked – Alice Cooper, David Bowie and Roxy Music. Not only that, but they were also often less than complimentary, which gave me the confidence to be more circumspect too. So, when Bryan Ferry released his first solo album, These Foolish Things, I felt better about not liking it as much as I thought I would. Of course, I loved the title track – why wouldn’t I? I worshipped it – but why did I need a mediocre version of a Beatles song (‘You Won’t See Me’) I didn’t really like in the first place?


The NME was also the place I learned about William Kotzwinkle (Doctor Rat), Robert M. Pirsig (Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance) and, of course, Hunter S. Thompson and Tom Wolfe. I also occasionally read Sounds, another music weekly, but couldn’t get on with Melody Maker as I found it too dry and pompous. Street Life, I liked, as well as ZigZag, Rolling Stone and Let It Rock. When I moved to London, I spent much of my free time in newsagents, browsing the aisles like I would in record shops. I could waste entire afternoons, and I couldn’t believe the stuff I found. While I also bought design magazines, and old periodicals for projects, I started to devour Interview, Frizz and Wet (a magazine conspicuously and comprehensively ignored by media anthropologists); I loved the Sunday Times Magazine and the Observer Magazine, and bought secondhand copies of Oz, International Times and Nova. If I visited Rough Trade, I’d buy fanzines too, and I still have half-a-dozen original copies of Sniffin’ Glue. The Evening Standard started to loom large in my life, and it became my newspaper of record. I would buy it every afternoon as it was the only place where you really found out what was going on. Even at my callow age, I also saw that it was politically agnostic, which was extremely powerful.


A lot of the magazine material baffled me, not that I was going to admit it. I just started piecing everything together, trying to work out how all these disparate worlds fitted together, trying to find out as much as I could about all these weird and wonderful people. I instinctively knew how magazines worked, who they were aimed at, and – even though these were alien worlds to me – how they appeared to create their own communities. Even though I wasn’t a writer, I could tell good writing from bad and developed a design sensibility simply by exposing myself to so many magazines.


I would spend all my money on these magazines, having found them in the WHSmith in Sloane Square (which, back then, was almost as big as Sloane Square itself), small newsagents in Soho, secondhand bookshops along Charing Cross Road, junk shops and the college library at Chelsea. Many of them found their way into my music satchel (another Oxfam find) when no one was looking.


In truth, I was taking more interest in magazines than I was in my course work, which certainly wasn’t something I’d planned. I just found them fascinating, especially the way in which they created their own worlds, their own very particular brands. What I enjoyed was the way in which they treated their readers, flattering them with the kind of inclusion you didn’t always see in other forms of media. Before the eighties, before the UK had its own style magazines, our reading matter in this area was principally American, and our perceived sense of style largely came from magazines such as Interview, New York or Punk. People my age might have taken a lead from something in Sounds or the NME, or maybe Tatler or Vogue, but there was no magazine for the generation of young people who had been inspired by punk. Sure, there was a fanzine industry, a thriving independent sector responsible for some of the most passionate music journalism of its time; but there was nothing with a wider brief. The music papers had a huge demographic, and they were very much in their pomp in 1978, although there was also another, smaller and more particular set of magazines at the time that appealed to a more select group. Today they are long gone, available only in libraries, vintage magazines shops and in those dark corners of the internet where few dare to venture, gone to the great reading room in the sky.


