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  Foreword




  To be a teenager at the birth of 2-Tone was one of the defining moments of my life. Certainly the unwieldy conventions of Seventies rock and pop music had already been given a

  sound kick in the bollocks with the arrival of punk, but there still seemed to be a vacuum. All of the main players were by now established and the genre-defining Sex Pistols had already broken up

  in the glare of the media spotlight. Callaghan was gone and we were at the dawn of Thatcherism; oh, it was quite a time to be in England.




  Out in the suburbs of Essex, one of the best things about punk for me was its inclusion of the downbeat grooves and bone-shaking bass lines of Jamaican reggae. The Clash, The Ruts and The

  Members were all artful mimics of dub and it provided blessed relief for the pogoing masses to be able to cut loose into some serious skanking. Then it happened. I first heard the song

  ‘Gangsters’ on John Peel’s show: I was utterly mesmerized. Being unfamiliar with the music of Prince Buster at the time this was totally new to me. Here was the skank and groove

  of reggae but delivered in a kind of psychotic double-time. I was just a naive kid from the Thames Corridor but am now proud to say that my first real taste of ska music came from Coventry.




  To say that The Specials changed how I looked at music is an understatement. From the moment that I heard ‘Gangsters’, and the subsequent interminable wait until

  its actual release, I became transformed. Presumably inspired by the sounds made by these new young lions, Peely started to play lots more original early 1960s ska in his show.

  ‘Gangsters’ was finally released and made its way up the charts. And so it was that sat in front of my television I saw The Specials for the first time on Top Of The Pops. I

  don’t know what I was expecting, but this band just blew me away. There was a snappy elegance to the wardrobe and a bouncing swagger to their performance that filled you with joy. Unlike most

  groups you saw on the show, they didn’t look that happy to be there. One singer just stood immobile, staring into the camera like he wanted to smash it, while the other guy ran around the

  stage shouting like a madman. Here was a great British band, singing a song about the rotten state of the music business on a television show which, more than any other, defined just that. It was

  one of those perfect moments.




  I bought their debut album the day it came out and the thing was never off of my turntable. Here was all the energy of punk but with a much keener rhythmic and melodic sensibility. Their songs

  held a black and white mirror up to the world around them. They told tales of debauched nights out, unemployment, racial tension, teen pregnancy, lost love, sex and forced marriage. The sawn-off

  shotgun rage of the punks now had a much more subtle and sharp kitchen-sink focus to its anger. The Specials rightly observed that there is as much validity to what goes on in your own life as what

  happens in the country at large. It was righteous indignation that you could dance to.




  I never got the chance to see The Specials play live until the release of their sublime second album More Specials. The singalong boot-boy bounce of their early work

  had given way to a sleazy sophistication, the ska sounds augmented by Latin and soca rhythms. But seeing them play live at the Hammersmith Palais was a dream come true. As I was incredibly pissed

  on the night my recollections are hazy at best, but one great moment I clearly recall was Neville Staple climbing up the wall of speakers during the lengthy dub section of ‘Stereotype’,

  and then, as the song reached its echoing climax, leaping to the floor screaming, ‘BERNIE RHODES KNOWS DON’T ARGUE . . .’ And then they went into ‘Gangsters’ and the

  place went fucking mad.




  Thankfully I did see them one more time performing a benefit gig for the Morning Star at the Rainbow in London’s Finsbury Park. Myself and four mates partook of a few pints in The

  George Robey and then made our way over the Seven Sisters Road and into the cavernous venue. As we stood there waiting for the band to go on, one industrious individual produced a joint from his

  jacket and for the very first time I inhaled and experienced the now-familiar queasy euphoria. Suddenly the lights went out and we heard the unmistakable thump of ‘Concrete Jungle’

  starting the show and in an instant the THC in our bloodstreams was swamped by a surge of adrenaline and we sprinted for the front of the hall.




  What we had failed to notice as we arrived was that the crowd was a good deal younger than one might expect. By this stage the band had had a number one single and the effect seemed to be that

  the place was full of kids. As I powered through the crowd I was blissfully unaware of this but would love to have looked down on this strange sight from the balcony. A fifteen

  stone, six foot, drunk, dope-crazed ska fan cutting a swathe through a crowd of children, like an angry, tubby speedboat. I remained pinned to the front barrier all night, about twelve feet from

  Terry Hall. When they played ‘Holiday Fortnight’, we old-school fans shouted with joy at the unofficial vocal refrain, ‘We are called The Specials’ over Dick Cuthell and

  Rico Rodriguez’s horn part.




  That gig remains, to this day, the best live concert I ever saw and is all the more special to me because they finished the show by playing ‘Ghost Town’. And that was the first time

  I heard it, and the last time I saw The Specials.




  I am the delighted that Sir Horace Gentleman has decided to put pen to paper and tell the story of this extraordinary time in British popular culture, from his own singular perspective. It will

  fill a lot of the blanks in my own knowledge of the band and perhaps we might discover exactly why he ended up playing bass for the The Beat on Top Of the Pops. Or will we, Horace?




