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‘[A] wonderfully indiscreet autobiography . . . Pratt’s self-deprecating wit is irresistible, whether recounting marathon benders with Robert Palmer or a Michael Jackson session where the man himself hid under the mixing desk. But it’s his Pink Floyd misadventures that take first prize’ Mojo (four stars)

 
‘David Bowie. Pink Floyd. Bryan Ferry. Michael Jackson. Iggy Pop. Guy Pratt. Okay, so that last one doesn’t exactly trip off the tongue, but if the music world has an unsung hero, it’s the bass player who’s gigged with the stars. All the stuff you’d expect from a reckless touring musician is in here: sex, drugs, egos, laughs and scandal. But it’s not just the anecdotes that make this a brilliant read, it’s the way Pratt tells it. Funny, frank, self-deprecating, with the air of someone who can’t quite believe he’s been there, done it and can remember most of it. It’s only rock ‘n’ roll, but we absolutely loved it’ Daily Record


 
‘A hilarious set of stories about his life as a session musician for Pink Floyd, Roxy Music and Madonna among many others. Much recommended’ The Word
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For Gala and Stanley




‘If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t have joined’

Mike Pratt




INTRODUCTION

This book is not meant to be an autobiography proper, or a cautionary tale, although it does probably contain a few. It’s simply a collection of hopefully entertaining, half-remembered half-truths from a carefree and rather out-of-control young life, with perhaps a soupçon of middle-aged hindsight.

I started trying to write a book in 2003, as my professional life had all but ground to a halt.

I had a studio at the legendary Townhouse - legendary meaning it’s now closed down - but not a lot to do in it. My TV composing work had dried up, the musical I’d written with Gary Kemp and Shane Connaughton had stalled, and my attempts at being a pop songwriter had been fruitless. Hardly surprising really, as to be a successful pop writer you have to genuinely like Westlife records. Apart from the odd bass session I was at a standstill.

Trawling through the dusty attic of my addled memory, I found that I’d been in rather a lot of daft and amusing situations, so I set about writing them down. The only problem being that I was a lot better at telling stories than writing them, probably because telling them involves a lot less typing and a lot more shouting.

In the end I decided to try telling them in front of an audience, organizing a members’ dinner at the Groucho Club. This is where people buy tickets, have dinner and listen to a talk on whatever the speaker’s subject is - usually their new cookery book. The only problem was that half the people I was going to talk about came along.

I scanned the room, looked at my notes and thought, Can’t do that one . . . Can’t do that one . . . Can’t do . . . till I thought, Sod it, if you can’t say it in front of them, you shouldn’t be saying it at all.

Despite being one of the most nerve-wracking and unenjoyable experiences of my life, it went down surprisingly quite well. One thing led to another, and within a few months I was at the Edinburgh Festival with a one-man show.
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In the meantime, something else odd happened: I became a working musician again, landing the dream job of bassist for Roxy Music and for the reactivated David Gilmour. It seems that when you get up on a stage and poke fun at pop stars, you start getting hired again - not that those acts had much to worry about, I’m not that stupid.

The next thing I knew, people started telling me I should write a book, so here we are, back where I started.

I’ve tried to keep it true to the spirit of my show, meaning it’s about  the stuff that’s happened to and around me, rather than about me. I don’t see the appeal of my personal life, or any of the depressing bits that are part and parcel of any life, but as a result, there’s a lot that’s been left out, and some of my closest friends don’t even get a mention. All this book is meant to include is the funny stuff, usually involving people you’ve heard of, which is pretty much what I’d like to hear if I was sitting round a table with anyone vaguely interesting, or not even.

 
 
Through a combination of luck, ability, and perhaps a bit of wit and charm, as well as a distinct lack of common sense or willingness to think things through, coupled with a complete disregard for my own wellbeing, a terrible fear of missing out and no idea that you can in fact occasionally say no to things, both professionally and personally, I spent fifteen years careering around the world in the company of some of the finest, daftest and most iconic musicians of the post-sixties era.

It was never my intention to be a session musician - in fact it’s only recently occurred to me how low an aim that is - but people I really wanted to play with just kept offering me money. Admittedly back in the eighties ‘session musician’ wasn’t the dirty word it is today; we were fêted and sought after, and received most of the trimmings, if not all the trappings, of global pop success.

At various times during my career, I made pathetic half-hearted stabs at getting my own thing going, but in truth that’s not where my heart lay. I’ve never had a manifesto or the conviction to stand up and be counted as an artiste.

Most musicians are people who fall in love with music in their formative years and decide, That’s what I want to do. They then go and find like-minded people and start the next generation of bands.

I, on the other hand, fell in love with music in my formative years, but when I decided, That’s what I want to do, I meant just that. I wanted to play that music with those people. Playing ‘Comfortably Numb’ with Pink Floyd, or ‘Kashmir’ with Jimmy Page, getting to play Bernard Edwards’s bass guitar which he used to played ‘Good Times’ with him in the room and having Joe Strummer record a vocal in my house were  good enough for me, as opposed to, say, starting the Stone Roses.

If it wasn’t for the fact that Johnny Marr was literally stuck in the room in front of me, I would probably never have realized his genius, for by the tender age of twenty-four, having already worked with the likes of Robert Palmer, Bernard Edwards and Bryan Ferry, my icons were set in stone, and I simply didn’t feel the same dumbstruck awe for artists of my own generation.

Take Live8, for instance. It was quite probably the greatest live music event ever. Well, since Live Aid anyway. Then again, it depends on your taste, maybe neither of them rocked your boat. I mean, it’s pretty subjective, isn’t it? Morrissey was hardly jumping up and down about either of them.

