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‘An earnest, affectionate trawl through the archives with comments from some of the thousands whose lives Peel touched’ Sunday Times

‘A leisurely stroll through the life of an “irreplaceable man” … providing thoughtful, well-paced portraits of the national treasure du jour … [They] recreate the sense of personality that Peel always conveyed … to create two warm tributes to a much-missed DJ’ Observer

‘If you don’t know much about the fella, ask your dad, or simply read this lightly written biography … Perfect for dads!’ OK

‘In Mick Wall we have an author who knows his onions … He’s bashed out nearly 200 pages here and got his hands on some great pictures - light on sex and drugs but heavy, man, on the rock’n’roll’ Ireland on Sunday
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PREFACE

As a Radio 1 DJ, John Peel will be remembered for many things – not least his laconic, understated style of presentation, his droll, bone-dry sense of humour, and his surprisingly erudite, almost poetic use of the English language. He was one of those rare DJs for whom you turned the volume higher for what he had to say than you sometimes did for what he actually played. That said, he will also be remembered as the man who single-handedly discovered and, most crucially, played first on British radio almost all of the most important singers and musicians of the past forty years. And yet, for all his listeners, whatever our entry point – from Country Joe & the Fish to PJ Harvey, via T. Rex and the Smiths – it was, in retrospect, not so much the rare and unusual artists he introduced us to that ultimately fascinated us about his shows, as our discovery of Peel himself, and the unique relationship he engaged in with his audience.

Unlike almost every other DJ until he came along, who tended to shout at their audience, Peel addressed his listeners as though he were actually in the room talking to you alone. Famous for playing records at the wrong speed, mumbling incomprehensibly about a family member, being caught out by the sudden end of a track, and playing records that were only available from a shop in Cairo that only opened on a Thursday – none of that mattered once he opened his radio mic and started speaking to you like a best friend. Which is exactly what he became to those of us who fell under his spell over the years: a close and trusted friend, who would never knowingly lie to you or steer you down the wrong path. Modest about his own achievements, he once described his career with typical understatement: ‘You can either see it as selfless dedication to public-service broadcasting, or a shocking lack of ambition.’ In fact, he added, ‘It’s both of those things. I never make stupid mistakes. Only very, very clever ones …’

I was fourteen when I ‘discovered’ John Peel. It was 1972 and I was absolutely besotted with Rod Stewart and the Faces. Any magazine or newspaper that carried a story about them, or even just a picture, I would buy immediately. After I’d finished absorbing every single word and read it at least twice, the story would be cut out with scissors and glued into the scrapbook; the pictures would go straight onto my bedroom wall. The same with any TV or radio programme that they appeared on – I would be ready with the microphone in my hand, waiting to tape it on the little Philips cassette player with the chunky keyboard buttons my mum had bought me for Christmas. (Video? What was that? I was still trying to persuade my parents to invest in one of the new colour tellies that had just become available.)

In this way, I discovered a great many TV and radio programmes in the early seventies that, despite how the history books tend to depict that pre-MTV age now, did actually play some decent music from time to time. There was Top of the Pops, of course, which Rod and the Faces did when they had singles out; and as this was still the era when ‘serious’ album-oriented artists generally only released one single per album, that meant they might be on, in all, maybe half a dozen times a year, often less.

Fortunately, however, there was also, as I discovered late one night, something called The Old Grey Whistle Test, an album-oriented TV show on BBC2 presented by someone called Bob Harris, this studious, older-brothertype guy with one of those beards that obscured his mouth and made him perpetually look as if he was mumbling. The Faces had been billed as performing live on the show that night and I had been able to obtain special dispensation from my parents to stay up late so that I could be there to commit this momentous occurrence to tape. After that first occasion, bored though I often was by the procession of leaden singersongwriters that characterised most editions of The Old Grey Whistle Test in the early seventies, I began to discover little diamonds in the dirt like David Bowie, Roxy Music, Queen, Pink Floyd, Genesis, Yes, Little Feat and countless others, all of whom I saw play live – and taped – for the first time on The Old Grey Whistle Test.

There were other TV shows that featured singers and groups performing, or more usually miming, to their singles – Lift Off With Ayshea, Supersonic, Saturday Morning Swap Shop, and all the usual little guest spots where someone like Bowie, Elton or Stewart might crop up – the Russell Harty Show, the Lulu Show and so on. But for the good stuff – the non-singles stuff – apart from The Old Grey Whistle Test, the only other programme that I remember regularly taping back then was the BBC2 In Concert series. Once again, I only came across it by chance after my dad told me he’d read in the paper that Rod Stewart was going to be on the telly that night. As I recall, the concert was also broadcast live simultaneously on Radio 1, and I viewed the occasion as a major microphonic event.

