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Introductions





Steve:


When we started working on this book, in the winter of 2017–18, Kavus Torabi and I were hosting our weekly radio show on Brentwood and Billericay’s community station, Phoenix FM, and were soon to start a monthly one on the higher-profile NTS platform. The plan was to put together a learned (or at least, as learned as possible) primer of the kind of music we played on the radio and on our increasingly frequent DJ outings into the heady world of music venues and festivals.


We would select fifty-two artists who we regarded as essential – a few household names for balance but mostly left-field acts that we loved from the more obscure end of the spectrum – and argue our way to a consensus as to which recording represented the best ‘way in’ to their oeuvre. As well as baptising the uninitiated in the life-giving waters of Albert Marcoeur and Univers Zero, we hoped to make a general case for music that, while it might be perceived as ‘difficult’ or even – in some cases – unlistenable, could bring a huge amount of joy to those willing to make the effort to get to know it properly.


Our vision was that the victims who bought this book and the idea behind it would spend a week listening to each artist while devouring these pages and thus totally blow a whole year of their lives in the process. As if anyone has ever done anything so stupid. (I admit, I recently did a condensed version of that with Graham Bennett’s book Soft Machine: Out-Bloody-Rageous, but that was only a two-week period!) Perhaps if our book had been published in March 2020, we might have had a few takers in this format.


We set about this task with the evangelical zeal of Victorian missionaries. At last, this was our chance to show the world why it was wrong not to regard the music of Henry Cow as one of the essential building blocks of human civilisation. We would have a lot of fun arguing the relative merits of different albums by Gentle Giant. And if we could open the ears of just a few readers to such previously esoteric delights then our efforts would have been fully rewarded.


That sense of a new world opening up inside our heads was a feeling music had given us many times over the years, and the more we wrote about the artists and records we loved, the more we noticed the human hinterland surrounding these moments of epiphany. From my teenage trips up to London to see Magma in the early seventies with my schoolfriend and musical ‘influencer’ Neil Rogers, to Kavus’ induction into the magical realm of Voivod at the hands of a friend’s sarcastic stepdad in the suburban wasteland of Plymouth fifteen years later, could these happy accidents of musical satori be separated from the places we had them in and the people we had them with? Quite possibly not.


Even as the ground shifted beneath our feet in terms of the structure and subject matter of the book, something yet more momentous was happening in our lives away from the laptop. Let’s just say our plan for a rigorously researched and encyclopaedic guide to alternative music was overtaken by events. (No, not the fucking virus! Earlier than that.) Suddenly, our radio shows and DJ appearances had an unexpected rival for our attention as we found ourselves becoming two thirds (with Coil and Current 93’s Mike York completing the team) of what we can now modestly assert is Britain’s number one harmonium/guitar/bagpipes and modular synth power trio, The Utopia Strong.


For Kavus – a touring musician of many years’ standing and at the time an integral member of the ongoing collective that is Gong – joining one more band was hardly the stuff of his wildest fantasies. However, for myself – an ex-professional snooker player in my early sixties with no musical training whatsoever and an occasional day job as a TV pundit – making an album and going out on the road playing live electronic music represented about as sharp a turn in the road of life as could possibly be imagined.


We’ve had a lot of fun refining the brief of this book to reflect our entirely unexpected new reality – flipping the script to let the music tell its own story. We can only hope that the much less stratified and more personal volume you hold in your hand bears witness to the wonderfully unexpected places to which our obsessions have taken us. In the end, we went with the title Medical Grade Music. Why? Because we feel the music we listen to and are now physically involved in together is the good gear. Medical Grade Music is the stuff that separates the heads from the haircuts. Our self-titled debut album had already had the inscription printed on the back cover and it felt like this book was a continuation of that unfolding story. And besides, Mike York coined the phrase and we’d already had badges made and given them out at Glastonbury in 2019.


It’s the story of our lives in alternative music, and as absurd and specific as many of the details of this story are, I hope there are things in here that will strike a chord with any reader who has ever obsessed over arcane points of rock lore. We are the type of people who would buy this book, but for the fact we already know what’s inside. I’ll probably buy it anyway! For Kavus and me, our DJ partnership was the way in to a creative adventure neither of us could possibly have anticipated, and I hope you’ll enjoy joining us on a trip back down that yellow brick road.


Kavus:


In November 1980, on the cusp of turning nine, I watched Top of the Pops to see Stray Cats performing ‘Runaway Boys’ and right there I knew what I wanted to do when I grew up. It was like the world went into 3D. Whatever Brian Setzer was, that’s what I wanted to be, and it never changed.


Having this epiphany so early in life was a godsend and if there was ever an element of choice, I don’t remember making it. From that day on I’ve always known where I was going. I put up my sails on the sea of consequence, pointed the prow of the ship towards that wondrous liquid architecture of music and let the winds steer me where they would. With no real design, the journey brought me a deluge of beautiful friendships, ludicrous adventures and incredible memories that I’ll carry to the grave. Strangest of all, it led me to six-time world snooker champion Steve Davis.


While this book charts my meteoric ascent from anonymity to obscurity, encompassing our love of music in a single volume posed Steve and me different challenges. For him, there’s obviously a huge element of his personal history – the thing he is most known for – which has nothing to do with music, and therefore could be safely left out. Somehow I’ve managed to sustain my status as a marginal figure in the dark recesses for nigh on thirty years without straying much outside the Venn diagram marked ‘music’. As a result, there’s been a large amount of editing involved in my half. There are three whole chapters about my Plymouth metal band – Die Laughing – of whom I’m well aware only a tiny percentage of this book’s readership will have heard, but relatively little about my time in Cardiacs, Knifeworld or Guapo.