But I digress. Everyone, it seemed, was either thrilled about going, thrilled about performing, thrilled about watching it, thrilled about everyone agreeing to donate their tax dollars to Africa, despite not paying tax themselves, like Bono, or simply thrilled to have something to slag off, like Damon Albarn. I was far from thrilled, though. I was in a pit of despair. After eight years without a decent live gig, I suddenly had to choose between playing with Pink Floyd in London or Roxy Music in Berlin.

My obvious loyalty was to Pink Floyd. The keyboard player is my father-in-law, my family had just got back from a rather delightful holiday with their guitarist and the drummer had just got me a rather fun if bizarre job that entailed recreating the Top Gear theme tune using only car exhaust noises.

No band has ever impacted on my professional and personal life in the way Pink Floyd has, ever since they asked me to take the bass player’s spot vacated by Roger Waters. A spot that was no longer vacant. That was the whole bloody point, wasn’t it? Roger was back! Hurrah! That’ll show those miserly old G8 finance ministers. If Roger Waters can be persuaded to leave the golf course, surely they’ll have to cancel Africa’s debt! Roger, however, wanted to play acoustic guitar on two songs, so David, quite rightly I thought, suggested I play bass.

The problem was, I was already booked to play with Roxy Music, something I’d wanted to do pretty much all my adult life. If I hadn’t been playing for Mr Ferry back in 1987, I probably wouldn’t have been considered for the Floyd gig in the first place.

In the end I plumped for Roxy Music. Ironically, I was apparently the last thing you saw on TV before Floyd came on. Ironic because, if I’d taken the Floyd gig, you wouldn’t have seen me at all.

 
 
Most of the stories in this book are about people, places and events, not about music itself, since that’s one thing I do tend to take seriously, and is intended for anyone who has ever enjoyed music in even the most casual sense, as opposed to the serious fan, anorak, obsessive, stalker or even musician.

Having been forced to revisit my younger years, it seems extraordinary that I’m here at all, let alone a reasonably well-balanced - despite the occasional lapse - father who’s just celebrated his tenth wedding anniversary.

Rock music now has such a long history that it can’t possibly impact on young people in the same way it did on me. Today it’s just an accepted part of the landscape of growing up, a soundtrack to your favourite video game and a way to sell mobile phones. For the last twelve years, all rock music has done is look backwards, though that’s not to say that some great music hasn’t been made, as clearly it has.

Back in the eighties, music was driven by technology. Practically every week there was a new ‘box’ to get excited about, and studios were magical temples of science and art, to which access was an exclusive privilege. Nowadays your laptop comes with a recording studio included, which makes it all a bit less precious. But it seems odd that whilst musical technology has moved forwards at the same speed as lighting and video technology, the music itself has stopped and turned around. At most gigs today you’ll listen to music you could have heard at the Riki Tik club in 1964, while the lighting and staging have become totally space age, which strikes me as a tad incongruous. But then I’m just a grumpy old man, what do I know? Read on and you’ll find out how little ...1






1

CHILDHOOD

I didn’t want to put in too much about my childhood, as this isn’t really meant to be a proper grown-up autobiography. Besides, you’re probably not that interested, so I’ve just dug up the funny bits.

I’m always suspicious of books that contain endless chapters describing impoverished but bucolic summers spent on uncles’ farms in Ireland, rummaging around beaches and bombsites, being kidnapped by Basque separatists or riding on elephants to meet maharajahs. I’ve yet to meet anyone who can recall their formative years in anything like the detail people do in books, and I certainly remember precious little about mine. I read an interview with Pete Townshend recently in which he said he can remember everything from eighteen months up to four years old, but then there’s a gap until he’s six. Everything from eighteen months! Are you kidding?

What I do know is that I was born to Tessa and Mike Pratt in a flat above a shoe shop, eighteen months after the birth of my sister Karin. We lived opposite the pie and mash shop R Cookes, which is sadly no more, in The Cut, Waterloo. It’s the dividing line between Lambeth and Southwark, as well as being home to the Old and Young Vic Theatres.

On a quiet day, with the wind in the right direction and if you strain hard enough, you can probably just about make out the chimes of Bow Bells, so I could assume the mantle of being a true cockney, but if you’ve ever heard me speak, you’ll know that’s patently absurd.

I was meant to arrive on Christmas day 1961, and my dad always  swore he was going to call me Jesus. Thank God I was late, as Pratt is quite enough of a cross to bear, thank you very much.

I nearly arrived much earlier, on 5 November, when my parents attended a bonfire party thrown by Tommy Steele’s manager John Kennedy. A load of fireworks went off in the living room, the house caught fire and Mum had to jump out of an upstairs bathroom window, almost triggering a premature birth. Years later, Mum told this story to someone who jokingly replied, ‘Don’t tell me, you had a son and called him Guy!’

The neighbours used to say she drugged her babies so she and dad could have parties, and it’s true that the whole Count Basie band came and jammed at her twenty-fourth birthday, with Karin and I allegedly drugged asleep upstairs. The next day in the local supermarket a neighbour told her she’d been kept awake all night by the most beautiful sax playing she’d ever heard, which was from Joe Harriott, a criminally overlooked British saxophonist.

As you may have gathered, Dad was quite a fearsome drinker in his younger years, and would think nothing of coming home at two in the morning with Dizzy Gillespie and his band or several inebriated thespians who were always welcome to crash. On one such occasion, Tubby Hayes allegedly rolled a huge joint out of newspaper, causing an immediate attack of the munchies. Mum was duly dispatched to Waterloo Station to get some chocolate from the vending machine there, but returned empty-handed, saying, ‘It kept telling me I weigh seven stone.’

Mum also tells me I once ran into my parents’ bedroom at four in the morning having been woken by a noise and gone to the front room to investigate. I was screaming, ‘Mummy, Daddy, there’s a tramp sleeping on the sofa!’