  

    Phill Jupitus




    April 2007


  




  

     

  




  Introduction




  Show time was generally around 10 o’clock, and we would shamble on. Whether we were ready or not, Neville would grab his microphone and bellow: ‘GUNS’ . . . a

  slight pause . . . ‘OF NAVARONE!’ Brad’s snare would crack, and we’d be off – Lynval and Jerry digging into the offbeat rhythm, Rod playing clipped notes that snapped

  around my bass line. Terry would stand there, centre stage, a fag on as often as not, nonchalantly nodding his head to the beat while Nev careered across the stage with (hopefully) a long mike cord

  trailing after him, doing his trademark rabble-rousing. ‘Guns of Navarone. Musical sensation designed to blow your mind!’ Which kind of summed it up really.




  The ‘faithful’, those up the front who’d seen us before, or told everyone they had, in their tonic suits or Harrington jackets, danced from the off, but the music was

  infectious. By the end of the evening, there was no dress code: punky-looking girls in mini-skirts and fishnet tights, kids in jeans and t-shirts, long hair, short hair, straight jeans, flared

  jeans, Doc Martens, baseball boots – all one sweaty, seething, rhythmic mass. Terry, at his laconic best, would look out over the crowd, leaning on his microphone stand:

  ‘This is our last song. It’s our single. It’s called “Gangsters”.’ Neville would bellow and off we’d go again. It was the spring of 1979.




  

    

      zeitgeist n. spirit of the times; trend of thought and feeling in a period. [German. Zeit, time. Geist, spirit] (Concise Oxford

      Dictionary)


    


  




  I don’t like making ‘socio-political statements’, or pontificating about ‘cultural identity in Thatcher’s Britain’, preferring to leave it to

  people who know what they’re talking about, or people who get paid for saying they know what they’re talking about, but . . . The Specials took the spirit of the time and turned it from

  negative, apathetic and nihilistic to positive. They made people dance and think at the same time. Just like the blues, where it all came from in the first place: sing about your worries and your

  feelings and turn them into a celebration. The Specials and the 2-Tone ‘movement’ became more than just pop music. We were actually out to change things: seven very different people

  guided by one person’s vision. It was astonishing. Ironic even. In fact, irony was written right through The Specials like in a stick of rock. A band formed by a militant socialist who was

  sometimes later referred to as a benevolent dictator. A band that stood for unity and racial harmony but split up because they couldn’t stand each other. A head-on collision between wide-eyed

  idealism and the coldest, most cynical of businesses. With me (sort of) in the middle.




  This is not the official history of The Specials. That would be a stupendously difficult, if not impossible, task. To interview (at least) seven people, correlate all the information and then

  decide whose version of events was correct (was it Bracknell or Crawley? Denver, Colorado, or Norman, Oklahoma?). This would be easy compared to deciding which version was

  ‘The Truth’.




  So this is my take on events.
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  Once Upon A Time in Kettering and Coventry




  Some of us are born Horace. Some achieve Horaceness. Some have Horaceness thrust upon them. The third one, that was me. On my passport it says ‘Stephen Graham

  Panter’. The name Horace was given to me at age eleven by a history teacher, for reasons I know not. The name stuck, and after a while I got used to it, though I didn’t have an enormous

  amount of choice. The only person who still calls me Stephen these days is my mum. I like it that way, thank you.




  My passport also says Croydon as my place of birth (30 August 1953 to be precise).




  I was adopted at the age of six weeks and brought up in Kettering, Northamptonshire, which was where my father, Denis, was born in 1920. He worked as a clerk on the railways until he joined the

  army during the Second World War. When they realized he could use a typewriter, they transferred him from the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers to the Army Service Corps. He spent most of his war in

  what was then called the Belgian Congo (now the Democratic Republic of Congo). He met Helen Booth in 1948, while on holiday in Jersey. They married in April 1949. My sister,

  Gillian, also adopted, arrived in 1957.




  Kettering was then a small East Midlands market town, birthplace of William Knibb, who was one of the leading lights in the abolition of slavery campaign in Jamaica in the nineteenth century.

  Apart from this historical claim to fame, the Kettering area boasted a number of shoe factories. Doc Martens boots (which I was later to wear with pride) were made in nearby Irthlingborough until

  2002.




  Not a great deal happened in Kettering in terms of excitement, and I usually made my own adventures with the local kids in the old iron-ore quarries behind my father’s vegetable allotment.

  I always had sticking plasters over one knee at least. My father was a better-than-average rugby player and played most weekends. Once every six weeks my mother and I would have to help make

  sausage, baked beans and mashed potato for 150 or so seemingly huge gentlemen at the rugby ground in Waverley Road. The club house had a one-armed bandit with an American Indian’s head on it.

  It took sixpenny pieces, or tanners as they were called back then.




  My dad bought a lilac and orange transistor radio in 1962, and from that moment I was fascinated by pop music. When I was ten years old I joined the Searchers fan club. I remember seeing them on

  Thank Your Lucky Stars, Tony Jackson standing in the middle, looking as cool as anything, warding off girls’ adoring screams with a sardonic grin, a great big semi-acoustic bass guitar

  tucked under his chin. I knew all the words to ‘Sweets for My Sweet’. The sixties were swinging, and, in my adolescent, provincial, market-town way, so was I.




  What really sealed my fate were the pirate radio stations. Radio Luxembourg was all right, if you didn’t mind only hearing half of the tunes and had the patience to find

  the station as it veered across the dial, phasing in and out. No, the business was Radio London, Big L, 266 on the Medium Wave, playing the Small Faces, The Spencer Davis Group, Joe Tex, Wilson

  Pickett, The Rolling Stones, Diana Ross and The Supremes. Radio London, Tony Windsor, Chuck Blair, Paul Kay and, later, Tony Blackburn and the mighty John Peel – these were my high priests of

  pop, the guys who delivered, with their fingers on the pulse. I wanted to be a pirate radio DJ.