My life has been spent among fellow artists, doing this because they have no choice – a welcoming community that has provided me with a network of support, encouragement and kindness for three decades. The price for following your muse and doing everything on your own terms is almost always to live in relative poverty, but that’s been a price well worth paying. Not least because, for me, music has always drawn a larger circle around any arbitrary differences of age, gender, race, sexuality, class or background. It’s much more important than that. It’s the most important thing there is.




Chapter 1


Magma





Steve


The start of the swinging seventies didn’t swing as much as was advertised, at least not for a shy, lanky, ginger-haired 14-year-old schoolboy living in a council flat in Abbey Wood, South-East London. I was just about to discover snooker at a holiday camp in Kent and my career path was, in hindsight, mapped out for me. It was obvious I was destined to become a multiple world champion of put-ball-in-hole-with-pointed-stick. I’d cried when I lost to some old fucker who kept snookering me in the semi-finals of the holiday camp event and who then further rubbed it in by announcing ‘that’s the name of the game!’ I was a very young teenager for my age. Maybe we all were back then. Today’s kids seem to be far more switched on than we seemed to be – but then again, as memories go, generally, mine is shit. My dad beat him in the final, though.


I do know that once I’d entered secondary school, my earliest dream job spec of becoming a professional footballer had evaporated owing to sheer lack of talent, combined with even less ability to grow muscles at the same rate as my peers. The closest thing I had to a hobby was playing Subbuteo. Could that primitive but exhilarating ‘flick to kick’ entertainment really be called a hobby? Especially when it was played on a living room floor at a mate’s house and our only spectator was a Great Dane. At various intervals this canine behemoth would leave the terraces, lollop across the pitch and cut short some of our best painted strikers’ careers. Occasionally, he’d smash his cock and bollocks into our faces when our guard was down, possibly distracted by a discussion about whether the crouching goalkeeper was better than the diving one. Some things you don’t forget.


With a dog’s genitals the biggest thing on our cultural horizon at that point, we were ideally placed to be introduced to the UK’s latest musical craze, progressive rock. I’m not sure my musical interests would have taken exactly the same path had I not been fortunate enough to be thrown together with a musically like-minded soul, but Neil Rogers was my best mate at school and we were relatively inseparable. As the seventies unfolded, the musical landscape was taking on an interesting new shape and Roger Dean was in charge of mapping it out. While Subbuteo remained a constant in the early seventies, our mutual interest became music.


The first five pieces of vinyl I can remember buying were Neil Young’s ‘Heart of Gold’, Argent’s ‘Hold Your Head Up’ and In Deep, Man’s Back into the Future and Gentle Giant’s In a Glass House. I think the progression is clear for all to see.


I was a coin collector as a boy. I had all the old pennies from 1890–something up until the (then) present day (other than the holy grail 1933 rarity). But what can you do with coins, other than spend or look at them? Stamps are the same. OK, I grant you that you can lick them, but from a collecting aspect, apparently that gum stuff is the valuable bit. It’s obvious, at least to me, that records are the best thing to collect in the world. There might be more financially beneficial collectors’ markets available, like antiques or fine wine, but then you’re back to just looking at them or trying to resist drinking them – and it turns out that the empty-bottle market is far less buoyant than Gordon Sumner first thought.


Like most musical nonconformists from that era, I was probably pointed in the right direction of these enchanting new musical vistas by John Peel, but it could also have been Alan ‘Fluff’ Freeman – an unheralded champion of the obscure at the time. Exactly how I managed to afford these records is also uncertain, as I don’t recall having any disposable income and my mother can’t recall ever dipping into her purse to fund my newly acquired addiction.


On reflection, the necessary modest upturn in my financial fortunes probably occurred at the age of sixteen, when I followed Neil Rogers into the world of Saturday jobs. The butchery department of F.J. Wallis supermarket in Woolwich was the job on offer – twenty-eight pence an hour for ten hours at the weekend. In fact, it was shortly after getting that job that I visited the local record shop to buy the Neil Young album, Harvest – £2 was the asking price. That was three quarters of my pay packet! So I bought the single instead for something like forty pence.


It was once I’d made my big money, pre-Bosman transfer to Makro’s Charlton cash and carry as a barrow boy at £1 an hour, that weekends started to take on a new shape. I was loaded. A concert in central London was no longer out of the question. The journey started at Abbey Wood station with its wonderful memory of the adjoining railway crossing, sadly a thing of the past, although I wonder how many there are still around the country.


I’d love to say that Abbey Wood’s location on the train line somewhere between London and Canterbury might have played a small part in helping me to access the wonderful pastoral jazz rock sounds of the Canterbury scene. Unfortunately, to claim that you could hear the sound of Caravan’s In the Land of Grey and Pink if you put your head down to the ground by the railway tracks would be a total exaggeration, as the need to change at Gillingham might have introduced too much resistance to the signal flow. But it did feel like I was in the right part of the country for the changing musical times.


Back then, platform shoes, Oxford bags and Ben Shermans were the height of fashion, but the jury was still out on the Afghan coat. Having more or less nailed my musical colours to the mast by frequenting increasing numbers of left-field gigs, it became apparent that even though I wasn’t a hippie and wouldn’t have known what to do with a bong or block of hash had I been gifted some, musically my yellow brick road was starting to morph into what Gong fans know as the Oily Way.


So I followed Neil Rogers’ lead in his sartorial as well as his musical experimentation and we each invested in a reeking coat of many colours. It was only a number of years later that I discovered that the Afghan coat wasn’t actually made from the hide of the Afghan hound. It’s interesting to consider the uproar that would have ensued were dogs – as opposed to sheep – bred to produce Afghan coats, regardless of the sheep’s delight at having their load shared by man’s best friend.