And what wonderful things they were: New Style, David Bailey and David Litchfield’s Ritz, Midnight and Viz – not the scatological comic, but a London-based monthly featuring what all these magazines featured: art (usually home-grown stuff by Allen Jones, Duggie Fields or Peter Blake), fashion (Antony Price, Claude Montana and a newcomer called Jean Paul Gaultier), furniture, sub-erotic photography, nightclub vox pops, arch celebrity profiles, restaurant reviews, gossip (back when gossip was a novelty, not a publishing genre), lots of articles about The Rocky Horror Show, and dozens of ads for long-forgotten Kings Road boutiques. Midnight was so large (four foot by three) it was almost like an art piece, a magazine almost as big as a roll of wallpaper. In these post-punk gazettes the motif was usually leopard skin, the cultural touchstone Biba (which had closed down a few years before, in 1975), the cool club always the Embassy, the Bond Street haunt that was Mayfair’s answer to Studio 54. In broad brushstrokes, these magazines were a cross between Tatler and the NME, a mixture of uptown and downtown, of street life and park life, of toffs and commoners colliding in a giddy world of fashion, music, cocktails and lifestyle, before lifestyle became what we know it as today. I found them all intoxicating, even if most of the editorial was part of a steep learning curve. They included words I’d never heard of, people I’d never heard of, and places I’d never heard of. But I was determined to get to the bottom of all if it. I loved the NME and would devour it every week (one of the great things about living in London was discovering you could buy the NME late on Wednesday afternoon instead of having to wait until Thursday morning), but I was already starting to feel promiscuous.


One of the most impressive titles was Boulevard, a monthly large-format London-based style magazine that was launched at the end of 1978 by Baron S. Bentinck. Containing the usual Ritz/Viz/New Style mix, Boulevard also had about it a certain hi–lo punk pizzazz, a sense of what was right for the times, an energy that was missing from the others. The ‘baron’ managed to cajole a number of soon-to-be-important people to work for him, too, including photographers Helmut Newton, Terence Donovan and paparazzo Richard Young; fashionable illustrators Jean-Paul Goude and Connie Jude; and writers Nik Cohn (Boulevard published his seminal travel story ‘24 Hours On 42nd Street’, which I later discovered had been licensed from New York magazine) and Craig Brown. Now the provost of Eton, and for years the bigwig at Condé Nast, Nicholas Coleridge wrote book reviews for Boulevard, and remembers the operation with understandable fondness. ‘There was a very cool atmosphere in the office,’ which, naturally, was situated on Sloane Street, albeit above a pub. ‘There were all these friends of Duggie Fields and Andrew Logan lolling about on black vinyl desks making phone call to their friends.’


Kerry Sewel was a St Martin’s student – we were in the same year – and she produced illustrations for Boulevard. ‘It was the only magazine to work for,’ she said. ‘There was Ritz, of course, but Boulevard was the only magazine that was big and glossy, the only one produced on shiny paper. It might not have been the greatest magazine in the world, but it felt like it at the time. It captured something, whatever that might have been.’


These magazines didn’t last long, as there was yet to be the critical mass to support them. They were too early. All were owned by entrepreneurs acutely aware of how easily new magazines (like new restaurants) haemorrhaged cash, and the stark reality of ‘vanity publishing’ was compounded by the fact that many of these magazines were such odd sizes that, unable to fit them on to their shelves, newsagents simply put them on the floor. Which was no place for a glossy magazine.


One day I turned up at Boulevard with my portfolio of St Martin’s illustrations dressed in my black leather jacket, my skinny black trousers, winklepickers and Kensington Market T-shirt, and sat on a black leather sofa until the ‘baron’ came out to tell me the magazine was closing down. Boulevard managed just half-a-dozen issues, and though Ritz carried on well into the eighties, the other magazines were gone by the time the ‘new romantics’ arrived, when mass elitism, lifestyle careers and the commercialisation of youth culture became the defining elements of the early to mid-eighties. The big difference between the style magazines of the late seventies and early eighties was the fact Viz, Boulevard, Ritz and New Style were all exclusive – they were preaching to the converted and didn’t appear remotely interested in adding to their flock. They were aimed at the ‘Them’ crowd, that hip, smart London set who all looked as though they were living inside a Roxy Music album cover. Art students, fashion designers, hairdressers and magazine journalists, they were the London equivalent of the Warhol New Yorkers – the women trying to look like Jerry Hall (even though most of them resembled Cruella de Vil), the men trying to pass themselves off as Bryan Ferry or Antony Price. If you picked up any of these glad mags they’d be full of photographs of Andrew Logan, Derek Jarman, Tchaik Chassay, Zandra Rhodes and Peter York. The congregation had a restricted membership, which is why these magazines – great though they were – ultimately failed. Unlike Nova, the phenomenally influential sixties women’s magazine, which eventually closed in 1975, and whose formula many of these publications tried to emulate, they were unable, or unwilling, to tap into public tastes. All sizzle and no sausage. All polish and no finish.