  We had a copy of Cliff Richard’s Summer Holiday LP (I played the Shadows tracks to death) and With The Beatles (my favourite was ‘Roll Over Beethoven’), but

  ‘Fifth Dimension (5D)’ by The Byrds was the first single I ever parted cold cash for. Buying it was as much a statement of intent as a choice of music. The Byrds were psychedelic (which

  I understood had something to do with lots of colours and having long hair) and were part of a movement that wanted to change the world through pop music. If any world needed changing in 1966, it

  was mine.




  I was a total pop-music nut. I bought Record Mirror and cut out the charts page, collected them all and held them together with a big bulldog clip. It never dawned on me that I could

  actually participate in creating music, and anyway I was having too much fun being a fan. Later on, I became aware of clothes and youth culture and . . . gulp . . . girls, and started to harbour

  secret thoughts about being a rock star.




  Although never excelling at school I nonetheless managed to pass my eleven-plus exam and ended up attending Kettering Grammar School. Academic mediocrity would be my watchword

  for the next seven years, and I scraped into the sixth form with three O-levels. By the time I was sixteen (1969) I was regularly daydreaming through A-level English and History. A-level Art was

  bearable, however. I was left to my own devices as often as not and I spent my time designing psychedelic album covers for imaginary bands that I happened to play in.




  I don’t know how it came about, but I bought a Rosetti Bass 8 off Birrell Porter, a lad at school, for six quid. It was red and looked like a Gibson 335 semi-acoustic, with three buttons

  to select the pick-ups and volume and tone knobs. I couldn’t play it. I didn’t know how to tune it and I never asked anyone for any lessons. I just used to wear it and play in front of

  the full-length mirror in my bedroom to packed theatres, or sometimes to the late-night clienteles of small smoky clubs. I was usually imagining myself in one of the bands I had invented in the art

  room, only now I was their bass player. Around about that time I stopped going to the barber’s.




  We were middle-class, us Panters, but there was never any what you’d call nowadays ‘disposable income’. My parents were products of a war economy and the austerity that

  accompanied it. My father was the director of a small furniture-removal firm – three or four vans, six or eight employees. We lived in a spacious house, kitted out with furniture that came

  via my father’s job: tables people didn’t want, settees that were going to be dumped. No rubbish, mind, but stuff that you couldn’t throw away. When they moved, my dad’s

  shed was full of jam jars brimming with screws, nuts, bolts, nails, hinges, and the neck of my Rosetti Bass 8.




  Any money that I had was obtained by saving my pocket money. An incredible feat, when, all around me, incredible records were being released almost every week and John

  Peel’s Top Gear was on the radio on Sunday afternoons.




  I was aware of ska and reggae, but it wasn’t at the forefront of my musical tastes. I was more taken by long-haired, denim-clad lead guitarists with rows of stacked amplifiers at their

  backs than I was by Desmond Dekker, but there again I hadn’t yet learnt to dance, and these strange tunes were synonymous with the skinheads who were always trying their best to disrupt the

  church youth club discos my friends and I attended. Music had no colour for me back then, it was all pop, it was in ‘the charts’, it had a number: ‘That was Engelbert Humperdink

  at number four, and now, here’s Fontella Bass at number eighteen.’ A tune was either good or bad; the artist’s race seemed irrelevant. Unfortunately, skinhead reggae classics like

  ‘Return of the Django’ or ‘Double Barrel’ always conjured up the image of some Neanderthal bovver boy ‘smacking the nut’ on some poor unfortunate. Come to think

  of it, it was still violent music ten to twelve years later, only by then I was playing it.




  All of a sudden, in 1970 I suppose, music seemed to splinter, or I saw it differently. The Tamla Motown / Stax / Atlantic record labels represented soul music. Jimi Hendrix, Free and Cream

  represented rock. The psychedelic bands from California were a new counter-culture: the hippies, the underground and its press. When I started doing interviews in The Specials, I would spout on

  about how I was always into Stax, Booker T and The MGs and Junior Walker. OK, they were definitely an influence, but what I was really into were the blues/rock outfits! I still have the first Fleetwood Mac LP and, for reasons unknown, I bought ‘Freak Out’ by The Mothers of Invention – I couldn’t stand it.




  I was, however, coming to terms with the fact that I might like to be a rock star. The first professional pop group I ever went to see was Led Zeppelin. My friend Anthony Larcombe and I got

  tickets to see them at the Albert Hall in London. It scared the living daylights out of me. Blodwyn Pig, The Liverpool Scene and Led Great Gods Descending From The Heavens Zeppelin. I had never

  heard anything so loud in my life. The whole thing was overwhelming. Half-way through, some guy stood up and looked to me like he was having an epileptic fit, his arms flailing all over the place

  – the music had obviously driven him mad, but no one seemed to be bothered, no stretchers were brought, they even put a spotlight on the poor fellow. And all the while, this immense whacking

  noise. Dazed and confused? Yes, thank you!