Our cutting-edge garments were great at a concert at the Marquee in Soho but not so acceptable in the queue for the fish and chip shop in Abbey Wood where once, while waiting for a takeaway for our train journey (pickled onions in proper malt vinegar, not that see-through crap) I remember being accosted by a woman who ripped into us and called us ‘queers’. It’s crazy to think that had this statement had any validity, it would have been several more years before we’d have been free to indulge in such activities without fear of legal stricture. As it was, her vitriolic torrent of abuse came as quite a shock. Thankfully, the UK is a far more tolerant society these days …!


In terms of its impact on the rest of my life, this minor incident would be dwarfed by having to deal with the consequences of another growing source of nationwide outrage. This new-fangled prog rock was the devil’s music as far as parents were concerned and listening was banished to the bedroom. Radio Caroline had been bad enough during the sixties, but this was a new low. What parents couldn’t avoid, though, was girls’ hair growing on boys’ heads. Fathers in particular were struggling to come to terms with this unmanly fashion statement. Neil’s parents were particularly length-sensitive, I seem to recall. For me, having ginger hair was a curse regardless, but long hair seemed the lesser of the two evils compared to the skinhead look, which attracted not only parental disdain, but also risked unwanted attention from the Old Bill.


Our cutting-edge musical tastes also ensured that while not quite banned from using the turntable in the Abbey Wood Comprehensive school sixth form common room, my access to it was certainly unfairly restricted, as was Neil’s. Not many 16-year-olds were into Captain Beefheart, Hatfield and the North, and the even more left-field Henry Cow. The vast majority of our schoolmates preferred boogieing to Steve Harley & Cockney Rebel to joining our earnest attempts to decipher the latest Frank Zappa, NEU! or Third Ear Band release. So the experience of having our minds properly blown by live music in a large crowd of like-minded people was one we were definitely ready to explore. But on the night of that exciting eventuality, it was the last thing we were expecting.


The seismic impact that the December 1973 release of Magma’s third album Mëkanïk Dëstruktïẁ Kömmandöh (their first on A&M Records) would have on my musical consciousness took a little while to become apparent. The album was initially championed by Steve Lake from Melody Maker and because of its major label association (and maybe sixties impresario Giorgio Gomelsky’s involvement), it got plenty of press here in the UK. One of my inner circle of friends bought the album and was smitten but my initial response wasn’t so positive.


I’ll always have a soft spot for the then Waddington’s board game Risk. Not because the game is any good – if I remember rightly, it was actually quite boring – but such was the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle I lived back then that a bunch of us going round to a mate’s house for some dice-determined world domination would often be my best option for a night’s worth of entertainment. The riskiest thing that happened that night was my mate’s decision to put Mëkanïk Dëstruktïẁ Kömmandöh on his turntable.


At the time I thought it was impenetrable and was far more interested in trying to invade Poland, so a few months later, when Magma were advertised to play at the Camden Roundhouse, it wasn’t even them I was intending to see.


Regardless of the villainesque role that Richard Branson plays now, back then, Virgin Records were our heroes. The success of Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells meant that every other label was championing prog rock and Canterbury jazz rock was cool. Well, they were in my circle of (maybe three at most) teenage South-East London prog-heads. Robert Wyatt was soon to join the Virgin crew and create the masterpiece Rock Bottom, but we were well ahead of the curve having discovered his involvement prior to this with free-form legends Soft Machine. Their second and third albums (Volume Two and Third) were fixtures on our turntables and while Fourth and Fifth didn’t get as much of our attention, Six captured our collective imagination, albeit Wyatt had long gone by then.


Bassist Hugh Hopper’s reaction to Six seemed to have been less favourable than ours as he left the band immediately after this recording. In 1973, he put out his first solo album, 1984. Hugh was notoriously as bad at maths as George Orwell, but as loyal Softs disciples, we had no option but to acquire it. We were duly smitten by Hugh’s ‘fuzz bass’ – although in truth, at the time I didn’t have a clue what that meant.


At this point we would have happily followed Hugh to the ends of my schoolmate’s dining table. Luckily, Hugh had just joined Canterbury jazz rockers Isotope as their bassist and they had a gig at the Camden Roundhouse. Isotope were supporting Magma, and the plan was to watch them and then slope off before the headliners, to find a publican who wasn’t too bothered about underage drinking and then be certain of catching the last train home. Now, I’m not sure if Robert Burns would have been into Magma – as a patriotic Scot, I suppose he’d have preferred Marillion – but his poetic reference to ‘the best laid plans of mice and men’ was definitely relevant here. Curiosity got the better of us concerning Magma and as this bunch of black-clad weirdos, sporting strange medallions, descended on the Roundhouse, our evening went all ‘agley’ (as Rabbie would have said) and we sat, jaws dropped, while they totally rewired our brains.


The spectacle of Klaus Blasquiz in full demonstrative vocal flow was truly mesmerising. I remember staring open-mouthed when one of Jannick Top’s bass strings snapped and his hands just continued as a blur – because the show must go on. And then there was the leader of the pack – Magma’s shamanic drummer Christian Vander, with steam from his body rising up into the dome of the Roundhouse. He was an animalistic presence – a magnetic visionary, holding court behind the drums. The whole night is etched in my mind in a spiritual way and we left the Roundhouse in disbelief at what we’d witnessed, Isotope a distant memory. I haven’t got a clue how we got home. It didn’t matter how long they’d played for, I’d have stayed there forever – and in a way, I have.




Chapter 2


Stray Cats





Kavus


My mum was a nurse from Hull who moved to Iran, where she met my dad, a doctor, in a village called Ghorveh. I was born in Tehran in December 1971. My dad took our names from the Shahnameh, the Persian book of ancient kings from the pre-Islamic Zoroastrian era. I often wondered why I’d never heard of another Kavus. Years later, my wife, Dawn, read the Shahnameh, looking for a similarly alluring Persian name for our expected offspring (having an unusual name never did me any harm, I reasoned). Reading the chapter on Kai (King) Kavus, it transpired he was a vainglorious failure. A self-obsessed egotist who frittered his rulership on folly. O cruel destiny, must you chide me so?