Curiously, considering I now possess almost nothing else from those days, I still have a recording of that programme. It was presented by a Radio 1 DJ I had never heard of before: John Peel. I recall mistaking him at first for someone from the audience who had just wandered onto the stage to say something to the crowd – then forgotten what it was. I waited for him to be removed or just wander off again but he stayed there, perched on a stool at the side of the stage, occasionally wandering over to the mic between numbers and burbling a bit about something or other. That’s when I decided he must be something to do with the band – one of their mates that they felt sorry for or something.

It wasn’t until I realised he was actually trying to introduce the songs that it dawned on me he was some sort of announcer, though he certainly didn’t look like any telly announcer I had ever seen. Long, lank hair, scruffy-looking half-beard, just kind of standing there looking awkward in his round-collared denim shirt and split-coloured, flared loon pants. Then when he did manage to squeeze out a few coherent words about one of the songs, the band would laugh and proceed to play a different one, the whole thing gradually descending into a sort of non-presentational chaos.

Throughout it all, Peel looked on calmly, perfectly accepting of the apparent absurdity of the situation, obviously not that bothered about whether the folks at home were getting it or not. I remember not really knowing what to think. I didn’t yet know his name or face well enough to recognise him as the odd one out who had mimed the part of the mandolin player when Rod and the boys did ‘Maggie May’ on Top of the Pops. I still thought he’d just beamed in from outer space somewhere. Then my mum, also forced into watching and sitting on the settee next to me, tutted loudly, and that’s when I knew for sure that I quite liked this funny-looking bloke – parental disapproval, I had long since learned, being a sure sign of something interesting going on. When he mentioned that the band would also be appearing on his Radio 1 show later that month, I made a mental note to look out for it.

It took me about three weeks to find his show on the radio. I had gathered that he was not one of the regular daytime goons on Radio 1, but I was not familiar with any of their evening programmes yet. Instead, I was a veteran of Radio Luxembourg’s FAB 208 station, which had such a wobbly signal that the station would routinely weave in and out of human hearing, but it played a lot of records that Radio 1 didn’t, including songs that had even been banned by the BBC. (The current bête noire in 1972 was the Wings single ‘Hi, Hi, Hi’. I remember tuning into Luxembourg specifically to hear it after Radio 1 had banned it for its ‘licentious lyrics’. Fantastic!) It wasn’t until I started searching for the Peel programme that I realised there was a lot of good stuff on Radio 1 in the evenings. There was Alan Black and Annie Nightingale, who did a sort of review show, playing tracks from all the latest cool albums. I was puzzled to hear them describe the Faces as ‘a great band that has never really captured their live sound on record’. I thought about it and decided, grudgingly, that they might have a point.

When I finally found the Peel show – which, I discovered, was the last show Radio 1 would broadcast most weekdays before shutting down for the night (it would be another twenty years before Radio 1 became a twenty-four-hour station) – I was lying in bed pretending to be asleep but with the transistor radio nestling on the pillow by my ear. Unable to check the wavelength in the dark, I thought I had accidentally tuned into some foreign station playing jazz or something. I was just about to carry on turning the dial when I heard his voice. ‘Matching Mole,’ he said. ‘But then you probably knew that …’

Right. I carried on listening but, unlike at least some of the stuff on Bob Harris and Annie Nightingale, I didn’t recognise a single thing he played. I wondered where all this music I knew nothing about had come from, and what it all meant. I didn’t even really like a lot of it, I just kept listening all the same, curious as to what bizarre thing he might play next. Then suddenly he played the sublime ‘Mandolin Wind’ from Rod Stewart’s solo album Every Picture Tells a Story. ‘Possibly the finest song I think young Roderick has ever written,’ I recall him sighing deeply at the end of it – an opinion I had already formed myself. That was the moment I became hooked. Despite appearances, this Peel bloke seemed to know what he was talking about.

The next night I lay in bed with the radio pressed to my ear again. I waited for him to play another Rod Stewart or Faces track but he never did. Instead he played a session from a new group called Roxy Music. I had never taken drugs – didn’t even know what drugs looked like or what shops you bought them from – but this, to me, definitely sounded like music made by people who took drugs. It was long, way out and hard to follow, but it drew me in like a science-fiction novel that I couldn’t put down. I saved up two weeks’ worth of paper-round money – £2.50 – in order to buy their first album, the one with the white cover with the sultry space-vixen on it.