After much soothing and consoling, my parents managed to convince me they had in fact invited Peter O’Toole to stay the night.

When I was two, we moved around the corner to a little Corrie- type terraced house in Whittlesey Street. It was just behind the South Bank, and I spent my whole childhood there in a very secure, loving environment.

Mum now lives with my stepdad Martin Clarke out near Buckingham, having retained the house in Waterloo, which they bought in 1971 for £7,000. Like everywhere in central London, the area’s now extremely chichi, so they rent it out lucratively to media types.

I go down to the South Bank quite a lot these days, as in my opinion  it’s one of the best bits of London. What with the Tate, the London Eye and the Imax, it really makes me think of London as a thrusting modern European city, which is more than slightly annoying. When I was a kid it was an oppressive, deserted, futurist, Kafkaesque nightmare landscape, although good fun for exploring.
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Karin, Mum, Me

As a kid I was allowed to wander as far as I liked on my own or with friends from about the age of seven, which would be unheard of in today’s paedo-frenzy climate of parental hysteria. Despite being south of the river, I was in easy striking distance of old Covent Garden, the West End, and the City, which was a favourite haunt of mine, as my mate Lawrence Blampied and I would spend whole weekends exploring the vast Omega Man emptiness of the Square Mile.

I still have a scar above my left eye, which is a trophy picked up in the crypt of St Paul’s cathedral on one such trip. My companion, schoolfriend Paige Almond, who later changed his name to Stewart England and played guitar for mod revivalists Long Tall Shorty, smacked me into a pillar for some reason, and I was dramatically carried off to St Bart’s by a gang of passing Benedictine monks.

As young boy, I was in thrall to anything to do with planes, space travel, Formula 1 and the usual TV shows of the day, my favourite being  The Saint.

I was a big fan of Roger Moore, although there was one thing about him that annoyed me: he seemed to beat up my dad quite a lot, and on one occasion even went so far as to kill him.

My dad, Mike Pratt, was a songwriter turned actor, who did a very good Russian accent, which got him a lot of work on TV playing KGB agents, often with Bert Kwok playing his Red Chinese counterpart. It was nice steady work, but the downside for me was that he was always on the losing side.

For a short time dad was really quite famous, when he played Jeff Randall in  Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased). My parents had separated by then, and Dad had moved into the lower two floors of 66 Eaton Place in Belgravia, the house where they filmed Upstairs Downstairs.
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It was the first place I encountered such exotic things as frozen concentrated orange juice and Perrier, and in 1969 I was presented with a newfangled contraption from New York called a skateboard. I whizzed up and down the mews beside Dad’s house for a couple of weeks and then got bored of it. Shame really, as I had the jump on the rest of the country by about five years.

I remember going to visit Dad in St George’s Hospital, where my wife Gala would be born the following year. He’d come home from celebrating his thirty-eighth birthday, forgotten his keys and tried to get in the window. Being pissed, he’d misjudged the distance, fallen into the basement and broken both legs. They were still filming Randall and Hopkirk at the time, and had to quickly run up a script that involved him being in a hospital bed for an entire episode.

We used to get to visit the set of R&H, which was shot at Elstree along with all the other ITC shows, such as Department S, The Champions,  Man in a Suitcase and, of course, The Saint.

Watching the show on TV I finally understood why, during filming, they’d occasionally stop, and everyone had to stand really still while Kenneth Cope in his white suit ran off the set really quickly, after which they’d carry on the scene as if nothing had happened.

We were having lunch in the canteen one day when who should walk in but Roger Moore. Dad asked him to come and say hello to me, knowing that I was a fan, and Roger kindly said he’d be happy to.

He came over to our table and sat down with a look of suave satisfaction, then Mum said, ‘Guy, do you know who this is?’

‘No,’ I replied curtly.

He’d beaten my dad up once too often.

Telly fame is different and more insidious than other types of fame, as people don’t have to go out of their way to be a fan. If you like a particular movie star, you go to the cinema and pay money to see their work. Likewise with musicians; you have to make the effort to obtain their music, even if all that requires nowadays is typing their name into a computer, or get off your arse to go see them live.

People on telly just turn up in your living room at the same time every week, so you can take them or leave them, and it shows in people’s attitude towards TV actors. It was by turns flattering and upsetting to go out with Dad and have people come up and tell him exactly what they thought about him, good or bad.

This is probably part of the reason I’ve always been content to be a sideman, and didn’t actually get up on a stage on my own and say, ‘Look at me!’ until I was forty-three.

Although I have often wondered whether the thespian path may have been my true calling, it had no appeal when I was young. Actors have to get up early in the morning when they’re working, whereas, apart from catching planes, musicians generally don’t - or rather didn’t. In the new lean, mean accountant-led music business, things are much more nine to five.

I always found my most creative moments happened in the wee small hours and it’s the ability to stay up late and lie in pretty much all of the time that I thought separated musicians from the bourgeoise masses, making it seem like the life for me. Conversely, it could be that I’m just trying to disguise the fact that I’m bone idle, since most truly successful artists I’ve ever known work at least as hard as anyone in the ‘real’ world.

The fact that I ended up a session musician does show a serious lack of aspiration or direction on my part, as it’s a career that gives you very little control over your life as you’re completely dependent on the whims of the artists you’re working with, and we’re talking serious whim here. Trevor Horn once hilariously described Seal to me as having a ‘whim of iron’.

On the other hand, when it’s good, it’s got to be one of the best jobs in the world. Like now, for instance, as I sit writing this while enjoying an exquisite six-course Tuscan dinner in the garden of the five-star  Regency Hotel in Florence, having flown in on a private jet this afternoon from Belgrade, where Roxy Music played an absolute stormer last night to a delirious sell-out crowd that included the President of Serbia.2


 
 
From 1965 until 1973 I attended Friars Primary School in Webber Street, just off Blackfriars Road.