My first language was Farsi, not that I can remember any of it now. The three of us moved to the UK to live with my mum’s parents in Hull in 1973. The plan, initially, was for my dad to qualify as a geriatrician over here, then return and set up a life for us there, but an increasingly volatile Iran and the events that culminated in the Islamic revolution of 1979 meant that by the time he qualified, there was no way we were returning.


Throughout the mid-seventies, we moved regularly around the north of England to wherever there was available work, from one hospital accommodation to another. I can trace my complete absence of both patriotism and sense of belonging to a specific place to having never settled anywhere for any length of time until I was eight years old – something for which I’m considerably grateful. I can feel at home anywhere, really.


Before arriving in Plymouth 1977, I had lived in Hull, York, Nuneaton and Sheffield. We finally got our own house in Charlton Road behind the army barracks in Crownhill, Plymouth in 1978 and were joined by my cousin from Iran, Arash, in 1979. His dad had died and his mum moved to America, so our Iranian grandparents brought him up, but following the revolution it was decided that life might be better for him with us. Arash was a couple of years older than me. It was a strange dynamic – sort of like having another brother. As far back as I can remember, I loved music, but until the age of eight my exposure had been largely limited to TV themes and hymns. My favourites were ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’ – particularly the descant part in the last verse, which still makes me go all funny – and the music from American cop show CHiPs. I loved the latter so much that I invented a form of musical notation and ‘scored’ it onto a piece of card (the sort used to stiffen a school shirt), which I kept under my pillow in case I ever forgot how it went. I would make up theme songs for my toys and always got choked up on the instrumental refrain for a plastic Fisher Price pilot I had christened ‘Professor Pear’.


Soon after we settled in Charlton Road, we acquired a piano. I never took to lessons but would use it to make up my own tunes and can still remember how to play my first ‘composition’, ‘Highway Hotel’. I don’t ever actually play it, of course, because it’s rubbish.


Back in Iran, the Torabi side of my family was status-obsessed, a common Persian trait, and from my understanding, to be a musician was considered a low, shameful job, ranking somewhere between prostitute and dustman. Certainly this was my dad’s viewpoint and one he’d express regularly over the decades to come. Although my mum came from a family of keen amateur musicians, the gift had either eluded her or she chose to ignore it. They owned four LPs between them (The Best of John Williams, The Very Merry Macs, The Best of Johnny Mathis and Arthur Lyman’s Taboo) and in all the time I was growing up, I never heard them play a single one.


No one I knew listened to pop music. It was the boring bit that punctuated cartoons on Saturday morning television and in our house, showing off was considered a heinous vice and these frivolous pop stars the worst practitioners.


How suddenly that changed, like an act of subterfuge, as if pop were using whatever nefarious means it could to infiltrate the Torabi defences. To get us out of the house and keep us busy during the summer holidays of 1980, my mum insisted we participate in a scheme with the local library. I was a keen reader, but this sounded like a drag. The library issued a weekly worksheet with questions and projects to keep children occupied. Most of the topics were the usual Devonian fare (Sir Francis Drake, the Plymouth Dockyard, the destruction of the city centre during the Blitz), but one particular week, the sheet turned its attention to pop music, asking questions such as ‘Who were The Fab Four?’, ‘Who was the King of Rock?’ and ‘Which TV programme on Thursday night is unmissable to the pop fan?’


While we could get the first two answers, the third question required us to consult the TV listing in the Plymouth Evening Herald. There it was, at 7.30 p.m. on BBC One, right after Tomorrow’s World. We’d never heard of Top of the Pops before, but our interest was piqued and that week, we decided to tune in. For both Arash and me, it was instant love. We tuned in the following week, then the next. Top of the Pops became our focal point. While the first couple of months gave us a good flavour of what pop had to offer, I was ill-prepared for the events of that November.


Following Tommy Vance’s introduction, the camera swung over to a trio of skinny outlaws all dressed in black with wild hair. Leather-jacketed Lee Rocker on the right slapped an upright bass while Slim Jim Phantom stood up at a drum set that consisted merely of a kick drum, snare and ride cymbal. What was this stripped-down synergy? In between them, with an impossibly high peroxide quiff, holding a big Gretsch guitar, was a male Marilyn Monroe. Still a boy at twenty-two, thin, pale and tattooed, he was disarmingly beautiful. Having lived a mere nine years on the earth at the time, I didn’t know what my exact feelings towards Brian Setzer were and still don’t, but I knew in a flash what I wanted to be when I grew up, and it was no longer a spy.


The look, the sound, the attitude – everything about Stray Cats seemed arch, deliberate and correct. From that moment, the world I had grown up in seemed slow, staid and stale – I wanted out of whatever it was that I was in. I wanted to live like them, be like them. And when I found out the circumstances behind their arrogant, dangerous-looking brand of cool – how they’d had to move to England and squat in Brixton before getting the recognition they were initially denied in the USA – I wanted to dress in black, sing and play the guitar, and live in a hovel in London. Boy, did I ever get my wish.


‘Runaway Boys’ was a swinging stomp built around a descending guitar riff. Its tale of a dissatisfied underage youth spoke to me directly. What was it about them that affected me so much? They didn’t look or sound like anything else around at that time and, having no prior knowledge of the history of rock, I was unaware that their style was a throwback to an earlier era. Stray Cats made the most important, vital music I had ever heard. They gave my life meaning and for the next year and a half were all I could think about.


The excitement of discovering that theirs was a job that grown-ups could have was quite the revelation. After Stray Cats, I no longer experienced music as an observer – once I’d heard ‘Runaway Boys’, all I ever wanted to do was to be a musician and be in a band. In retrospect, I feel fortunate to have found my thing at such an early age: pop music would be the passport that got me out of my dreary existence.