  Möbius was the name of the first group I was ever in. Möbius, or Möbius Trip, after the M. C. Escher drawing called ‘The Möbius Strip’. The group was led by Dave

  Linnett, a big, long-haired kid whose parents owned a newsagent’s in the middle of town. He was in the year below me at school and somehow managed to amass an enormous record collection, most

  of which he brought to school to let people know how hip he was. He was a genuine rebel – unlike me – and couldn’t wait to leave school. He got kicked out on his last day for

  turning up in a denim jacket, his school blazer having been destroyed or (more likely) ceremonially burnt. I became ‘cool by association’ and was introduced to some of the shadier

  personalities of Kettering’s counter-culture. Men with almost waist-length hair who had names like ‘Nudge’ or ‘Chinny’, who never seemed to work but

  could afford a drink. ‘This is Horace, he’s our bass player,’ Dave would say. And there, in the smoke room of Kettering’s Royal Hotel, nursing a pint of draft Guinness,

  coolness was bestowed upon me.




  Dave had a Hofner electric guitar and a 12-string acoustic, which only had six strings on it. He had a Wem 30-watt amplifier and a 4 ×12 column speaker which had been cut in half, making

  two 2 ×12 cabinets. He also had a fuzz box. This meant that no matter how crappy the guitar was, it sounded enormously distorted and nasty. We played a version of Mott the Hoople’s

  version of Little Richard’s ‘You Keep a Knocking’ and simple, riffy tunes like Free’s version of Albert King’s ‘The Hunter’ and Cream’s ‘Tales

  of Brave Ulysses’. I handled the lead vocals as well as the bass duties. We were dreadful. Even when Dave upgraded to an Antoria SG copy and I bought a Fender Mustang-looking bass to replace

  the appalling Rosetti, we were still dreadful. We had a pretty busy turnover of people who wanted to be our drummer, who didn’t have any drums but lots of enthusiasm. We had people who owned

  drum kits but couldn’t play them. Once we had a guy turn up with a drum kit who could actually play. It blew us away, and we realized how awful we actually were! We settled for the guy with

  the drum kit who couldn’t play. That way we were all in the same boat musically.




  The best thing about being in a group with Dave Linnett was that I could go around saying that I was in a group . . . with Dave Linnett. He knew people who could give us a lift over to Woolaston

  to see groups at the Nag’s Head on a Friday. The Liverpool Scene, Supertramp, Wishbone Ash, Skid Row and, one time, The Faces, with Rod Stewart and Ronnie Wood. I wore these

  sweaty pub gigs like medals, and dropped them into conversations at the slightest provocation.




  The kingpin Kettering muso in those days was a kid called Max Norman. He was my age, had a Gibson Les Paul Junior and wore John Lennon-type specs. He had a gorgeous girlfriend and was always

  surrounded by a circle of confidants, roadies and general sycophants. I was as jealous as hell. I met him about ten years later at the Hammersmith Odeon – he was setting up a PA for a gig we

  were doing with The Pretenders and The Who. He obviously didn’t recognize me and carried on wiring up the mixing desk. I later saw him in the Mayflower Hotel in New York, when I was with

  General Public. I ignored him ferociously. He became a heavy metal record producer and has probably bought the Mayflower Hotel by now, if not the Hammersmith Odeon.




  In their entire two years of existence, Möbius played live six times. We were dreadful every time. Sometimes more dreadful, sometimes less dreadful, but always dreadful. I was smitten.

  Being in a group was the best. The pinnacle of Möbius’s career was when we got to play at the Rock Street youth centre in Wellingborough as first support band for Mott the Hoople. I

  walked on air for a month, and dined out on the fact for six. OK, we only got to play three songs before the promoter told us to get off, and I had to phone up my dad at half-eleven on a Saturday

  night to ask him to come and pick us and the gear up as our transport had mysteriously disappeared, but I had shared the stage with Mott and rubbed metaphorical shoulders with the

  High and Mighty. I sat side-stage and watched in awe as Ian Hunter sweated all over his electric piano and swore at the road crew. After that, Möbius fizzled out.




  Despite failing my A-levels, September 1971 saw me start a one-year foundation course at Northampton School of Art. This was a definite higher rung up the social-climber ladder. I was officially

  an Art Student. My hair was now way past my collar, heading down my back as fast as I could let it grow. I could now wear my patched jeans and my fathers’ old corporal’s jacket every

  day of the week. I used to get a bus over to Northampton every day, along with a half-dozen or so fellow students from Kettering or Corby. One of the Corby contingent was a big, soft-spoken

  Scottish kid, Bill Drummond, who went on to become a fully fledged evil genius of pop in his own right with KLF in the nineties. Art school was definitely the way to establish your pop-star

  intentions, but despite all my posing I managed to get with the programme enough to land a place at Coventry’s Lanchester Polytechnic, studying Fine Art. I started in October 1972. Living

  away from home – the real deal.




  The great thing I remember about school/college/university was that every year was better than the one before it. My second year at Coventry, I finally got a handle on my degree course and met

  Geoff Conway, who at that time was the union secretary and owned and could play a drum kit! As I was at art college I wasn’t supposed to like any kind of music that had popular appeal, so I

  left my Free albums in Kettering and started listening to J. J. Cale and my soul record collection. My flatmate had ‘LA Woman’ by The Doors, and I thought it was great – still do.

  Geoff and I clicked as friends as well as a rhythm section – not that we ever did any gigs, but we rehearsed a lot, and I started to realize that you had to listen as well

  as play. We went to see The Average White Band at Coventry Tech. – 40p. They had just recorded their second album (the white one) and were just about to go off to America to become famous and

  for their drummer to die of drug-related causes (he thought it was coke, but it was heroin – sick; he was a brilliant drummer). The gig was, and still is, one of the best I have ever been to

  in my life. Geoff and I went out and bought the album and played it to death. Whenever I hear ‘Pick Up the Pieces’, it all comes back.