There was a bench in the playground where girls would go and sit during playtime, and the boys, myself included, would endeavour to entertain them with renditions of the latest pop hits, complete with air guitar. The big favourites for the boys were T. Rex and Alice Cooper, although I was a Slade man myself, while the girls liked The Osmonds, Donny Osmond, David Cassidy, Bay City Rollers and Jackson 5. There were very clear gender-based divisions about music, and I suffered the first of many crises of confidence when I came under the spell of ‘Crazy Horses’ by The Osmonds, an irresistible piece of faux heavy rock by a decidedly girl’s group.

Recently I found myself back in the area with a bit of time to kill, so I wandered down to the school and explained I was an ex-pupil. The staff couldn’t have been more friendly and helpful, looking up my records and such, although they persuaded me that letting a middle-aged man in a parka have a poke around the school on his own was hardly a good idea. I was thrilled to discover that our old classroom attendant, a sweet old Jamaican lady, had just been honoured with an OBE, for no other reason than that she’d been a really nice helpful person for a very long time. Either that or she’d somehow managed to scrape together a couple of million to lend to the Labour Party.

At the age of eleven I was packed off to Kingham Hill School, a boarding school in the Cotswolds between Stow-on-the-Wold and Chipping Norton3. I was happy to go, as I already had friends there and Lawrence Blampied was coming with me. Plus my choice of schools in Lambeth was terrifying for a rather small, vulnerable, if lippy, well-spoken smartarse like myself. Apparently my eleven plus results had been very good, so I was given a very limited choice of schools as an ‘experiment’. Nice one ILEA.

Kingham Hill was hardly a grand public school, having been founded by Charles Edward Baring Young, of Barings Bank fame, as a home for orphaned or wayward boys. Originally boys would go there from the age of six to fifteen, before being packed off to the Baring farm in Canada in the hope of making something of their wretched lives. They even had a warden rather than a headmaster, for Christ sakes.

The school also had an arrangement to take on boys from Vanbrugh, the RAF benevolent fund prep school, and it took me a while to get used to all these kids waking up screaming every night because they’d seen their dad at the end of the bed.

I did once see a ghost there, in ‘The Planney’, the dark scary wood one had to walk through to get from Plymouth, the junior house, up to top school. The legend was that sometime in the 1950s an RAF fighter - we were surrounded by airbases - had crashed, and the pilot was never found . . .

Everything was fine until I turned thirteen and suddenly realized that I could really do with girls in my life. From that point on it was downhill all the way, including two attempts at running away. The first was a straightforward sneak out of school, get on a train to London and plead with my parents to send me somewhere else. Needless to say it didn’t work. The second involved walking the thirty or so miles to my mate Matthew Johnson Jones’s house. His folks were away and we planned to live it up there for a few days before deciding on our next move. Unfortunately his parents had returned early, so we spent two days hiding out in his little sister’s wendy house before being finally apprehended and returned to school, tails between our legs.
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FIRST BASS

It was on a family holiday in Holyhead that my life irrevocably changed course. Having been bullied into smoking by an older cousin, I’d gone upstairs feeling sick and faint after my first properly inhaled cigarette. The fact that I was suffering a nicotine overdose could explain what happened next as my first drug-induced experience.

I was lying on my cousin’s bed, starting to feel a bit better, when I noticed the cassette player on the bedside table. Although quite interested in music - I’d grown out of Slade and moved on to David Bowie, and liked fifties rock’n’roll, Tubular Bells and the 2001 soundtrack - I was very  interested in cassette players and audio technology in general, so I pressed play.

The opening synth loop of Baba O’Riley cascaded out into the room, followed by those chords, then the drums and that bass line. It was extraordinary. Suddenly a bloke started singing about being out in the fields and he sounded really angry. He wasn’t talking about some baby or other; he was talking about his life. It was all too much for me, and my head resumed spinning, but my epiphany was far from over, because what I heard next threw everything I thought I knew and cared about out the window: Pete Townshend playing that riff.

It was hardly the biggest, most distorted or in any way macho or deliberately impressive bit of guitar playing I’d ever heard. As a matter of fact, it was the most basic 1, 5, 4, chord sequence possible, without even a hint of embellishment or flourish. I’d just never heard a song with so much intent. I couldn’t believe it was possible to actually mean  anything that much. I didn’t even care what it was, if anything, that he meant. In fact, come to think of it, I still don’t know exactly what it does mean.

I listened to the next track, ‘Getting In Tune’, which did my head in as well. Then for some reason I can’t fathom, I turned the tape over, it being about ten minutes from the end of side 2 (ah, cassettes, God rest ’em), and listened to ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’, which was, and remains, the best thing I have ever heard in my life.

That a song can be so angry and vicious, but at the same time utterly joyful, seems to me the very definition of perfection in art. It’s at this point that I could really do with Nick Hornby stepping in for a few paragraphs, as he really knows how to express this stuff.

Years later I would sit in a Philadelphia hotel bedroom with David Gilmour while he told me how he had stood next to Pete Townshend on stage and played ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’ with him, then ask me if I could imagine how amazing that was. The answer was yes, I could actually. The fact that David was even slightly impressed struck me as a great affirmation of my younger self’s taste. Although to be fair, we were both appallingly drunk at the time.

For the rest of the holiday all I wanted to do was listen to The Who, and Led Zeppelin, who I’d also discovered and thought were incomparable for groove, riffs and sheer weight, though their appeal was limited by the singer banging on about this ‘baby’ all the time, whoever she was. Pete, on the other hand, had no time for her, he just wanted to get things done, see action and a change. Quite right, I know I did, still do really. Just never seem to get round to it.