The early eighties was a fantastic era for music and I’m grateful to have stepped aboard the pop train at the dawn of this radiant decade. At that time, Top of the Pops was dominated by exciting and vibrant British bands, the charts were full of Madness, Bow Wow Wow, The Beat, Haircut 100, XTC, Altered Images and The Specials, and this was also the dawn of synth pop – The Human League, Depeche Mode: I loved them all. The USA hardly seemed to get a look-in and when it did, the music – Stray Cats excepted – seemed corny, slick and boring in its blue-jeaned earnestness. I had no idea who Rick Springfield, Kim Carnes, Chicago and Bruce Springsteen were aimed at, but I knew it wasn’t me.


From 1980 onwards, I have always had a means of remembering exactly what I was doing at any arbitrary point in my history simply by recalling what music was being released or, more recently, what music I was releasing. My listening from month to month, year to year, has acted as a far less embarrassing alternative to keeping a diary.


In line with my all-engulfing obsession, my Action Men Paul and Steve (gtr/vox and bass/vox respectively) had formed a band with Evel Knievel on drums, his fucked arm predating Def Leppard’s Rick Allen. I made instruments out of cereal packets, while their military vehicle had become a tour bus. The tours generally consisted of two venues: one under Arash’s bed, the other under mine.


Each Sunday I’d set the band up on the mantlepiece of our shared bedroom and listen to the top forty rundown on Plymouth Sound, our local radio station, while imagining Paul, Steve and Evel Knievel performing the songs. I moved on from that station fairly quickly – a few short years later, they’d regularly play a jingle that boasted ‘Plymouth Sound! No Rap!’


The first album of my own was Stray Cats’ sensational self-titled debut, which I bought from Plymouth’s WHSmith with my Christmas money. My second purchase was in November the following year, when their rapid-fire follow-up – Gonna Ball – was released and I involuntarily had my first mystical experience.


On first listen, I was shocked by a supernatural occurrence during the guitar solo of ‘Little Miss Prissy’. Brian Setzer did something for about three seconds that had such a profound effect on me. For whatever reason the strange, blurry lick against the backbeat temporarily reversed the structure of existence, altered the rules of life. Perhaps the room changed dimensions or maybe a portal opened. I can’t describe what came over me, but something was fundamentally modified during those brief seconds. I dashed over to my little jumble sale record player, the stylus modified with a one-pence piece Sellotaped to it, lifted the needle and popped it back a few grooves. There it was again.


I repeated this action many times. While it no longer triggers the same reason-questioning response, that part of the song still makes my pulse race. This brief glimpse of eternity lit up a circuit which I struggled to rationalise (it didn’t have this effect on anyone else I played it to), but was the beginning of a greater understanding about the power and importance of music – the moment I realised, ‘Oh, so it can do that’.


The Mad Bats (Mk 1) came about owing to the twin obsessions of Arash and me. His favourite band was Madness and we wanted to combine the two. Mad Cats sounded too generic to our refined ears, what with The Polecats being a thing.


The initial Mad Bats duo consisted of Arash on guitar/vocals and me on drums/vocals. Because Arash had been given a cheap three-quarter-length nylon-stringed Spanish guitar, this meant it was his instrument, so instead I fashioned a snare out of a biscuit tin filled with dried beans wrapped in cling film and a bass drum made from a gypsum render tub. Played with cricket stumps, it was one hell of a kit.


The Mad Bats (Mk 1) played strictly original music. The formidable Torabi/Torabi songwriting team – I was nine, Arash was eleven – amassed two songs: ‘Rockin’ Alley’ (‘Rockin’, rockin’ alley, ride a Raleigh’) and ‘Regret’ (‘Regret yeah, yeah, regret your life. Regret yeah, yeah, Re-ger-et’).


Despite the unquestionable quality of my chosen instrument, it was a disappointment to discover that the drums weren’t for me. I just couldn’t make my limbs reproduce what was in my head. What I would have given to be a drummer. To this day still, but even during the days of The Mad Bats (Mk 1) I knew that I would never be Slim Jim Phantom.


Once I’d borrowed Arash’s guitar (later christened ‘The Bear’), I set about writing tunes. My mum attempted to show me some basic C, G and D chords from her brief foray into the guitar in her early twenties, but I wasn’t sure that this was the kind of musical foundation I required. She would announce, almost with pride, that she’d missed out on the great social upheaval of the late sixties. Given how little she understood of rock ’n’ roll, I assumed these ‘square’ chords would be unhelpful. Instead, I barred my entire index finger across the neck and moved it up and down chromatically in a fashion that I was convinced sounded like rockabilly. My first composition, ‘Discordant Wasp’, was a great success in that respect.


We split the band shortly afterwards, but I couldn’t bear the idea of wasting such a good name, so I formed The Mad Bats (Mk 2) with my schoolfriends Tim Morsley (keys) and Paul Tresise (drums). On guitar and vocals, I assumed the position of frontman and designed a band logo – the M and B fashioned to resemble a treble and bass clef.


The Mad Bats (Mk 2) were a far more focused affair. We were managed by my friend Matt Tiller, who used to pay us five pence each per rehearsal, giving me unrealistic expectations of the manager’s role later on. We rehearsed in the school music room during first break as often as we were allowed. The drum kit this time involved two tiny bongos, played with plastic mallets, and a hand cymbal that Matt, in his role as manager, held for Paul in lieu of a stand.


Paul Tresise was a natural and while Tim Morsley took a more free-form, improvisational approach to piano, he was a great lyricist, which left me to concentrate on the music. Between the two of us, we cooked up quite a catalogue. The topical number, ‘Rhodesia’ (‘I went to Rhodesia (x2) On a Laker Sky Train (x2)’), the more personal ‘Stop Being So Stubborn’ (‘Stop being so stubborn or you’ll have … you’ll have to go home’) and our theme tune ‘Mad Bats’ (‘We’re Mad Bats, we’re Mad Bats and we fly in the dead of night (Alright)’) were obvious classics and while we never played live, I still have a cassette of one of those rehearsals that I never need to hear again.