And so it began … Or rather, that’s how it began for me, this special relationship I would develop in my mind with John Peel. I was hardly the first. Though I didn’t know it yet, by then Peel had already influenced at least two generations of music fans and helped kick-start the careers of some of the biggest and best rock artists of the age, from Hendrix to Bowie and all points in between. And, of course, I would hardly be the last. Indeed, ask any former listeners under the age of thirty-five what the Peel show meant to them and they will point to him as the man who brought the world such names as Joy Division, the Smiths, and the Fall. While in more recent times, with many of his listeners now young enough to be his grandchildren – right to the end the Peel show attracted the highest percentage of listeners under the age of sixteen of any show on Radio 1 – he would no doubt be best known as the fatherly-type dude who gave us the Strokes and the White Stripes.

Whatever the entry point into the Peel musical story, however, the result has nearly always been the same: a vague feeling of repellence at first, perhaps, tinged with a slightly morbid curiosity, followed soon after, if you dared to persist, by the warm inner glow of understanding, and then, if you hung around too long, sudden and complete addiction. It was something you could shake off temporarily, perhaps, but never quite leave behind. Over the last ten years of his life, it was discovered, in fact, that a high percentage of regular listeners to his Radio 1 show were people who had first listened to it as teenagers or students, and were now coming back to it again in later life.

I am the living proof of this. A middle-aged father whose daughters now tell me what to play in the car, when I was driving alone at night, I would sometimes still find Peel on the radio and turn the volume up as far as it would go without distorting – not always easy to judge on a Peel show. Trundling through the countryside on my way home from London, scaring the wildlife for miles around as the monstrous sound of the Fall doing their thousandth session came blaring out of the carelessly opened windows, it was always fantastically comforting to know that old Peely was still out there doing it, come shit or shine. The rest of us might have had to grow up and get used to knowing far more about Britney Spears or EastEnders (thanks, kids) than we could ever want to, but not, thank God, John Peel. It had long since ceased being important whether I liked every record he played; I just adored the fact that he was still playing them. Often, I still wondered vaguely as I tried tuning in while driving in the dark whether I hadn’t accidentally alighted on some distant signal broadcasting from an ancient Buddhist retreat in the Himalayas. But by now I would have been disappointed not to have thought that from time to time. It was, after all, one of the things his show did best: surprise you, make you think.

I had remained an avid listener long after I no longer needed to hide under the bedclothes to be one. I grew up, left school and paid close attention as his show suddenly changed, in the summer of 1976, into something else again, something new. Peel was suddenly sounding excited again and the reason was a wave of new British bands then starting to emerge under the banner of something called punk rock. It didn’t matter whether you liked it or not, soon almost everybody and everything seemed to be infected by it. As a result, I bought my first pair of straight-legged jeans that year, then dyed my hair black and had it cut into a spiky approximation of Johnny Rotten’s hairstyle. I can’t thank – or blame – Peel for that. But it was John’s fault that I also bought Patti Smith’s Horses album that year, followed by the first Ramones album, then later the first Damned, Clash, Jam and Pistols singles, and, most marvellous of all, or so it seemed to me back then, the first Television album, Marquee Moon.

Mark P of Peel show regulars Alternative TV, who I later worked with in the late seventies at his independent label, Step Forward Records, had famously shown the three basic guitar chords – E, A, D – in the original punk fanzine he started in ’76, Sniffin’ Glue, adding the caption: ‘Now go and form a band!’ Now it seemed as though the youth of the entire country had taken his advice to heart and formed a band. I was never in a band but I was still intoxicated by the DIY ethos of punk and when the weekly music paper Sounds ran an ad looking for new writers – adding the magic words: ‘no experience necessary’ – I took it as a sign and immediately applied.

I didn’t get the job but they did invite me to try my hand at reviewing some live shows for them on a freelance basis. I thought of Bowie at the Empire Pool, Wembley, where I had seen him on the ‘Station To Station’ tour the year before, I remembered all the tickets for Clash and Sex Pistols shows I’d never been able to get, and immediately said yes. For my first review, they sent me to a pub called the Red Cow in Hammersmith, then one of the most seedy and decrepit parts of west London, to watch a group I had never heard of called the Lurkers. Disenchanted and fearing the worst, I was surprised by how taken I was with the whole thing, the band sounding not unlike a more junior, more English version of the Ramones.