From then on I spent all my half-terms and holidays mooching around the guitar shops on Charing Cross Road. My friend Lawrence and I would gape and drool in awe and wonderment as we wandered through this new and unbelievably exciting world.

Japanese copies of guitars had got well up to speed by this point, and though they looked like the Gibsons and Fenders we lusted after, they were cheap enough for the surly, rollup-smoking hippy behind the counter to begrudgingly let us have a go. I would spend whole days in Macari’s and Andy’s, painfully picking out ‘Can’t Explain’ and ‘Substitute’. Later I progressed to ‘Stairway To Heaven’, but I swear on my life, never, ever ‘Smoke On The Water’.

In all that time, though, I only once picked up a bass. It was a Rickenbacker 4001 if I remember correctly, and had it not been for my sheer desperation to obtain an electrified instrument, things could have turned out very differently.

Because my birthday is so close to Christmas I’ve always been in the unfortunate position of receiving a present that’s bigger than an individual Christmas or birthday present, but of slightly lower value than the two combined. As a child I had to employ extraordinary cunning to gain maximum value from said gift, and so it was that I asked my mum if perhaps she and Dad would join forces and get me an electric guitar for Christmas and birthday. Being no fool, she had quickly responded with, ‘Oh darling, why don’t you get a nice Spanish guitar, and if you get on all right with that, we’ll see about getting you an electric one.’ Her well-founded concern being the God-awful din that would doubtless emanate from my bedroom at all hours of the day and night, our house in Waterloo being far from palatial.

Spanish guitar? Fuck that! I wasn’t interested in the guitar; it was the  electric bit I was after, and so a plan had to be devised. Then it came to me. Eureka! I thought. I’ll ask for a bass guitar, knowing, or at least assuming, that the acoustic equivalent - i.e. a double bass - was way too big and expensive.

At the time I knew nothing about the bass guitar and how it differed from its counterpart, I’m not sure I was even aware that it had four strings rather than six. All I knew was that it was electric, and therefore what I was after.

So it came to pass that on Christmas Eve 1975, my father arrived carrying a very long slim case. I remember the moment exactly. He walked in the door and I exclaimed, ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a bass guitar,’ he replied coolly. ‘What you gonna do with it?’

Dad had been very encouraging about my recent discovery of rock-’n’roll, having been a songwriter himself, penning most of Tommy Steele’s early hits with Lionel Bart, and even winning an Ivor Novello award for ‘Handful Of Songs’. (Both of my son’s grandfathers are Ivor Novello winners, whereas I’ve just been nominated twice. No pressure there then.)

Along with the bass, he gave me an album he knew I wanted: Dark Side of the Moon by Pink Floyd. Anyone reading this who has lost a parent  early will know how easy it is to invest meaning in the smallest of things. However, assuming the reason you’re reading is in the hope of juicy Pink Floyd stories, I expect you can see how this particular gift would have great resonance in later life. I’d like to be able to say I still have it, but I haven’t. Some time later, back at school, I swapped it for Made in the Shade by the Rolling Stones, which at least is another album with a pyramid on the cover. Well, everyone had Dark Side of the Moon.

I still remember the smell. Guitar cases don’t smell like that to me any more, in the same way that cars don’t smell like old Jags did. It was a mixture of Pledge, leather and some indescribable thing that was just rock’n’roll, as opposed to, well, furniture, and it completely intoxicated me.

I loved my bass like nothing I’d ever owned, and I still have it today. It’s a copy of a Fender Jazz Bass made, I think, by a Japanese company called Grant. I say think because it has no markings or brand name on it, and in 1981 when I stripped it down and made it fretless, I discovered the body is made of bloody plywood! When it came to insuring it, I stuck a Judge Dredd badge on the body and said it was a ‘Dredd Custom Fretless Bass’. I’m sure it’s why the Jazz is still the only bass for me. The slim tapering neck, the curve of the waist, the tonal possibilities of the two pick-ups - it always comes back to girls, doesn’t it? Although I’m not quite sure where the tonal possibilities come in. The Fender Jazz Bass has got to be one of the most perfect things ever designed by man. It’s right up there with cling film and Sky+.

I realized very quickly that I’d overlooked one very important part of the equation: an amplifier. Playing the bass guitar on its own is quite dull enough, but when you can’t even hear it, it’s bordering on masochism.

I devised a way to plug it into my stepdad’s hi-fi, which was an achievement in itself, as anyone who grew up in the seventies will attest to. It’s hard to describe the reverence that surrounded the family stereo back in those days; it was as if the obelisk from 2001 had suddenly materialized in the front room.

My stepdad Martin was the proud owner of £200’s worth of Scandinavian excellence, and about three seldom-played albums, including Neil Diamond and something by Sky. I’m being a bit unfair here, as Martin’s long-forgotten copies of Crosby, Stills, Nash and  Young’s Déjà vu, Cream’s Disraeli Gears, Bob Dylan’s Highway 61 and Jimi Hendrix’s Smash Hits were to provide great succour in my fledgling days. I would spend all day playing down in our basement, while Mum sat in her office upstairs doing accounts, occasionally shouting down encouragement as I finally mastered the national anthem or some other basic melody designed for another instrument.

I got myself a ‘how to’ book, which came with a flexi-disc - remember them? - of 12-bar blues-type backing tracks without bass for you to play along to. Unfortunately I couldn’t have the turntable and the bass playing at the same time, so I’d listen to the record, desperately trying to glean what I could, then play along from memory. It had supposedly helpful photos of a man with a bass, showing you the correct way to sit, hold it, finger it, etc. The only snag was that the man holding the bass was an enormous, psychedelically dressed black dude with the biggest Afro I’d ever seen; it made me think I could spend a million years practising but would still never look like that.


