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Prologue LAZARUS


‘Alan, it’s Coco.’ The familiar authoritative tones of David Bowie’s long-time personal assistant, confidante and right-hand woman, Coco Schwab. ‘He’d like you to come and listen to the album.’

I hadn’t been very involved in Blackstar – there was such huge secrecy around it and the label was handling everything. I knew that David didn’t want to do any interviews. Apart from the odd email checking in, he’d been head down in the studio. I looked at my diary, almost completely covered in its usual handwritten scrawl of appointments.

‘Sure, I could be there in a couple of weeks,’ I said.

‘Could you come out… sooner?’ Thinking David was clearly excited by the album, I agreed to come out as soon as I could.

A few days later, I was walking through Greenwich Village. It was one of those crisp Manhattan mornings, the sky a bright, polished blue. People were out in winter coats, shopping and having brunch; there were tourists on a pilgrimage to one of the centres of American culture. I turned into Electric Lady Studios. I was taken into one of the studios, which was dark and empty, apart from David, who was watching The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. He looked tired and thin, but this was in no way unusual. David had spent much of his life unwilling to waste time eating while he was working.

We said hello and watched a little of the film. Then he paused it and looked at me.

‘Did you ever meet John Bindon?’ he asked. I shook my head. And he was off, telling me about the actor and bodyguard who had links to the London underworld. Bindon was famous for doing ‘something’ to people’s balls to get them to see things his way. David told me about the gangster tactics of the ’60s music scene and we traded tales of characters we’d met. Every now and then we’d listen to a song from the album. I could hear it was remarkable, but David didn’t need me to tell him what I thought. In the almost forty years we’d worked together, we actually rarely talked about the music. He wasn’t someone who was waiting for me to say I liked the way a drum had been recorded. We were more likely to talk about the latest book one of us had given the other.

This time he was in the mood to reminisce and, in between listening to songs, we continued to exchange stories. Some of his I’d heard before, some were new to me. It turned out I’d never told him about the time I played football with Bob Marley, which he enjoyed. There was no business discussed. Coco came in with her new dog. We listened to some more of the album. We went outside. We embraced, said a simple farewell and he walked off. It would be the last time I ever saw him. A few months later, on his sixty-ninth birthday, 8 January 2016, Blackstar was released to universal acclaim. He died from cancer two days later.



In late 2021, I was publicising a David Bowie pop-up shop. The marketing people wanted to throw a party in store, but I wasn’t sure that’s what David would have done. My idea was pretty simple. Why don’t we get the people who influenced David’s career, who knew David, to get together and tell stories about him?

Despite it being a private event, everyone in the room would be able to talk about it on social media, the photos would go out to millions of people and we’d get lots of profile without it looking like we were trying.

We hosted it at the Hotel Café Royal on Regent Street, which was over the road from the site of the shop and was where David held his ‘retirement’ party in 1973 with the likes of Lou Reed and Mick Jagger. It was scheduled for just before what would have been David’s seventy-fifth birthday. It would be the celebration he never got to have.

Bob Geldof spoke about blagging his way backstage at a Bowie concert in Brussels and having the audacity to ask Bowie to sign a Boomtown Rats demo tape. Boy George spoke about the time before he was famous when David was scouting for extras to appear in a music video. George spent an hour in a nightclub trying to catch David’s eye, only to be devastated, George recalled with a big laugh, when David remarked that his look reminded him of the singer Klaus Nomi.

Tony Visconti, Bowie’s longstanding producer, spoke about talking to him on the phone just before the release of Blackstar. It was two and a half weeks before Christmas, and David was happy. ‘We’re going to lick this thing,’ he’d said, referring to his cancer. ‘And I’m looking forward to going back into the studio next year.’ As Tony recounted Bowie’s words, he broke into tears. The whole room stopped and for a minute it felt as if we couldn’t carry on. But we did; musicians and photographers and producers and childhood friends continued to share stories and memories with one another.

We told stories that weren’t really about the music but what the music and David meant to us all – about the mythology of the man who had made it, who he worked with and how, what he’d been trying to do. We swapped clues about who he was, the multitudes he contained, what he had meant to us at different times.

I had started working with David in 1982, just as he was about to set out on the Serious Moonlight Tour in support of Let’s Dance. It was the moment that David went from being a very well-known but essentially cult artist to arguably the biggest music star on the planet. He was playing enormous stadiums and had, briefly, made peace with the role of mass-market entertainer. I remember the Australian leg of the tour I joined as one suffused with laughter and happiness. Enormous crowds following us everywhere we went, David happy and healthy and looking like a matinee idol. I eventually spent so much time with him at interviews that I knew exactly the subjects he liked to talk about, and, as importantly, what he didn’t like to get into – it was a kind of mind meld. So with David’s blessing, one time I stood in for him on the other end of the phone during a radio interview. I didn’t put on a voice – perhaps we just sounded similar – but looking back it was incredible that nobody picked up on it.