Chapter 3


Man





Steve


For me there has always been a special excitement about visiting a record shop. Of course it’s the music itself that matters, not the format it arrives in, but my favourite medium – like many people reading this, I assume – is the vinyl LP. The romance and anticipation and then just the sheer therapeutic joy of flicking through racks of albums has never left me, even half a century after I began to do it.


I’m not sure I can fully verbalise the roots of this fascination, but the door to a record shop has always seemed like a gateway to infinite possibilities. It wasn’t only the chance of finding a record from your wants list or perhaps stumbling upon a rare record that had been priced up cheaply. Far more importantly, there was also the dream of discovering something that you weren’t aware of, either via a recommendation from the vast knowledge a shop owner accumulates, or on almost as many occasions from a like-minded soul flicking through vinyl in the next rack. Even if you don’t walk out clutching some polyvinyl chloride under your arm, the process is restorative.


The internet has been an amazing invention, although like many of us, I’m sure, I sometimes pine for the world that preceded it. Artificial intelligence is increasingly infiltrating our lives, probably far quicker than most could have imagined. Governments are spying on their populations and we are sleepwalking down a path that, even within my lifetime, will be a life dominated by algorithms telling us what we’re going to be doing tomorrow. But far worse than that is Discogs …


Ebay was bad enough, but now we have the definitive guide to record collecting. Why is that a bad thing? Let’s face it, Discogs is fantastic. I wish I’d thought of it: a record collector’s ultimate resource for checking exactly what issue of any LP, CD, cassette, minidisc, cylinder and even digital file you may own or desire. It’s constantly being updated (free of charge … for Discogs!) by anyone who logs on. In the words of Sam McPherson, drummer of the rock sensation Dewey Cox, ‘it makes even your worst record collecting days amazing … it’s a nightmare!’


The beauty for the creators of Discogs was that once they reached escape velocity, they were able to blow away every other record-selling site. If you want to let the market decide on a price then obviously eBay is the option, but for the serious collector, then Discogs is the daddy. Part of the fun of collecting is getting the occasional bargain, but the consequence of having everything at your fingertips is that everyone knows the price of everything. And while there are still many items that are not catalogued on Discogs, the monster grows every day.


Of course, nobody begrudges the record shop or record-fair seller making money, but the days of getting a steal have gone, unless you stumble upon someone not paying attention to current prices. Ebay’s history of completed items is there for all to peruse, as is Popsike, an independent record-pricing aggregator, for more detailed analysis of trending auction prices.


It were all different when I were a lad. But I didn’t care back then. I knew nothing about the collectability of an album – I just wanted to listen to it. My first experiences of the heady thrill of vinyl acquisition took place within the not altogether welcoming portals of Furlongs, the best record shop in Woolwich in the early seventies. To be fair to the exceptionally grumpy proprietor, we were nightmare customers.


With limited funds (the bane of the existence of every would-be rock connoisseur) uppermost in my early teenage mind, it was vital to make every purchase count. Accordingly, my abiding memory of that shop is of us taking records back there because we’d heard the odd pop or a click. Considering the quality of the equipment we played these records on, the poor bastard who owned the shop had every right to be miserable and downtrodden. It was with justifiable trepidation that we approached this forerunner of Larry David in the hope of a refund. Sometimes he reluctantly agreed with us, but on other occasions, much to our dismay, he refused to exchange our allegedly damaged copy for a pristine one.


The other local retail outlet that got my consumer dollar early on was Twisted Wheel on Plumstead High Street. This was where I’d buy my number-one album of all time, Magma’s Köhntarkösz and also ‘Mekanik Machine’ – the Jannick Top-penned growling monster of a 7-inch from the same recording session that never fitted on the album. But as soon as I had funds enough to travel up to the West End, Saturdays would see me making my way to the back of a shoe shop and up the spiral staircase (was it spiral or was I just giddy with excitement?) to the coolest record shop in London – Virgin Records in Oxford Street.


There was a buzz in that place, not entirely unconnected to the presence of a couple of decks you could audition records on. I’m sure many other shops supplied this facility to prospective purchasers back then but, at least in my very limited experience, this was a groundbreaking innovation. And they sold imports! Not so much the Japanese holy grail of pristine virgin vinyl but certainly stuff from the USA, and titles that no other record shops were stocking … It was a treasure trove.


But there was bad news brewing for my musical enthusiasms in the shape of a rival force that was starting to compete for my out-of-school-hours leisure time. Snooker was getting its foot well and truly in the door. In my early days of being besotted with the game – in my mid-teens – I was only playing on a full-size table at weekends, tagging along with my father when he went to the local working men’s club to pursue his hobby. Midweek nights after school I was resigned to getting my quarter-size Joe Davis snooker table out and balancing it on the kitchen table.


Although it was a small table (six foot by three), it was still far too big for our kitchen space and this meant the top of the table, where you’d spot the black ball, had to butt up against the wall. I’ll leave it to historians of the game to speculate on the impact this had on my technique, but in truth what I was playing at that time wasn’t so much snooker as my own version of bar billiards.


Not that I needed any more entertaining, but I’d have my cassette tape player on as background music just to add a bit of extra atmosphere. If you ask someone who their favourite band is and what their top ten albums of all time are, you’ll no doubt get an answer. However, there’s every chance that their life-listening history will be at odds with those choices. Sadly (or in fact delightfully), the seventies didn’t have an iTunes play count to keep a watchful eye over our personal statistics, but back then the record I could never get enough of was Back into the Future by the maverick Welsh blues rock band, Man.