When the review ran in Sounds, in October 1977, I still knew nothing about the group, but when I saw the review in the paper, all set out in neat typescript with a picture and headline, it looked as if I was some sort of expert. It was thrilling – and rather odd. But not as odd as actually receiving a cheque in the post a few weeks later. I had been paid £12. For writing a review. Published in Sounds. Standing there with that cheque in my hand, staring at it, I could not imagine how anything could possibly get better than this.

Then a few nights later something happened that made all the excitement of suddenly being a ‘published writer’ momentarily evaporate. I was listening to Peel in my bedroom as usual when I suddenly heard it. At first I wasn’t sure but then he said it again – my name! He was talking about the Lurkers, and the gist of it, as far as I could make out in my hysteria over hearing my name on the radio, was that until he read my recent review he had believed he was the only person in the music biz who liked the Lurkers. He then played a Lurkers track. God knows what it was called but right then it sounded like the greatest two minutes of my life. John Peel had mentioned me on his show! Now I could die happy. Well, almost. The trouble was, nobody else I knew had heard it, so rather than being able to bask in the expected glory, I found myself looked on with suspicion if not complete contempt by doubting friends. As one kindly Sid Vicious clone I used to know put it: ‘Your name? On Peel? Bollocks!’

After a while, devoid of positive reinforcement, I even began doubting myself. Had I really heard my name on the John Peel show? Bollocks … I never mentioned it again, and only do so now to illustrate how much such a meagre morsel meant to a teenager still trying to find his way in the world, looking to make some sort of mark, however small and insignificant to others – and to imagine then what it must have felt like to actually be in a band that had a record or – holiest of grails – a session played on his show. Could there be a bigger accolade?

The only person who ever remembered my instantly forgettable little name-check was John himself. I first glimpsed him in the Sounds office one day in the summer of 1978. He was delivering his weekly column at the same time as I happened to be dropping off my latest 250-word masterpiece. He had just returned from the pub with the editor, Alan Lewis, and seemed suitably good-humoured, so I decided on the spur of the moment to risk a small intrusion. As he waved goodbye to Alan and made his way to the lift in the corridor, I followed him. I stood next to him while he waited for the lift to arrive and saw him glance at me quizzically out of the corner of his eye.

‘Mr Peel,’ I said.

‘John,’ he said.

‘John …’

‘Yes?’

The lift doors opened and he stepped inside. I stayed where I was. He looked at me expectantly. It was now or never.

‘John Peel!’ I blurted.

‘Yes,’ he said, beginning to show faint signs of alarm.

‘Mick Wall,’ I said, holding out my hand.

‘Ah, yes,’ he said, shaking it warmly. ‘The Lurkers fan, unless I’m very much mistaken …’

I winced. The lift doors began to close as I stood there nodding like a fool. Like a Lurkers fan, in fact – which is how, as the years slid by and I was fortunate enough to run into him again occasionally, I became known to him whenever we met.

Appearing as a guest on the Andy Kershaw show some ten years later, for example, I bumped into John in the corridor at Radio 1 one afternoon as we were both making our way towards the drinks machine. I said hello and the first thing he said was: ‘Whatever happened to the Lurkers then?’ I shrugged and shook my head. ‘Never mind,’ he said consolingly. I tried to get myself a large white coffee with sugar but I couldn’t get that right, either. ‘Here,’ said John, taking my Styrofoam cup, ‘allow me …’ The coffee came and it tasted good, as brought to me by John Peel. At the end of the day, I thought, how many Lurkers fans can say that?

The last time I ever saw John in the flesh was backstage at the Glastonbury Festival a few years ago. I was on my way out of the ‘New Tent’, overloaded by angst-ridden caterwauling and tragically detuned, disproportionately loud guitars. John was on his way in, eager-eyed and mental antennae twitching. It was raining (of course) and he was wearing the usual anorak and wellies.

‘What’s going on in there?’ he asked.

‘Oh God,’ I sighed, ‘I don’t know … something noisy.’

‘Sounds promising,’ he said.

I watched him stroll off into the tent, the crowd visibly parting for him as he took up a position about halfway down to one side, his head wagging gently as the band attempted spontaneous combustion on the stage. ‘Jesus,’ I thought, ‘how does he do it?’ Then I went off to look for all the other music-weary travellers in the backstage bar.

Listening figures have declined for Radio 1 over recent years, as with every other form of ‘traditional’ media in the new multi-channel, digitised age. The advent of commercial radio, MTV, the internet and mobile phones that speak your weight has steadily eaten into the heart of Radio 1’s daytime listenership. Record sales are dramatically down too, we are told, and of course no one watches Top of the Pops any more, let alone tapes it.