Of anyone I ever worked with, David was the most curious about how the media operated (perhaps only rivalled by Mick Jagger, but Mick’s focus felt different). He never saw it as separate or frivolous, but as part of the process of communicating. He fundamentally understood the natural impulse to try to know the people who made art. Where did it come from? How did they do it? What did it mean? That moment when you hear a song that seems to reach into your life, that so precisely describes something you’re feeling, and you suddenly have to know who made it.

David was an expert. Over the years, I received emails from him asking me what the circulation of a niche French music magazine currently was, or whether specific music journalists were still in favour – all mixed in with musings on art and politics. He had a clear vision for how music fitted into the culture and would often come up with what became the central strategy for his publicity. A call from David would be a rundown of a long list of questions about different media in different countries that would require days of research to answer. He was utterly forensic about what was a good use of his time, and his first question was always whether it did anything new or interesting. Money was an afterthought.

He was interested in the people who wrote about music, about their lives and motivations and where they were coming from. His emails were littered with deliciously catty asides about ‘a bit of a prune’ or ‘that most courageous of prats’. His speech was dotted with these kinds of constructions too, like a maiden aunt from the ’50s. He was a nostalgic futurist, amongst his many contradictions, who loved travelling on the QE2, who passionately supported the national teams, who was determined that Scotland should remain in the union and who retained his British passport and didn’t take up American citizenship. As an Englishman abroad, he had lived in self-imposed exile and had seemed to become ever more English over the years. He liked to go to the English teahouse, espoused the sturdiness of Clarks brogues, admired the stitching on classic Paul Smith suits, and had numerous BBC programmes sent over from our office.I

But he was also eternally curious about the intersection of culture and technology, and its potential to have us connect in new ways. I have been accused of being a Luddite, but he pushed me to get an email address as soon as it was possible. In an interview in 1999, he tried to impress upon an underwhelmed and clearly sceptical Jeremy Paxman that the internet was going to radically transform culture. He understood how this new type of communication and community would change everything. (Ever the consummate professional, David had also bought several books about fishing to read in preparation, in case Paxman, famously a keen angler, wanted to discuss that.)

Throughout the Hotel Café Royal event, I kept thinking back to that day in Greenwich Village: David watching the Sergio Leone epic, a film he would have first seen in the cinema as a nineteen-year-old, the year he changed his name to David Bowie, a string of failed singles behind him and imagining what the future might hold. I realised that encounter had been David’s way of saying goodbye, of making a story just for me.

When the event was over, I walked around Soho, along the same London streets I’d fallen into all those years before in 1975 when I started working in the music industry, a clueless, tousled-haired twenty-year-old just back from the trail in India and Afghanistan. I thought of how the twenty-year-old me wouldn’t recognise this version of Soho, with all its sharp edges sanded away. Of how punk had become part of the official marketing of London to tourists, the spit used to polish its brand. Of how he’d react if he knew how many of the bands in his record collection I’d ended up working with – Bowie, the Stones, the Who – and all the ones he hadn’t heard of yet.

I thought of how I’d explain the Spice Girls to him and suspected he’d recognise something in their energy that was appealing (though I didn’t think he’d be able to get his head around Westlife). He’d definitely have understood Beckham and his right foot. He’d also have understood my impulse to keep on moving: out of PR and into management and even briefly a record label; out of music and into other mediums and industries – fashion, sport and politics – always following where I thought the interesting story was.

Above all, I thought of how I’d tell him how wonderful it had been to work with the artists I had, playing a small part in them telling their stories. Stories that mattered to millions of people around the world, which became part of the fabric of their lives.

I thought of how lucky I was that I could say: I was there.


	
I. It wasn’t just David. I saw it in LA with rockers holed up in pretend English pubs with the blinds down, drinking pints of bitter and playing darts. After years of chasing chicks and riding Harleys along Sunset, deep down they just wanted to be home, but they didn’t know where home was or how to get there anymore.








PART 1






1 MY GENERATION


‘Right, I’m off for a cheese roll and a pint of mild,’ said Keith, pulling his jacket around him and calling over his shoulder: ‘If Bill phones, tell him I’ve asked Pete and I’m waiting to hear. If Keith Moon phones, tell him I’m at lunch and I’ll call him back as soon as possible. Anyone else, say I’m on tour with the Who.’ With that he was gone.