Boulevard’s closing-down party was a riotous affair, with enough champagne to sink the Titanic. One wag, a staff writer who was a little peeved that he had just been downsized, felt he owed the owners a parting gift. And so, as he left the office that night, walking away from the boulevard of broken dreams, he called the speaking clock in Los Angeles (something you were still able to do in those days) and left the receiver off the hook. It’s not known when it was replaced, but one wonders if the bill was ever paid.


Ritz was the real harbinger of change, and the magazine that made it possible for the launch of i-D, The Face and Blitz, as it kick-started celebrity and style culture in the eighties. In the early seventies, the legendary David Bailey had been briefly the photographic consultant on a magazine called The Image, which was edited by David Litchfield and focused on graphic design and photography. Bailey, though, was sick of working for other people and wanted to do something for himself – a magazine of which he could be proud. And Ritz was the magazine he came up with, a stylish fashion and photography magazine that ‘evoked the style of Fred Astaire’.


I was already obsessed with Peter York, who I started to think of as Britain’s answer to Tom Wolfe (as he no doubt did himself), and a man who was taking style watching to hitherto uncharted heights. His caustic way of pigeonholing people became the benchmark of what I really enjoyed about journalism, a way of looking at the world through the noise on the surface, the micro determining the macro. In his columns in Harpers & Queen, a magazine ostensibly aimed at posh women in Chelsea and the shires, Peter used social observation to interpret trends, traits and petit travesties. And he was very funny.


He was brazen about his unapologetic cultural analysis: ‘When you get inside a literary novel you feel the author, more often than not, just doesn’t know enough about things,’ he wrote. ‘They haven’t been around enough – novelists never go anywhere. Once I discovered true books about real things – books like “How To Run a Company” – I stopped reading novels.’ No one wrote like that in the late seventies, which made Peter special. He validated the rejection of orthodoxy in a completely original way, which obviously became extremely appealing.


Harpers & Queen and Ritz had started to take a keen interest in the Blitz’s new romantic scene, and consequently pictures of us had started to appear in their society pages. The first magazine I ever appeared in was Camouflage, when I was eighteen, a small black and white photograph of me on the Kings Road, and I was beside myself with excitement. Someone had thrown a little stardust our way and of course we all loved it.


The Blitz lasted until October 1980, by which time other clubs had started to crop up, not just in London, but all over the UK. Chris Sullivan, Robert Elms and Graham Smith (who was developing into the scene’s in-house photographer) had already had some success with a number of warehouse parties at Toyah Willcox’s Mayhem Studios in Battersea, and so in January 1980 they partnered with an old friend of Sullivan’s from Merthyr Tydfil, Stephen Mahoney, and opened a Monday club at St Moritz, a cellar in Wardour Street. Here, the music reflected the retro leanings of the Blitz crowd, being somewhat old-fashioned and camp. St Moritz lasted until March 1980, and two months later Sullivan joined forces with Strange and Egan in a new venture, Hell, in Henrietta Street, again in Covent Garden. This closed the same week as the Blitz, a month before Sullivan, Elms and Smith started another one-nighter at Le Kilt, where the tropes were tartan and funk (two things which were previously thought to be mutually exclusive). Nightlife was a world of subterfuge and nicknames: Fat Tony, Little Tony, Fat Sue, Big Louise, Big Liz, Big Pete, Paranoid Pete, Donkey, Barnsley, etc. You could know someone for years and not even know their surnames, or what they did during the daytime.