But one thing had always remained unchanged about British broadcasting – or at least it had, until 25 October 2004, the real day the music died – and that was the John Peel show. His listening figures rarely changed. If anything, in recent years they had begun to go up again. However high-tech your laptop, however media-savvy your set-up, however many zillions of downloads, MP3s, old-fashioned bootlegs and rare collected box-set editions you possess, until now there still remained only one place on earth where you could hear what we can only call the Music of John Peel. Because that’s what it was. The things he chose to play, the way he played them straight after things they apparently had no relationship to whatsoever – that was the Music of John Peel, and that’s what we were all really listening to every time we were fortunate enough to catch one of his immaculately dishevelled shows. The sort of music, as Paul Hartnoll of Orbital later pointed out, ‘you would sort of end up loving – by default, because he loved it so much.’

I also met Peel’s redoubtable producer, John Walters, a couple of times in the 1980s. Unfortunately, the first time we met, in about 1981, at some club gig in London (the name of the band entirely escapes me), I was introduced to him by a well-meaning but clearly misguided friend as ‘the best young writer on Sounds’.

‘Harrumph,’ he scowled, ‘well, that’s not saying much, is it?’ Then he strode off, pint in hand, his good works to perform.

He was right, of course, but that didn’t mean he had to be rude about it. I admit that for a while after that it was impossible to hear a Peel show without feeling somewhat let down. Years later, however, when we met again under more convivial circumstances, Walters would explain that he had had ‘a particular bee in my bonnet at that time about Sounds because of the appalling way they had treated John’. Some months before, John had resigned from his column after the paper’s then resident punk-priest, Dave McCullough, had begun making unwarranted comments about him in the paper.

I told him to forget about it. Sitting with him in a pub round the corner from the Radio 1 office at Egton House that he and Peel had shared for over fifteen years at that point, you could forgive him anything as he settled, over the inevitable pint, into telling me about his role not just as producer of the show but as the veritable keeper of the Peel flame; the éminence grise behind the success of the show who constantly watched the DJ’s back.

‘The thing the powers that be at the good old BBC don’t realise,’ I recall him saying, ‘is that the Peel show is probably the best programme the station has ever had. They’d laugh at me if they heard me say that but you wait and see. To me, John is like the Van Gogh of broadcasting. I don’t mean he’s only got one ear, I mean people think he’s only interested in the strange and the obscure. But years from now, after we’re both dead and buried, you mark my words, they’ll be saying John Peel was the greatest DJ who ever lived and why can’t there be more like him now!’

I had no idea how prophetic Walters’ words would be. Instead, when I stopped off at his office later that day and found him sitting there fiddling with his trumpet (he had begun his career as a trumpet player in the Alan Price Set and still kept it in the office), it was hard to imagine there would ever come a day when he and Peel would be ‘dead and buried’.

Well, that day has finally come. Walters died in July 2001 and John, of course, passed away after a heart attack while on holiday in Peru with his wife, Sheila, in October 2004.

Like one of his much-cherished red wines, John matured nicely with age. When he held his first grandchild, Archie, for the first time: ‘The tears rolled down my face apparently from nowhere.’ And where once he had auctioned his kidney stone for charity just minutes after painfully passing it while DJ-ing at a student party; just before he died he filmed a TV ad for the National Blood Service’s latest campaign to help attract donors, a subject close to his heart since, as he says in the ad, ‘Without this woman, my wife Sheila would have died after giving birth to our son.’

Of course, mentioning his family on air became another hallmark of all his shows on Radio 1, and again later, in the late nineties, when he began presenting his award-winning Home Truths programme on Radio 4. On air, particularly on Home Truths, he would let us into his private world, one of teenage children who littered their untidy bedrooms with pizza boxes and Game Boys, and a wife who he was devoted to, fondly addressed as the Pig, and celebrated her ‘wrapping her body around mine even on the warmest nights.’ (He even wore a large silver ring with a pig on it on his wedding finger as a sign of his ‘big love’.) Nevertheless, their problems and endearments were the same as everybody else’s. As the kids were growing up, he once recalled that ‘when the two older ones [William and Alexandra] were seven and eight they banged on my door and said, “Dad, could you turn the records down?” I thought, this isn’t the way it’s supposed to be…’ He said he never knew if they ever really listened to his programmes. ‘It would be nice to think they did occasionally, though.’ Apart from the opening lyric to ‘Teenage Kicks’, there was one epitaph he had recently admitted he would actually prefer: ‘Quite a good dad’.