  As far as this book is concerned, another important event in my second year at art college was the new influx of first-year students. They were a far more gregarious mix than my year. We had the

  usual cliques and social circles, but no characters. The year below, however, more than made up for our rather boring collection of serious young artists.




  The ‘new boys’ as we called them were loud, aggressive, funny and didn’t seem to give a toss. One of them was Jerry Dammers. Jerry was born in India in 1955. His father was a

  clergyman and for a time in the sixties and seventies was canon of Coventry Cathedral. His parents subsequently moved to Bristol. Jerry seemed to spend most of his childhood rebelling against any

  kind of authority. A philosophy he still adheres to! He’d done his foundation art course at Nottingham (similar to the one I had done at Northampton) and was now starting his degree course at

  the Art Faculty at the Lanchester Polytechnic. I remember Jerry in tartan trousers, grown-out mod haircut, complete with sideburns, walking into the art studios on the fifth

  floor, singing, ‘I shot the sheriff’ at the top of his voice. What a strange lyric, I thought.




  We held an art school ‘do’ in the back room of the Hand and Hart in Gosford Street. A tremendously drunken affair, which ended with Jerry playing boogie-woogie and Fats Domino tunes

  on the pub piano, its lid and its player both being awash with beer. An excellent night was had by all, although not too many people turned in to college the next morning.




  A collection of college musos would congregate from time to time in a room in the student union building to ‘jam’. My hatred of this activity dates back to my college band days. I

  did not seem to be as excited as the other musicians (most of whom played guitar, their ability ranging from unbearable to competent) at playing a piece of music that lasted around twenty minutes

  in the same key (usually E) with no change in tempo and little dynamics. Jerry would occasionally put his head round the door, especially if there was a keyboard being abused. I don’t recall

  him joining in with our ‘college jams’, but he did ask Geoff and me to help him record some background music for a cartoon film he was making. We duly obliged. He wanted us to play

  along to a keyboard track that he had recorded, but this proved too difficult for us, so we recorded the whole thing live. It was a funky way of spending an afternoon, playing music.




  Geoff and I had a house at the Gulson Road end of Bramble Street in Coventry. Across the road was a pub, the Hare and Hounds, and diagonally across Gulson Road was a chip shop. We considered

  ourselves extremely fortunate. I made a sign which we stuck in the window above the front door. It said: ‘It’s only Rock and Roll’. Geoff had the big attic room

  at the top. I had the front room downstairs. Above me, in the second bedroom, was Bob Carter, who was doing a science course, and the upstairs back bedroom was the domain of Andy Wilson, who was on

  a ‘year out’ and working in the architect’s department of the council. Later on, we were joined by Bob’s girlfriend, Stella Clifford, who was studying Social Science

  (whatever that was). We had a great ‘gestalt’ vibe at Bramble Street. Geoff was a fantastic cook (curries a speciality), Bob was musical director, Andy was ‘father figure’

  and Stella kept us in line!




  Bob was probably the most influential musician in my life. He played piano, guitar, wrote songs and could sing. I had a bass, had considerable enthusiasm, but didn’t really know how to

  play, how to make sense of the thing. Bob taught me the notes, octaves, fifths, thirds, all that music stuff I remember from my years in a church choir in Kettering. I started listening to bass

  lines and bass players. Bob had Stevie Wonder records and ‘Outta Space’ by Billy Preston. I learnt about grooves, and about being funky. Needless to say, before long we were the college

  band. We played three songs at a college revue. A blues instrumental (Bob playing guitar), a version of Carole King’s ‘It’s Too Late’ (Bob playing keyboards – he had a

  Hohner Clavinet, the ultimate funk toy!) and another tune that I can’t remember. I couldn’t sleep. It was amazing.




  To enlarge our line-up we advertised in the college for two back-up singers. One was Stella (which is how she and Bob met) and the other a girl called Glennis (or was that Glynnis?). We then

  tried unsuccessfully to get a guitar player. We finally advertised in the Coventry Evening Telegraph, and when Roy Butterworth turned up, we knew we had the guy for the

  gig.




  Roy wasn’t a student, he worked at the Dunlop, but he played the most tasteful guitar I had ever heard. He had what I would come to realize was a ‘Coventry sense of humour’

  – dry and deadpan. He had us in stitches. We decided to call ourselves ‘Alive and Smilin’’. Hey, gimme a break – I was young! The band was pretty short-lived, I

  suppose, but it was the training I needed to learn to play with confidence. We played ‘How Long’ by Ace (the Five-a-Side album was a firm Bramble Street favourite), a storming

  version of Marvin Gaye’s ‘Ain’t That Peculiar’ and some tunes that Bob wrote. We were good, we had a back beat, we were funky. Bob had a great voice, and the girls filled

  out the choruses. People danced to us. This was the first time I’d played in front of people who were appreciative.




  After college Bob and Stella moved down to London and got a flat in Wandsworth. They would be my ‘London connection’ for the next few years. They split up around 1980. Bob went on to

  be the musical director of Lynx, a London funk duo (David Grant and ‘Sketch’) who had hits around the time of The Specials. He later went on to co-write and produce Junior

  Giscome’s ‘Mama Used to Say’ and produced the first Wham single. He died in 1988 – his pancreas failed. Stella worked in the music business (Arista/Ariola).