This album was the soundtrack of the mid-seventies for me, well, along with a shedload of Magma, Gentle Giant and Canterbury scene albums. My memories of those nightly kitchen practice sessions are inextricably tied up with such Man standards as ‘Never Say Nups to Nepalese’ and ‘Ain’t Their Fight’ – and these along with their monumental nineteen-minute live version of ‘C’mon’ were the flavours emanating from our kitchen more often than even my mother’s excellent spaghetti bolognese.


If you ask me what exactly it was about the music of Llanelli’s rock ’n’ roll axe-wielder Deke Leonard and his hirsute cohorts that so appealed to me back then, I’d be hard-pressed to tell you. Maybe it was listening to ‘C’mon’ and imagining what it would be like to be in the band onstage. Apart from it being a futile desire, I’m not saying I would like to go ‘back into my own future’, but if you could have multiple futures concurrently then I’d be up for that. Obviously I’d slap the hand of the divine giver and gladly settle for the one life and career I did receive, but of course the grass is always greener. I often wonder what it would have been like to have trodden another path. I’m probably not alone in nominating that of a musician, living a youthful life of unabashed excess and walking on the edge as my first alternative choice.


There was certainly no clue to my yen for the wilder shores of rock experimentation in my other choice of favoured pastime as a teenager.


Although often erroneously lumped in with darts as a ‘pub game’, in truth, snooker’s natural terrain was either the social clubs or the billiard halls. Far from the ‘den of iniquity’ image that has tended to cling to ‘billiard’ halls as they were then called, most snooker clubs of that era didn’t even have alcohol licences. They tended to be located above Burton Menswear in the high street and the only refreshments available were cups of tea or coffee. In the mid-seventies, snooker and frequenting snooker clubs was seen as a way of wasting one’s time instead of whatever wasn’t wasting one’s time. Ultimately I, on the other hand, was wasting my time only up until the point where I started making a bundle of money from it.


OK, there might have been a little bit of hustling among the hardcore who were trying to get a few quid to keep playing as much as anything else – but when I played with my father at the social club, no gambling ever took place … only drinking, but it was social drinking, not the iniquity kind. Anyway, I was underage, so at the weekend I might sneak a couple of lager and limes at best. However, even that got knocked on the head when I started to learn to drive. It took me a while to realise why my father was so keen on me getting a provisional driving licence the moment I turned seventeen. The vast majority of my lessons were return journeys home from the club. Alcohol at home didn’t exist like it does today, though – at least not in our house.


My father listened to a fair bit of progressive rock during the seventies, but he was usually asleep in the passenger seat, teaching me to drive at the time. I’m not sure if when you’re asleep you can assimilate music, but bombarding people with more esoteric stuff during their shut-eye might be a good way of improving their capacity to appreciate it. Maybe the walls of rejection aren’t immediately put up in sleep mode. Either way, my dad’s continued resistance to hypnopaedia due to his dislike of the band Egg during his waking hours suggested that the benefits of this strategy were, at best, overrated.


Music was never played in snooker clubs – you weren’t even allowed to whistle. Some old clubs still had signs that said ‘No whistling, no coin tossing on the table, no spitting’ – those were the three golden rules of the snooker club, not that tuberculosis seemed to be that much of an issue in the seventies. Oh! and of course it was a given, just like in all the romantic scenes in old films, that you should have one foot on the floor at all times. But music and snooker? Generally, having feet in two different camps would probably prevent both from being mastered at the same time. There are exceptions. I do know that John Egan, one-time member of the Ozric Tentacles, has a personal best break of 133 and made his first century against the snooker pro Tony Meo. I’m not aware of any other century-makers in the pro musical ranks, though.


Unlike alcohol, singing along to Man was tolerated in my mother’s kitchen and that’s what I used to do as I practised, little knowing that I was wiring up my mind for a lifetime of listening as well as honing my skills at the hobby that would become my career.


Coming a close second in the kitchen practice session singalong memory-stakes was Caravan’s unchivalrously titled fifth album For Girls Who Grow Plump in the Night. As a chin-stroking exercise (and one I’d also agree with), the consensus entry point to the Canterbury-based cornucopia that is Caravan’s career would be 1971’s In the Land of Grey and Pink, but my internal play count would definitely favour their later album, which for me was one of the enduring hits of 1973. Many people would disregard Caravan once Richard Sinclair left, but while the band might have become more ‘straight’ and less psychedelic when Pye Hastings took control, I’d say that For Girls Who Grow Plump … was my not-so-secret guilty snooker karaoke pleasure.




Chapter 4


Iron Maiden





Kavus


What little heavy metal I’d heard in the early eighties seemed like a bit of a joke, although I quite liked Motörhead’s ‘Ace of Spades’ because the guitars sounded like vacuum cleaners, which we thought was hilarious. I’d ask Arash, ‘Hey, wanna hear the new Motörhead single?’ while driving the upright Hoover repeatedly into the skirting, shouting, ‘The ace is played! The ace is played!’ Aside from that, our exposure had been limited to AC/DC’s ‘Let’s Get It Up’, which I thought sounded old and plodding, Saxon (‘And the Bands Played On’) and Gillan (‘New Orleans’), neither of whom could be taken seriously, owing to them having members who were either balding or sported moustaches. Or both.


Then, on a Thursday evening in February 1982, a metamorphosis occurred which, four decades on, has yet failed to reverse. A bewitchment so powerful it dramatically reshaped me. How could I have known? That cursed evening when the die was cast, an eldritch spell worked its way inwards, razing all in its path. A hex so forceful it proclaimed itself by relegating Stray Cats from prime mentors to mere irrelevance. Then it really set to germinating.


I was in a dark, hateful mood – an open invitation to the Prince of Darkness right there – having been forbidden from watching Top of the Pops. Whatever the minor infraction on my part was that led to such drastic disciplinary action on that cold, fateful night of revelation has long since been forgotten.