But if Peel’s commitment to music remained singular – a former member of the Eddie Grundy fan club and lifelong fan of The Archers (even appearing in one episode, as himself) strolling round the family farmhouse in Suffolk in an Extreme Noise Terror T-shirt and what looked like his grandmother’s cardigan – over the last six years of his life, his work on Home Truths introduced him to a whole new set of listeners, a great many of whom had never heard his Radio 1 show and had no previous connection with him. No matter, they soon came to love and look forward each week to his warm, amazingly perceptive, often funny, mostly melancholy stories about ‘ordinary people that have led extraordinary lives, for one reason or another.’

John Peel was also the living proof of the difference between the BBC and its commercial rivals. His was a genuinely public-service programme. As a result, in over thirty-seven years at the BBC he was never once approached to work for a rival commercial station. ‘I used to get this loyalty payment from the BBC,’ he recalled. ‘But then I think it dawned on them that no one else was trying to seduce me.’

Certainly the programmes he made for both Radio 1 and Radio 4 adhered to what might be termed Reithian principles: often giving you what was good for you rather than what you actually craved. Plus, no commercial station would have taken the chance of alienating its advertisers by having someone who pointedly refused to consult the Top Thirty when choosing the music for his shows. John’s belief in public-service broadcasting was also clearly evident from his long-standing commitment to the BBC’s World Service, for whom he presented a weekly music programme for more than twenty years.

He also wrote well – contributing articles over the years to countless newspapers and magazines around the world. His witty, often surreal weekly column in the seventies for Sounds is still fondly recalled by those of us who read it. Later pieces for the Observer showed just how erudite and perceptive he was. While, most brilliantly, in recent years, his regular weekly column in the Radio Times focused more on the quirks of family life.

Nevertheless, right to the end of his life, Peel was reluctant to relinquish his outpost at the cutting edge of popular taste, featuring ‘anything and everything – as long as it’s good’. A simple yet hard-to-define motto. For Peel, ‘good’ could be, as he said, almost anything. Of the twenty-two eager young disc jockeys who the BBC hired as the first generation of presenters on Radio 1 in 1967, the one for whom no sane person would have predicted a lasting career with the corporation was the nonconformist Peel. Yet while all the others either fell by the wayside or became bloated figures of ridicule to a young audience, it was the wilfully idiosyncratic Peel who would go on to become an institution within the corporation and, in time, the nation as a whole.

And yet he never played on that reputation. Unlike other Radio 1 DJs, he wasn’t interested in a career on TV presenting game shows. After his falling-out with Marc Bolan in the seventies, he never even really spent much time with the artists he devoted so many years of his shows to. As John once told Paul Morley, ‘I think knowing amazingly few people in bands helps me keep my perspective. But when I get to see the Undertones, all reason deserts me.’ And, of course, he kicked open the door at Radio 1 for people like Steve Lamacq, Jo Whiley, Mark Radcliffe, Mark Lamarr and, most particularly, the ‘sorcerer’s apprentice’ Andy Kershaw – proving time after time to successive generations of BBC programmers that an audience existed for music that was not always a chart fixture.

Subtly influencing the rise of almost every style of popular music that has emerged over the past four decades, he disliked discussing all the bands he had discovered or given their first national radio play to. He didn’t see it, he said, as ‘notches on my bedpost’. He had ‘just been doing my job’. Artists like Captain Beefheart, David Bowie, the Smiths, New Order, Pulp and the White Stripes had ‘discovered themselves,’ he said. John had done no more than merely shine a torchlight on them. And he was always careful to give a mention of whatever tiny label the record he had just played had been released on. ‘Glasgow’s finest, I’m told,’ he would comment, dryly.

His almost supernatural modesty, his hard-fought ‘ordinariness’ – the wry, laconic delivery, the soft but unflinching Liverpudlian burr – were a huge part of his appeal. Paunchy and balding even in the mid-seventies, he would grow into a badly dressed middle age the envy of spivved-up punk tykes half his age. ‘You’ll have to believe me when I say I don’t work at my appearance,’ he said.

‘I hate it,’ he said, ‘when they say I’m a national institution because, to me, they’re things covered in ivy.’ But that’s what John Peel had become long before he was suddenly snatched from us. Until then, I had just assumed he would always be there. He was the fourth emergency service – the one fixed point on the dial in a world otherwise gone utterly mad. What other DJ could lay claim to having been the first to play Leonard Cohen in the 1960s – and the White Stripes in the twenty-first century? One story has him listening attentively to the BBC TV test tone, a steady pulse of electronic buzzing, and commenting ruefully, ‘That sounds like something I might play on my show.’