Club for Heroes was probably the final club to be labelled new romantic, as the scene was quickly morphing into something else. Nestling next to an upmarket estate agent in Baker Street, it was one of the chicest venues Steve Strange and Rusty Egan had ever hired.


By this time, I was already seeing Kim Bowen, someone who – like Fiona Dealey, Michelle Clapton and Princess Julia – could legitimately call herself a Queen of the Blitz. You would have thought she could have just sidled up to me in Hell or Club for Heroes, but her chosen method of seduction was coming to pick me up after I’d just had a root-canal operation in a dental hospital opposite Stephen Linard’s flat in Camden. Nevertheless, it worked. For a while. Our final night together occurred on the day of Charles and Diana’s wedding in the summer of 1981. We had taken some MDA, a forerunner of MDMA, an early iteration of ecstasy, which we had both found somewhat bewildering. We had been at a house party near Tower Bridge, Kim dressed in a diaphanous white dress, and me with a zoot suit, braces and goatee beard. Later, in bed, Kim was more honest than she needed to be: ‘I can’t have sex with you tonight,’ she said, with a look of horror on her face. ‘You look like Peter Sutcliffe.’


I LEFT ST MARTIN’S THAT summer. My degree show consisted of an extremely meta (read: pretentious) sixteen-page teenage ‘Love Story’ magazine, some portrait photographs, and a series of pornographic pictures I had taken of Action Men having sex with each other. There were some fashion pictures in there, too, but none was really any good. I got more attention modelling in Stephen Linard’s end-of-term fashion show. His collection, called ‘Reluctant Émigrés’, featured half-a-dozen deliberately moody boys (including Chris Sullivan and Christos Tolera as well as myself), modelling clothes that made us all feel as though we ought to be in a band; the thing was, half of them already were.


After I left, I spent the next six months working with many of the people I was going to nightclubs with – taking photographs (I’ve got hundreds of pictures of Cerith Wyn Evans, naked, in various religious poses), designing unsuccessful album covers (as well as designing covers for unsuccessful albums), and modelling … but to little avail. I was hustling, but my chosen profession – photography – wasn’t really doing it for me, principally because, as I secretly knew, I wasn’t good enough. Actually, I don’t think it was so secret. Everyone I showed them to must have known this too.


Drumming was something else I wasn’t much good at. One of the first things I did with my second grant cheque at St Martin’s was buy a Premier kit from the huge music store in Soho Square. I fancied myself as a drummer and auditioned for various nondescript punk and post-punk bands. In 1978, I had joined a band that played sixties covers and original ska compositions, a kind of prototype Madness, but obviously nowhere near as good (I played ‘Dancing in the Street’ as though I was in the Glitter Band). A year later, I helped form a sub-Joy Division group whose only notable contribution to the narrative arc of pop was its appallingly pretentious name, The Timing Association. We made a self-financed single called ‘It’s Magic’, which wasn’t. On receiving our first copy, we took it down to Broadcasting House to wait for John Peel, in the hope we could convince him to play it on his radio show. As we approached him, he stepped back a couple of paces, and when we produced our record said, ‘Jesus Christ, boys, I thought you were going to mug me.’ He played it three days later, but the world remained on its axis. And then a year later, in 1980, I formed a synth duo with someone whose only musical expertise turned out to be owning a vast collection of Kraftwerk bootlegs.


Towards the end of the year, my friend Sean McGrath told me Steve Diggle had just left the Buzzcocks and was forming a band called Flag of Convenience and was looking for a drummer. Sean arranged a meeting, and so I met Diggle in a pub in Victoria one Sunday night in November, and without hearing me play, he offered me the gig. Why, I don’t know, but my reluctance to say yes was driven by a) the fact that the Buzzcocks drummer John Maher was a genius and there was no way I could match him for style, power or aptitude, and b), the not unproblematic fact I’d just sold my drum kit.
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