The book offered to teach you in either standard music notation, which I knew a little, having grappled with the clarinet for a year or so, or ‘TAB’, which uses string and fret numbers and is way too boring to go into at this point. It took me about an hour to figure out that I wanted nothing to do with either of them, and that was the extent of my formal musical training.

When I got back to school, I knew I was going to need an accomplice, since playing the bass on your own has its limitations. In fact, that’s pretty much all it has, especially when you haven’t got an amp and only know how to play ‘Hey Joe’, the national anthem and something off Mike Oldfield’s Hergest Ridge.

The previous autumn at school, I had moved up from the junior house (Plymouth) to one of the six senior ones (Bradford). Friendships and gangs had all gone into flux since we’d been allowed to wear long trousers and been thrust into a world of bigger and seemingly cooler boys, and it forced one to reconsider one’s place in life, putting away childish things in favour of, well, slightly less childish things.

Martin Glover was very cool indeed. He was in Sheffield House, which was generally regarded as the most yobby and rebellious. A year above me, he was a known Led Zeppelin fanatic, but, more importantly, the owner of an electric guitar.

I always wanted to be friends with my elders and betters - I assume it’s the same for most boys - which wasn’t easy as few people, other than those of a certain bent, aspired to be mates with their juniors.

I can’t remember if we’d made contact before, but I think turning up at school in January 1976 with a bass certainly changed things.

No one had a bass guitar at school in those days. Being a type of electric guitar but not an actual electric guitar meant it was almost the coolest thing in the world, but not quite. I like to think it hinted at hidden depths and sophistication, but then I would.

When I started playing, most gangs of kids thrashing away in their bedroom or garage had a roadie before they had a bass player. That’s being kind, actually, they had a lawyer before they had a bass player.

Possessed of neither the obvious vainglorious sexiness of the lead guitar, nor the sheer muscular fundamentalism of the drums - I’m not quite sure where the keyboards fit into this equation - the bass guitar was always rock music’s poor relation.

The players you knew of, you knew because they supplemented their income by doing something else, such as writing the songs and singing them, such as Paul McCartney with The Beatles, Sting with The Police, Phil Lynott with Thin Lizzy, Jack Bruce with Cream and Roger whatever-his-name-is with Pink Floyd. There were always the bass virtuosos to look up to, for sure, but even they usually had another string to their bow, like John Paul Jones for instance, who was also a gifted keyboard player and string arranger of note - or notes, even. We all know, of course, that the success of The Who’s heady mix of art-school pretentiousness and sheer rage was only made possible by the fact that their bass player, the legendary John Entwistle, was also a one-man colliery brass band. Incidentally, I bought my most treasured bass - a 1964 Fender Jazz that I call Betsy - from him, though admittedly, owning a bass guitar that once belonged to John Entwistle is about as rare as owning a Tracey Emin that belonged to Charles Saatchi . . .

The whole oeuvre of rock music and what it meant was very different back then. Nowadays you can learn the history of pop at school. You can even go to college and learn how to play rock’n’roll. We, however, were taught that rock music was simply noise made by cretins, and it’s only now after over twenty years in the business that I’m starting to think my music teacher may have had a point.

It was a secret world and it only existed outside the gates or in your head. With the coolest bands not bothering to put out singles, just Top of the Pops or The Old Grey Whistle Test on telly - which we hardly ever got to watch anyway - and Radio 1 being pretty useless, apart from John Peel under the pillow and Alan Freeman on Saturday - ‘Bitta Quo, bitta Heep, bitta Tull, bitta Floyd, bitta Zep, but first . . . Eberson Laig ag Ballber!’ - we were totally reliant on the music press for information. The undisputed king of the music press was the NME, with MM as the slightly more grown-up paper, and Sounds as the brash little brother. Bob Geldof once said, quite rightly, that punk basically happened in the music press, as there was practically no other outlet for it. There was also Beat Instrumental, which was aimed at musicians - you had to learn to read between the lines with that one, or you’d find yourself going out and buying a Robin Trower live album, like I did.

Essentially what we were experiencing was the fag end of the sixties. It was at about this time that I remember the audience at a Faces concert having to wait two and half hours, as the band wouldn’t go on until Princess Margaret got to her seat. An act of spectacular crassness for which I hold Rod Stewart entirely responsible, Woody, Mac and Ronnie being above reproach. The Who and the Stones would do a round of stadiums and arenas every two years while Zeppelin didn’t bother playing Britain at all for five years, as everyone just wanted to be laid-back rich and mellow in LA. Man.

Much as I loved Wish You Were Here, being the first Floyd album I bought on release, the trouble with Pink Floyd was that you had to listen to the whole bloody album, and we had neither the time nor the pot. It was getting ridiculous, and something had to give. The only really interesting new music in Britain was being made by Roxy Music and David Bowie - although he was actually making his in Berlin at the time.

Whilst I loved the swampy funk of Little Feat and Robert Palmer, only one chap from Asbury Park, New Jersey, was addressing my penchant for angry underdogs. Pete Townshend had just turned thirty, and although still fabulously angry, his current woeful tales of being a rich drunk weren’t quite what I was after to get me through the nightmare onset of adolescence, which was annoying as few records have served me as well as Quadrophenia.

There was good fun stuff like The Sensational Alex Harvey Band and Dr Feelgood, with a valiant gaggle of misfit bands such as the Kursaal Flyers trying to fill the void, but there was no real meat and no one less than fifteen years older than us to relate to.

It was against this backdrop that Martin and I started our band, A Nice Pear. Martin somehow managed to procure the use of the attic above the gym as a rehearsal space and general den. We covered the walls with posters and record ads cut out from NME, and somehow concocted bass and guitar amps using two knackered old Dansette record players and copious amounts of Blu-Tack.