Famously, of course, his favourite record of all time was ‘Teenage Kicks’ by the Undertones, who were signed by Sire Records pretty much straight after Peel played their home-produced EP for the first time on his show – twice! His enthusiasm was returned by the Undertones. As singer Feargal Sharkey says: ‘I owe my life to John Peel.’

Gillian Reynolds wrote in the Telegraph: ‘Honesty, integrity, a kind heart, perfect manners and a gently questing intelligence were qualities that would have given John Peel a place of his own in any profession. In the music business, where fashions change faster than the weather, they were quite extraordinary.’

Peel always regretted that he was unable to sing himself. As he once said, ‘Making a noise like a dolphin is a very poor substitute.’ But he made up for it by somehow managing to appear both enduringly adolescent and old before his time. Relentlessly professional, yet clearly not on the payroll of any record company, his recommendations carried real weight. Time and again, music that seemed marginal when Peel first enthused about it came to be accepted as being at the heart of the history of pop.

Ultimately, John Peel proved that it wasn’t only teenagers who resented being told what to do, who knew how to rebel. As he once wryly acknowledged: ‘My knowledge is overrated. I’ve never had a great memory and I’m shit on LP titles.’

As BBC director of radio and music Jenny Abramsky said the day his death was announced: ‘John Peel was a unique broadcaster whose influence on Radio 1 could be felt from its very first days. He nurtured musicians and listeners alike, introducing them to new sounds. His openminded approach to music was mirrored by his equally generous approach to his audience when he [also] went to Radio 4 to present Home Truths. He had a remarkable rapport with all his listeners. Everyone at BBC Radio is devastated by the news. John is simply irreplaceable. Our hearts go out to Sheila and his children.’

This, then, is my affectionate portrait and appreciation of the life and times of the most highly regarded, influential music presenter in the history of British radio – John Peel, OBE. A close personal friend to millions, who will be greatly missed by us all …

Mick Wall

Oxfordshire, November, 2004


CHAPTER ONE

From Woodlands to

The Perfumed Garden

Unexpectedly, for a man whose professional reputation was built on his no-nonsense, anti-showbiz approach, John Peel was not John’s real name but an on-air nom de plume. Nor did he later change it by deed poll, as has sometimes been suggested in the past. He was, in fact, born John Robert Parker Ravenscroft in Heswall, near Liverpool, on 30 August 1939. He was brought up on the Wirral – the son of Robert Bob Ravenscroft, stern, upper-middle-class scion of the family cotton business.

John later complained that his childhood had been blighted by distant parents who used their wealth to build a wall between him and his two younger brothers, Alan and Frank. His father had spent the duration of the Second World War stationed in North Africa as an officer in the army. As a result, John was six years old before he was introduced to his father in person. Until then a solitary and wistful child, it had come as a huge shock to have this larger-than-life, authoritarian figure suddenly running the household. They rarely saw eye to eye on anything – least of all John’s interest in music, which his father deplored and ridiculed – and the uncomfortable relationship they endured was to leave its mark on him. It was, John ventured later in life, perhaps one of the reasons why he had tried so hard to be a fair and non-judgemental father to his own children.

His mother, meanwhile, offered even less emotional support. She was the product of a well-to-do family from Preston, and John would later characterise her as a regular ‘tippler’ who remained as distant a figure to him and his brothers as their father. Lost for much of the time in an alcoholic fug, ‘she didn’t seem to know what we were for,’ he later observed. He had the impression that his mother had been ‘frightened of me from the moment I was born.’ Instead, he was brought up almost entirely by a live-in nanny, and when as a young boy he rode his beloved tricycle through a greenhouse window, it did not even occur to either the stuff-and-nonsense nanny or his inebriated mother to bother to apply anaesthetic while his wounds were being hastily stitched up.

It was an eccentric, ‘animals first, children second’ environment typical of the gentrified classes of the time. Years later, John would make up all sorts of stories about his ‘weird and wonderful’ family, some true, some possibly less so. He once told his Radio 1 producer and close friend, John Walters, that his grandfather used to receive champagne free on the National Health. Always one to pick holes in everything, Walters replied that he could scarcely believe him and that Peel must have been having his leg pulled by his grandfather when he told him that one. A few days later, however, Peel returned to the subject. ‘Oh, I asked my mum,’ he told Walters, ‘and I muddled it up. It wasn’t champagne. It was morphine.’