  It was in my last year at college (1974–5) when I received an inheritance of £175. It happened that a ‘music biz’ friend of Bob’s had a friend who had a Fender bass

  for sale. I was there. I rushed down to London with an empty guitar case and came back with a 1972 Sunburst Fender Precision bass – 165 quid. It looked great and sounded

  fantastic. I used to put it in the chair in the tiny living room in Bramble Street and just stare at it. I had the professional tool for the job. Doing an art degree just lost its appeal.




  Now, I don’t want to brag, but I had played at the Hammersmith Odeon long before I joined The Specials. Scottish and Newcastle Breweries sponsored a ‘college band’ competition,

  and we romped through three heats (one memorable one in Leeds, supporting Ronnie Lane’s Slim Chance) to the final at London’s premiere rock venue. We didn’t win, but, to tell you

  the truth, it didn’t really matter. I was a third-year art student and I HAD PLAYED THE HAMMERSMITH ODEON! Life was good.




  My last year at college ended; I got a second-class Honours degree in Fine Art and I went to work on the back door of Sainsbury’s, unloading lorries. Art no longer had any relevance. Rock

  ’n’ roll was my thing now, and this job paid bills, enabled me to buy equipment and stuff. Towards the end of 1975, Bob announced that he wanted to quit the band, as he really had to

  get down to studying for his degree, which was fair enough, but Geoff and I were really disappointed. Bob was the ‘main man’ in the band. We were the rhythm section. Roy left, too, and

  sold his gear to buy a pedal steel guitar. He later resurfaced as a member of the Tom Robinson Band.




  Geoff and I were a ‘rhythm section without a band’ and we eventually hooked up with Margo Buchanan, who had done vocals in Alive and Smilin’ after Glennis (or Glynnis) left,

  and her boyfriend, guitarist Gordon Reaney. The plan was to form a band that was versatile enough to play funky/ soul stuff in discos but had a ‘standard’ repertoire

  to do working men’s clubs. The band was to be called ‘Breaker’, which had an American CB kind of vibe. Unfortunately it was also the name of a very cheap and particularly nasty

  canned lager. We emptied dance floors at discotheques all over the country. We couldn’t possibly compete with the new funk 12-inch releases that the DJs were playing. I remember hearing

  ‘Get the Funk out of My Face’ by the Brothers Johnson at stomach-churning volume, hairs standing up on the back of my neck, and thinking how the hell can we follow that.




  Working men’s clubs were another universe completely. Three half-hour spots in between several games of bingo. No fast tunes until the end, please. One time we got sent packing because

  people got up and danced when they weren’t supposed to. Newcastle upon Tyne, Sunderland and Middlesbrough, the graveyard of light entertainment. ‘And tonight, ladies and gentlemen, all

  the way from . . . where are you from again? . . . The Breaker Showgroup!’




  In retrospect, Breaker was on a hiding to nothing from the start, but I wanted to play, and if anything good came from my stay in the band it was that I learnt to be comfortable on stage. I

  always said that if you could play working men’s clubs for a year and a half and still want to be a musician, you were in with a chance. Either that, or you were just stupid. However, we had

  a van, and any money we made went to maintaining said vehicle, so we went on the dole. Yes. Stupid.
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  Hybrids, Jaywalkers and Automatics




  The group that you know of as The Specials took some two years to form. A slow uphill struggle; the whole thing was cajoled, wheedled, bullied, begged, borrowed and stolen by

  Jerry. It is no wonder that the whole thing fell apart by the time of More Specials; he had single-handedly taken seven very different individuals and pushed them into creating something

  which had its own visual and musical style. He must have been knackered.




  In 1976, I was playing in Breaker, and Jerry was on the Midlands soul band circuit. Pharaoh’s Kingdom, Earthbound, The Cissy Stone Band, The Ray King Soul Band, Nite Train, Sweet

  Sensation. All these bands provided the training for a host of local musicians including Jerry Dammers, Lynval Golding, Neol Davies, Charlie ‘H’ Bembridge and Silverton Hutchinson.

  Jerry had attempted to get some of his own songs played (he was working with Cissy Stone at the time), but original material was not what the circuit demanded, unless it sounded just like

  Kool and the Gang. I remember him coming to see Breaker at our Monday-night residency at the Smithfield Hotel in Coventry city centre, and it was soon after that he approached me

  to play on some songs he had written. I was under the impression that he wanted to get a publishing deal initially and wasn’t aware of any ‘masterplan’ but as I was still playing

  in Breaker he was probably just biding his time.




  Jerry’s songs were odd, to say the least, a kind of funk meets reggae style. The song that stood out for me was entitled ‘Jaywalker’ – it never made it on to a Specials

  LP, although we did have a go at it on More Specials, but stony silence and apathy carried the day. It appears on one of those demo LPs released by Trojan, I believe. The funk part of

  Jerry’s tunes I didn’t have that much of a problem with, but the reggae, that was a different matter!