Over the next couple of months we tried out several drummers, although none impressed us enough to get the coveted stool, which is hardly surprising as for a start we didn’t have a stool and our drum kit comprised of used catering-size baked-bean tins in varying states of decay.

We struggled manfully - well, childishly - with Martin’s earnest tunes, but towards Easter I was informed that my father was ill, and would be ‘for about six months’. What I wasn’t told was that once the six months were up he’d be dead.

The day my father died I was sent to join my sister, Karin, who was in Ramsgate staying with Dad’s friends John and Joan Le Mesurier. It seemed like the right place to be, everyone was very good to us, and John made hilarious attempts at being paternal - I still try to live by some of his pearls to this day.

‘If they’re going to worry about your shoes, don’t bother going.’

‘Don’t let anyone make you play cricket, unless you really want to.’

But the greatest of them all was, ‘When you grow up, Guy, be a mass murderer, be a fascist dictator, but don’t ever, ever, ever be a bore.’

It’s only in middle age that I can see how much my father’s death shaped me, and the fact that the bass guitar was the last thing he gave me probably explains why that’s what I went on to do, as he wasn’t there to give me any other instructions to the contrary.

I also fell completely under the spell of David Malin, Joan Le Mesurier’s son, a budding songwriter and general roué who’d left school at fourteen, and who I thought was the coolest person I’d ever met. I immediately thought the cool thing was to get out of school ASAP, something I now bitterly regret, as my total lack of qualifications means  I’m condemned to living off my wits for the rest of my life. As a result, my offspring will probably be imprisoned in places of further education until their mid-thirties.

One of the first rock books I read was Barbara Charone’s hands-on biography of Keith Richards, in which she tells of Keith’s two-day sleep cycle. In my youthful naivety I thought his extended wakefulness was an interesting lifestyle decision, rather than the result of massive and prolonged stimulant ingestion. I hadn’t really been exposed to anything on that front, and it was at about this time that I discovered spliff, which was amazing for the vistas it opened up and the fact that music just sounded so good when you were stoned. It also helped you cross the line from being ‘straight’ to the exciting realms of underground culture. It seemed much more illegal and criminal back then, and everyone I knew who smoked had incredibly elaborate ‘stashes’, little hiding places under the floor or behind boilers that hopefully would elude discovery by the ‘pigs’.

It’s easy to forget, in an age where cocaine jokes are the norm on TV, that thirty-odd years ago the Rolling Stones had policemen coming through the window practically every day.

Sadly I can’t smoke any more, as it just makes me paranoid and fearful, partly because, with the advent of hydroponics, it’s just so bloody strong. I always liked weak pot, which was just as well as that’s all I could afford.

With the advent of punk, I assumed that pot would be eschewed, being such a hippy accessory - surely only speed would help if you were going to play that fast. I was shocked and surprised to learn of Joe ’n’ Mick’s legendary intake. Especially as, when I later encountered Martin Glover in his punk persona as Youth, he was hitting on a hookah of staggering proportions. When he’d first seen me smoke a spliff two years earlier he’d chastised me for being a hippy. Ooh, get her.

My first proper engagement as a bassist was accompanying David Malin at my father’s benefit show at the Aldwych Theatre.

It turned out that a couple of years before he died, Dad had decided he didn’t want to pay tax any more, so he didn’t. Unfortunately for us, that meant that when he died, leaving no will, of course, the only inheritance Karin and I received was an outstanding demand from the Inland Revenue. (Which is why whenever I hear ‘Papa was a rollin’ stone’, I  always hear the follow-up line as ‘All he left us was a loan’.)

Luckily, Dad had been amazingly well-liked, and a ridiculous line-up came together to put on a show to help pay off his debts and give Karin and I a little something in our pot. (It’s true, you know, there’s no people like show people.) It included Glenda Jackson, the cast of The Brothers, Barbara Windsor, Lionel Bart, Annie Ross, John Le Mesurier, Gordon Honeycomb, performing ‘No one loves a fairy when she’s fifty’ with Rita Webb, Richard O’Brien, as well as messages of support from Peter O’Toole, John Hurt and Kenneth Cope. John Junkin and Barry Cryer wrote sketches and links pretty much on the spot, but sadly I can only remember one gag:

‘It’s not right, it’s not fair, and it’s not British!’

‘What isn’t?’

‘Eartha Kitt’s left tit!’

Boom boom!

I turned up at the stage door with David Malin, and the guy on the door duly went through the list to check us off. David was on the list of performers but I wasn’t. In fact, there was only one name left on the list, a Mr Mike Sun. Obviously when they were doing the list someone had said, ‘Oh, Mike’s son is doing something or other . . .’

I didn’t even warrant a name. It was incredibly upsetting, and I felt thoroughly patronized, which is fair enough really, as I’d only been playing for about six months and was hardly competent enough to get on a West End stage under any other circumstances.

We performed one of David’s California singer-songwritery numbers, with me dutifully plodding away at the simplified part that the real bass player had written for me. I was so scared I don’t think I even dared look at the audience once.

My name did stand me in good stead when punk came along, though, and I first ventured down to legendary punk venue The Roxy, fifteen years old, alone and really quite scared. I was most relieved when an equally young punk came up and engaged me in conversation, chatting happily and exchanging ideas for about ten minutes before I asked him about himself. Turns out he’d come all the way down from somewhere in Yorkshire for the gig, and was called something unlikely like Phlegm Ratbite or perhaps Jimmy Pus. He asked me my name, so I told him.

‘Guy Pratt.’

He paused for a second before exclaiming, ‘That’s brilliant!’