Despite the warm Liverpudlian burr he allowed to inflect his vowels as a broadcaster, as he once confessed, John was ‘not a proper Scouser at all.’ He had actually grown up on the opposite side of the River Mersey, in Heswall, where all the wealthy Liverpool folk retreated at night, and as a child he spoke with an impeccably cut-glass accent in keeping with his upper-crust Cheshire upbringing.

John’s father’s office was in Liverpool and his mother would do most of the family shopping there, too. He would accompany her regularly on these trips, not because he enjoyed shopping with his mother but because of the opportunity it afforded him to experience what he saw then as the Big City, crossing on the same creaking old ferry that Gerry & the Pacemakers would later make famous in song.

John was eight when he first fell in love with football, with the reconvening of the English professional leagues after the war. Liverpool, famously, were always his team. He dreamed of playing for them long before he ever dreamed of anything else, and was still dreaming, he once said, ‘long past the point of feasibility.’

By then he was a boarder at Woodlands prep school in Deganwy, north Wales, where his father had sent him when he was just seven. ‘At the school I went to I was the only Liverpool supporter and I think everyone else, except for one boy who didn’t like football, supported Manchester United,’ was his chief recollection from those days.

At fourteen, he was sent to board at Shrewsbury, one of the most highly regarded (and expensive) public schools in England, where he arrived a couple of years after fellow ‘Old Salopians’, as former pupils are called, such as Willie Rushton, Richard Ingrams and Paul Foot, later founders of the satirical magazine Private Eye, and not long before future Monty Python star Michael Palin.

Being sent to Shrewsbury was by then almost a family tradition. John’s father and both grandfathers had also previously been pupils there. John, however, hated the place from the moment he arrived. Still the same shy, lonely boy, he now began to show a streak of budding adolescent obstinacy, if not downright nonconformity. It was an attitude guaranteed to bring him the wrong kind of attention and he paid for his ‘irregularity’ in regular thrashings from both prefects and masters. The school authorities, he once recalled with dismay, ‘practically had to wake [me] up during the night in order to administer the required number of sound beatings.’ He said he estimated the flagellation rate in his first term alone at approximately ‘once every three days,’ with at least thirty floggings just for forgetfulness.

He added, tongue in cheek, that when he was thirteen he was ‘rather lovely’ to look at and ‘much sought after by older boys who, if they developed an appetite for you, could have you beaten on a number of pretexts.’ Several of these older boys, he suggested mischievously, went on to enjoy considerable success and even eminence in the business world. ‘I’m sometimes tempted to turn up with a little rouge on my cheeks and say “I’m ready for you now, my angel” to some ageing captain of industry,’ he remarked only half-jokingly.

On a more serious level, John later claimed that the only reason he was able to survive the ordeal of life at Shrewsbury was because of his discovery, as a teenager, of first Elvis Presley and then, just two weeks later, Little Richard. ‘I stared open-mouthed,’ he remembered. ‘I had never heard anything so raw, so elemental.’ After which, ‘my whole life changed, it really did. I don’t think I was ever quite the same person again. Everything changed when I first heard Elvis. Where there had been nothing there was suddenly something.’

In time, his enthusiasm for music would surpass even his passion for Liverpool FC, but his interest hadn’t really been sparked until then. The first concert he had ever been taken to as a child was a performance in Liverpool by the Obernkirchen Children’s Choir, the highlight of which had been their enthused chanting of ‘Val-da-ree, val-da-rah’, he remembered.

Now, at Shrewsbury, he acquired his first wireless, on which he would listen avidly every night to more glamorous, distant radio programmes than the staid BBC had to offer, which in the 1950s consisted mainly of programmes like Housewives’ Choice – housewives still then considered a separate breed to the rest of society. On TV, new pop and rock shows like Oh Boy! were soon to have their own impact but television was still something frowned on by the housemasters at Shrewsbury and John wouldn’t get to see much television until he went to live in America a couple of years later.

He was particularly fond of the American Forces Network in Europe, then broadcasting out of Stuttgart, and the early Radio Luxembourg broadcasts – utterly raucous by BBC standards, more thrillingly American in tone, and where the signal was always ‘satisfyingly feeble’, giving one the feeling of belonging to a strange but select club. Just like the many millions of young school-age listeners who would first come across his own nightly shows on Radio 1 while huddled in the dark under the bedclothes, the transistor pressed to their ears, John used to listen to the radio while lying in bed at night, trying to ignore his oppressive dormitory surroundings, the radio taking him to exotic, faraway places unobtainable in any other way to a teenage boy still waiting to get his kicks.
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