  The first black person I ever met in my life was Lynval Golding (please remember this was 1976, and I had grown up in an East Midlands market town, gone to grammar school, then to college. I had

  never talked with anyone outside my own race, apart from a couple of Asian guys at art school.) I went through 1977 and most of ’78 thinking his name was Lymveldt – I don’t know

  why. I suppose I thought of the Veldt in Africa – I had no idea, basically. Anyhow, he played guitar pretty well and seemed to tolerate my half-hearted attempts at reggae. Lynval and his

  friend Desmond (Brown – original Selecter organist) used to come around my pokey two-room flat and try their best to explain to me why the bass went like that. ‘Nah, man, de bass drop

  like dis – buh, buh, duh, duh, duh, buh, buh, duh, duh, duh,’ and so on. Reggae lessons, if you like. I eventually got it. In retrospect it would have been easier to have dragged me

  along to a blues dance, given me a big spliff and stood me in front of one of the walls of 18-inch bass cabinets. It was Lynval who called me Horace Gentleman because of my

  plummy Queen’s English. Lyn had come from Jamaica at age eight, in 1960, on his own, to be met by his father and stepmother. He was brought up in Gloucester, where he met Charlie

  ‘H’ Bembridge (Selecter’s drummer). They both had a very rough time at school, but their musical skills pulled them through. They both moved up to Coventry in the 1970s to play on

  the soul band circuit.




  Anyway, Jerry, Lynval and I started learning these tunes, and soon it became obvious that we would need a drummer. Jerry and Lynval decided on the wonderfully named Silverton Hutchinson, a

  small, wiry man from Barbados with short hair and piercing big brown eyes. He was definitely the funkiest drummer I had ever played with and was the real deal when it came to playing reggae. I was

  very wary of him. His moods could change almost instantly, and he seemed to thrive on tension. He seemed older than me but was probably only in his mid-twenties. He loved to talk in philosophical

  mode, putting the world to rights and bemoaning its current state, expounding on the correct purposes of women and how to bring up children to respect you. This, I later came to realize, was what

  was called ‘reasoning’ and was generally accompanied by liberal amounts of marijuana. The world can be put to rights a lot easier with marijuana but, in my limited experience, seemed to

  revert back to its original state when the effects wore off.




  To say that I was pleased to be working with these gentlemen would be something of an understatement. The music that I had (selectively!) listened to was played either by black musicians or

  musicians who were trying their damnedest to ‘sound’ black, and here I was, the white bass player, with the black drummer and guitarist. It was obvious that this

  wasn’t just going to be a recording-session line-up. I felt mad, bad and dangerous to know, and my interest in the working men’s club circuit that Breaker was slogging away on for very

  little financial return was fading fast. Even the dizzy heights of getting through to the final of the Melody Maker Folk/Rock Contest of 1977 could not dampen the fact that we were going

  nowhere fast. One Monday, Breaker played at the Smithfield Hotel, and The Sex Pistols and The Clash played at the Lanchester Polytechnic, about 300 yards away. I got there just as they were loading

  out and felt considerably older than the kids who were still milling around outside. I’d got the first Elvis Costello album and a copy of ‘God Save the Queen’. Music was changing.

  The music press was buzzing with tales of a new movement that was sweeping away the pretentiousness and pomposity of drug-addled, laid-back rock royalty. A revolution even! Experimenting was a

  prerequisite, emotion was preferable over technique. It didn’t seem to matter whether the music was good, as long as it was new. The music that Jerry, Lynval, Silverton and I were playing was

  both good and new. Pretty soon we had half a dozen tunes and we were on our way to actually becoming a group. We could even be part of this new musical revolution!




  I quit Breaker and took a job driving a frozen-food van. I was able to rehearse in the evenings and, more importantly, start to save some money. Any outgoings that were incurred were generally

  paid by Jerry, who had saved money from the soul band circuit that he was still playing.




  One of the good things about music in the late seventies was that you didn’t have to actually be able to sing to be a singer. This was very good for one Tim Strickland,

  a tall, thin, James Dean type, who had a degree in aloofness and worked at the newly opened Virgin Records shop. He was approached to join the group and agreed although he insisted he

  couldn’t hold a tune in a bucket. He was right, but that didn’t matter in 1977, did it! I vaguely remember him from college, where I think he did a Social Science degree. He was one of

  those kids who was into Lou Reed and The Stooges, when everyone else listened to Genesis or Wishbone Ash. He went on to run a Museum of Pop Music, or something, in Sheffield.




  So we were a group of sorts and at least we had a focal point. Tim, holding the mike stand with one hand and lyric sheets in the other, snarling out Jerry’s lyrics with studied

  indifference, while I tried not to make a fool of myself standing at the back. I had never been very good at being cool. To this day I have dreadful dress sense and rely on others to point me in

  the direction of appropriate fashion! I am happy in jeans and t-shirt, but I knew this was not going to help me at the cutting edge of Coventry punk, with its bondage trousers and safety pins. It

  was decided I should adopt the guise of a skinhead. This made me shudder. I was definitely not a hard nut. I had never been in a fight in my life, but I got some combat trousers, some Ben Sherman

  shirts and a kind of wind-cheater Harrington which, together with the obligatory Doc Martens boots and a ‘number four’ haircut, looked convincing enough at a distance.




  It was easier to get me into different clothes. Tim and Jerry were cool anyway – (drainpipe trousers, biker jacket for Tim and a Crombie overcoat for Jerry), but another matter for Lynval

  and definitely for Silverton, who would definitely not dress down for anyone. To whit, the odd mix ’n’ match look that we had for the next year or so.