If it hadn’t been for punk and what followed I doubt I would have stuck at the bass, because the whole idea of demythologizing rock, spurning musical prowess and the idea of the guitar hero put the bass on a much more equal footing. And more to the point Paul Simenon was just the coolest-looking bass player I’d ever seen.

Thanks to the likes of Simo, Bruce Foxton and JJ Burnel, when I made my regular visits to the music shops of Tin Pan Alley I’d actually see guys trying out basses as well as guitars - even in front of their girlfriends! I knew then how the suffragettes must have felt when they got the vote. All right, maybe that’s pushing it a bit, but you know what I mean. Punk lifted the bass from its lowly role as rock music’s Cinderella and brought it squinting into the glorious sunlight of acceptability.

As a rule, there was little room for actual basslines with punk, as everything was played so bloody fast. The best most bassists could do was hang on and try to keep up with the guitarist, with the notable exceptions of ‘Peaches’ by The Stranglers, and The Clash’s ‘Police And Thieves’ and the sublime ‘White Man In Hammersmith Palais’. In fact, more than anything it got me into trying to cop reggae licks.

That same year I somehow contrived to play in a recording studio with a band, having got permission from my housemaster to come down to London to make a record with a mad Californian girl David Malin had introduced me to. She’d made a fortune out of health food-type chocolate bars, then decided to be a singer.

The band was called The Lil-Lettes and the songs had typical faux  punk titles like ‘Glands Outta Control’ and ‘I Don’t Feel Nothin” and featured Mike Thompson from Donovan’s band, Open Road, on guitar - punk you say? - and a drummer whose name I don’t recall but whose dad owned the Rainbow Theatre in Finsbury Park, which was one of the top venues in London then, giving him as good a qualification as any to be in a band. What was really exciting, though, was that no less than John Cale (or was it Cage?) was meant to be producing. Sadly neither of them showed up, but we did record a track, and the cassette is still mouldering away in a box somewhere.

Back at school the band got a keyboard player in the form of one  Bernard Baker, and I stopped playing with them as I was more interested in just learning to play the bass. Years later, Bernard Baker informed me I was actually kicked out. Hey, it’s a tough business.




3

MOD BAND SEEKS BASSIST

In 1979 the back pages of the weekly music papers made for hilarious reading. They were a law unto themselves and had long been a source of amazement and mirth, not least for the radical change in the small ads section over the preceding two years

Let me explain. Before punk, ‘musician wanted’ ads would read something like this:

[image: 004]




‘WANTED, GUITARIST, NOT ON HEAVY TRIP, NO BREADHEADS OR TIME-WASTERS’  

The temptation was to call up and say, ‘Hi, look, I’m a bit of a breadhead and something of a timewaster, but like, when’s the audition man?’

In the post-Pistols world, things were much more sucinct.




‘GUITARIST WANTED. NO BEARDS’ 

Rock music had been rough a huge cultural pheaval over the preceding  three years, for my generation anyway, and very definite lines had been drawn in the sand, not that you’d have guessed it from the ‘singers wanted’ section, which was always a real treasure trove, featuring such classics as:




‘SINGER WANTED MUST HAVE OWN PA AND VAN’ 

Or:


‘MUST LIKE CLIFF RICHARD AND LIVE NEAR NEASDEN’ 

The clothes on offer in the back pages had also been swept along on a tide of art students’ new-found access to screenprinting. In the days before bondage trousers, in amongst the Black Sabbath iron-on transfers were ‘humorous’ T-shirts with slogans like ‘Fly United’, ‘Makin’ Bacon’, accompanied by cartoon animals engaged in comedy coitus, and who could forget the classic ‘I’m With Stupid’. Now it was all ‘18 Pleat Bowie Pegs!’ and ‘JAM SHOES!’.

However, one week, in between the Joy Division bootlegs, ‘anarchy’ T-shirts and vinyl ties, I spotted what seemed the very thing I was looking for:


‘MOD BAND SEEKS BASSIST’ 

I’d spent every spare moment of the last three years learning how to play bass and thought I was now good enough to put myself to the test. I just wanted to be in a band, any band. Obviously not one with members who liked Cliff Richard, although they could live as near Neasden as they liked. Youth had joined a band called The Rage, and the rumour back at school was that he’d actually shagged Gaye Advert! I had to get me a band.

I’d left school in June the previous year and spent three months hitch-hiking around Canada and the States with a schoolfriend, David Seymour. Ending up in LA, I’d blagged my way into designing a logo for a rollerskate company, and on my return had got a job as a junior graphic designer/cartoonist for a little design company in Belsize Park.

I quit to pursue my bass-playing dreams, perhaps a tad prematurely. Although that may have been more to do with the fact that everyone I worked with, although lovely, was gay. I drank in gay pubs and was taken  to gay parties. I was never going to get laid around that lot.

Although not technically a mod, the embryonic mod revival brewing at the time certainly suited my sensibilities, as turning the clock back to 1964 seemed a logical step after punk’s year zero. You also got to wear nice smart clothes and didn’t have to hate everything, plus you could be as big a Who fan as you liked, which suited me fine.

I was seventeen years old and a bit naive to say the least. I had a Gibson Les Paul Triumph bass guitar, which I’d bought the previous week from Jake, a hairdresser at the Great Gear Market in the King’s Road, who also kept me in Bruce Foxton proto-mullet haircuts for the next year or so. More to the point, I had my stepfather’s modtastic 1968 tailor-made pin-stripe suit, complete with working four-button flared cuffs, which fitted me like a glove.

The auditions were held at Alaska Studios, a mouldering fleapit of a rehearsal space just around the corner from my home in Waterloo, which was a good start as I’d already developed an intense dislike of carrying instruments on public transport. I was yet to develop my intense dislike of rehearsal studios.
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