O feeble chastisement! You know Apollyon not.


Arash watched the weekly chart show, a little guiltily, from the adjoining sitting room while I sat seething at the dining room table, pretending to examine the tediously inconsequential maths (my weakest subject) homework my mum had set me.


Beware! For when Mephistopheles comes knocking, he cares not for sums.


Deftly angling the glass door of the sideboard, I realised I could see the reflection of the television in the next room. A satanic reversal, HE only appears in the mirror.


‘And now let’s look at the charts …’


It was Tommy Vance. Again.


‘Adam and the Ants with “Deutscher Girls” is new in at number twenty and at nineteen here at Top of the Pops, we invite you to run for the hills with the sound of Iron Maiden …’


They were showing the video.


I had heard of Iron Maiden. Some of the Scout leaders at Cubs liked them. I knew they were heavy metal. They probably had moustaches.


These five self-assured, slim, long-haired young men in tight PVC trousers didn’t look like Gillan. The spectacle was disturbing yet exhilarating: the fast edits, maniacally grinning zombie face, the funny-shaped guitars and shrieking vocals, the relentlessly unhinged sound, breakneck pace and wild, plummeting solo that sounded like the very world was going mad. What infernal wrong was this? Despite having heard pretty much every song to grace the top forty since the summer of 1980, ‘Run to the Hills’ didn’t even really sound like music, at least not as I knew it. I’ve since watched that video many, many times (although never since reflected in the door of a sideboard) trying to piece together exactly how I felt that night.


The unsettling memory of that glimpse into something truly unholy wouldn’t leave me. How could it? Over the following fortnight, my thoughts kept returning to these sorcerers of the dark arts. I craved further insight into whatever fiendish world they inhabited. Thankfully, ‘Run to the Hills’ peaking at number seven warranted the video being shown again. Maybe it was the anticipation or that my imagination had already begun to construct a myth around them, but this time it happened, it really fucking happened. The devil had found me and I welcomed him in as a friend.


March twenty-first may well be the first day of spring, but for the Torabi household it was Nowruz, the Iranian new year, a celebration that dates back 7000 years and a highlight of our year, the one custom from the old country that our family upheld. We’d give each other gifts and that year, purchased from Boots, Arash gave me ‘Centrefold’ by The J. Geils Band, while my younger brother gave me ‘Run to the Hills’.


My relationship with ‘Centerfold’ went no further than a few perfunctory plays; I must have swapped it shortly afterwards because I haven’t owned it for years. ‘Run to the Hills’, however, was vital. It wasn’t just the song itself – the B-side, ‘Total Eclipse’, was monolithic and is still one of my favourite Maiden tunes. Then there was Derek Riggs’ seizure-inducing artwork and a photo of the band on the back of the sleeve, wearing leather jackets and drinking beer. Even the inclusion of tour dates read like an enchantment. The diabolical whole was far greater than the sum of its parts. The 7-inch was heavy with a singular charge and it was with this record that the magical imprinting began.


Iron Maiden, from an outsider’s perspective, were a Boys Own, sexless and occasionally sexist pantomime rock band with a stupid cartoon monster as their mascot. They were the very antithesis of rock ’n’ roll. Whatever I believed at the time, Iron Maiden’s music was pretty straightforward – almost every tune used the same three-chord pattern. Band leader, bassist and main songwriter Steve Harris’ eagerness to cram in lists of historical facts meant his lyrics often scanned in an awkward way, giving the songs a three-legged feel. When not documenting specific wars or just war in general, they usually took their title from a book or, more often than not, a film, heavy-handedly retelling the story while repeating the title over and over in lieu of a proper chorus.


All this is true, yet none of it matters and herein lies the paradox. Iron Maiden spoke to the outsider, me, like no one else did. Theirs was an inclusive world and being into Iron Maiden felt like being part of something prodigious and exclusive. Grown-ups didn’t get them and they were pariahs in the world of pop. Even comparing Iron Maiden to other metal bands was almost pointless; many older metal fans weren’t interested. No one just ‘quite liked’ them – you hated them or they were your favourite band. Iron Maiden insisted you buy into them and their vision, but what a complete vision it was! Like The Residents or Devo, Iron Maiden were a high-concept band. That the nature of the concept was never particularly clear made the whole trip all the more mystical. They existed in their own numinous terrain and to be a fan wasn’t just to like a band, it was also to acquiesce to a system of lore, to take on a belief.


There’s a purity in the music of Iron Maiden, a soaring, ambitious yearning for something beyond this tawdry existence, this vale of tears. It’s utterly heartfelt and glorious. Iron Maiden is the sound of five sincere and honest men putting absolutely everything they have into their songs – a band writing and playing at the limit of their capabilities. There’s no tortured genius or delirious visionary, no virtuosos or star players, but somehow, under Steve Harris’ tutelage, these primal musical elements, when combined with Derek Riggs’ bizarrely chimerical and otherworldly art, created an intoxicating, resonant bewitchment.


Staring at the record sleeves while listening to the albums opened up an incorporeal, dreamlike world, crackling with electricity and strangeness. From the titles, meticulous artwork, Riggs’ sigil-like signature, the dominant use of yellow and blue, to the cabalistic names attributed to the production team (Martin ‘The Headmaster’ Birch) and the cryptic thanks list, every release was a mysterious artefact, something to explore, imbibe. Each one a jigsaw piece, offering further clues to an unfolding realm.


The albums, singles and tour programmes plotted an esoteric narrative, an extending arc. Who exactly was Eddie the Head? One of us? Was he a force for good or evil? Eddie served as our spirit guide, shepherding us through ancient Egypt towards transcendental spheres, into the volatile realms of madness or down to the depths of Hades to witness the very architecture of cruelty itself. From ancient myths to dystopian futures, Eddie was both observer and protagonist.
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