  The band (we were called The Hybrids) played its first gig some time in October 1977 at the Heath Hotel on the Foleshill Road, Coventry. We borrowed the Ray King Soul Band’s PA. There was

  a great big grand piano on the small stage which we couldn’t move, so Jerry set his ex-church organ up facing the stage with his back to the audience. I cannot remember how we went down, but

  at least we went down. We played (I think) ‘Do the Dog’, ‘Little Bitch’, ‘Dawning of a New Era’ and a version of ‘Too Much Too Young’, something that

  later became ‘Nite Klub’, and I’m sure, some more stuff, but I can’t remember what. A band called The Shapes headlined. They were from Leamington Spa, had a record out on

  their own Sofa Records label and consequently were famous. We played there again a fortnight or so later, with another Coventry punk band (Urban Blight), with us going on first. It seemed to work,

  and we started a fortnightly ‘residency’ featuring other local punk bands as headliners.




  Now that punk rock was the happening youth culture, loads of kids formed groups. Being musically competent didn’t matter so much as whether you looked good (which generally meant defacing

  an old school blazer and liberal use of safety pins). Quite a few youngsters in Coventry learnt two and a half chords, wrote songs which included the word ‘bored’ in the title and

  became legends in their own sixth-form common rooms. In real terms this meant there was an awful lot of very awful punk rock being played. Coventry suffered from this as much as anywhere else, but,

  as happens in these sorts of situations, the good stuff generally rises to the top.




  The first Coventry band to get a record deal were The Flys: Joe Hughes and Dave Freeman (who, fifteen years later, formed The Lover Speaks and wrote ‘No More I Love

  Yous’, which Annie Lennox covered). Also in the band were Neil O’Connor (Hazel’s brother) and drummer Chris King. Pete King, his brother, was the band’s manager. They used

  to be a shit-hot funk band called Midnight Circus, but I don’t suppose they told too many people about that when they signed to EMI. They got their deal and were off to London, where they

  rented a house before you could unfasten a safety pin. Their first album, Waikiki Beach Refugees, is still great, but as there was ‘so much product out there’ in 1977, they got

  lost.




  One of the better ‘new wave’ bands was Roddy Radiation and the Wild Boys. Jerry and I went to see them upstairs at the Golden Cross. They were deafeningly loud, and I didn’t

  stay very long. I did remember Roddy, their guitar player/singer. I had seen him around town with Doc Martens boots and spiky ginger hair. I’d also seen him at The New York Dolls gig at

  Warwick University a couple of years earlier. I was resplendent in flares and cheesecloth, but he had a Teddy Boy jacket and drainpipe trousers. I always thought that the ‘Radiation’

  nametag was a punk thing, but he told me years later it was given to him because he used to go red in the face after having imbibed alcohol.




  The only punk band in Coventry worth spitting at was Squad. A kid called Scully played guitar, Sam McNulty played bass, Billy Little attempted drums, and the whole thing was held together by

  this charismatic, sullen vocalist called Terry Hall. Both The Flys and Roddy’s band were made up of seasoned musicians, guys in their early/mid-twenties. The kids in Squad

  were seventeen, eighteen tops, and they were the real deal. They only usually played for half an hour, because that was all the material they had. Sometimes they played for less because Terry

  ‘got bored’, or took offence to something or someone. I once saw him do the whole set with his back to the audience.




  Now I was one of the ‘old guys’. When I’d got home after having discussions with people on how good the Buzzcocks were, I’d put on Herbie Hancock’s ‘Head

  Hunters’ or Little Feat. As far as I was concerned, if you couldn’t play, you shouldn’t be on stage (despite the fact that I’d been on stage at seventeen when I

  couldn’t play!), but I still kept going to see Squad. So did Jerry. I remember him phoning me up at midnight, rather the worse for drink, from some club in Birmingham, where Squad and The

  Flys were playing. ‘I’ve just seen this amazing singer – we’ve got to get him in our band.’ We did. Next rehearsal, there he was, looking kind of nervous and hardly

  saying two words to anybody, but he wanted to be in the group. So Terry Hall was in. We dumped Tim, who was pretty pissed off but ‘understood’. According to Wheels out of Gear, a

  few weeks after he’d been replaced Tim was at one of our gigs and threw the remains of his pint of beer over Terry during our performance. I can’t say that I remember the incident, but

  things could get pretty wild in Coventry’s punk-rock universe in those days. If the story is accurate, I’m sure it wasn’t the worst thing that happened to Terry in 1977.




  Of all the members of The Specials, it was Terry that I knew the least, but there again he was very shy and often very soft-spoken. This was generally misinterpreted as aloofness or arrogance,

  usually by people who were jealous. Aged eighteen, Terry was younger than us and musically, from a different generation. He was growing up with The Sex Pistols and The Clash and

  considered the mighty Little Feat to be boring American old farts. Extolling the virtues of side four of Exile on Main Street by the Rolling Stones was a non-starter. Despite this, I liked

  him a lot and appreciated his Coventry razor-sharp wit, which could defuse some of those tense ‘spent-too-much-time-in-a-van’ moments.




  It was around about this time that we played our first ‘big’ gig, in Coventry at Tiffany’s Ballroom. (Tiffany’s, also known as the Locarno, looms large in the

  Specials’ mythology. It was a dance hall / Saturday-night cattle market, and it was where groups played. Apart from the Coventry Theatre, which was a seated venue, it was the biggest gig in

  town.) We were the support band for Ultravox.
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