I had spent the morning following Keith Altham around as he fired a dizzying list of names at me. A fair few I recognised, but with lots of them I just had to nod and make a note to ask someone later. He’d introduced me to our downstairs neighbour, the high-profile PR Tony Brainsby, who represented stars like Paul McCartney, Thin Lizzy and Be Bop Deluxe. In our cramped office in Pimlico, there was me, Keith and, two days a week, a delightful French woman called Claudine who did the books. But today wasn’t one of Claudine’s days. As Keith had held forth, he’d interspersed his stream of consciousness with his commandments for working in music publicity.

‘One: always return calls,’ he said, counting on his thumb. ‘Two: do what you say you’re going to do,’ he counted on his index finger. ‘And the most important thing of all. Three: if the company, me, is buying the drinks, it’s halves; if the client is buying, it’s pints.’



I still couldn’t get over how quickly everything had happened.

Only a few weeks previously I’d been at Bingley Hall in Staffordshire to review a Who gig for Sounds, and had found myself talking to the legendary publicist Keith Altham, who represented about twenty of the biggest bands in the world at that time, including the Rolling Stones, the Who and the Beach Boys. It had famously been his idea for Jimi Hendrix to set fire to his guitar at Monterey Pop, the first-ever major rock festival, in 1967. I introduced myself to him in the bar after the gig and he leaned over to me to ask what I thought of the show. For a moment, I toyed with flattery, but I decided to be honest.

‘Nowhere near one of their best for me. The acoustics in there are appalling, so I’m sure that’s the problem.’ He stared at me carefully and for a second I was worried I’d gone too far.

‘Would you like a job?’ he asked.

The honest answer to that was no. Or, more honestly, I didn’t know.

I certainly needed money. I was twenty years old and, after a brief stint driving around London collecting laundry from hotels, I had somehow landed myself two jobs at Sounds – the day job was selling advertising out of an office building on Holloway Road and drinking at the local pub, the Lord Nelson, which doubled as our staff canteen.I

The Nelson was a dive: fights breaking out, glasses flying, windows getting smashed. Bored-looking strippers, who were really just housewives looking for some extra cash, languishing at the bar. But I loved it because it had a jukebox. I’d spend the morning fantasising about hearing new singles, usually by Bowie or Alice Cooper, and then lunchtime was a game of wits to get them played. If you didn’t arrive with your coins at the ready, you were in for another sorry blast of the Dubliners’ ‘Irish Rover’.

The editor of Sounds was an encouraging chap called Alf Martin, and it was he who had given me the go-ahead to try my hand at gig reviews. It was a win-win, as I would have gone to see most of the concerts anyway. Although the industry was dominated by big, megastar acts like the Who, the Stones and the Eagles, there was a burgeoning pub rock scene: outfits with funny names like Ducks Deluxe, Bees Make Honey, Kilburn and the High Roads, and Dr Feelgood. Few other journalists wanted to go to the back of beyond on a weeknight to write about them, so I got my opportunity. Any venue, any time, I was there – and that was useful to the paper. As well as rock, I’d developed a taste for soul music. At that time, you could see major US acts, like the Thymes and the Delfonics, playing places like Baileys nightclub in Watford. This was partly because nightclubs had looser licensing laws than other gig venues and as a result were able to pay performers more. There was also an element of racism in respect of the mainstream venues not wanting ‘Black’ music. These acts just weren’t considered important in the way rock bands were.

I was paid £5 per review for Sounds, but the money would take months to come through. Even with the day job, I was having to supplement my earnings by taking albums from the office’s review cupboard and selling them on. Fortunately, there always seemed to be an album launch to attend where I could fill up with grub, before departing with a logo-emblazoned T-shirt of whichever band was unknowingly paying for the bash. Dining and wardrobe expenses taken care of, I was just about managing to scrape by – but it was a skin-of-my-teeth existence. I was, though, being given endless free drinks and seeing as many bands as I physically could. I went to the Reading Festival with my sister Mary to hand out copies of Sounds, for which I was paid in booze, and we ended up just sleeping on the grass.

I was living in a single room by Archway tube station. It was pretty basic, with a shared toilet on the landing, occasional hot water and an old stove in the corner, which had been advertised as a kitchen. The landlady left cold toast outside the door in the mornings, so that she could claim to be running a B&B as opposed to a doss house. All this meant that when I met Keith, I was ready to listen to his offer.

‘I can start you on £25,’ said Keith, almost apologetically, though it sounded like a fortune to me. I figured I could work for a couple of months, sort my finances out, and then go back to journalism. So we shook hands on it and that’s how I found myself standing in a poky office in Pimlico, still not entirely sure what I was supposed to be doing.

At that point, music PR wasn’t really a job. There were probably about half a dozen people doing entertainment PR in the whole of the UK. ‘Public relations’ was still very much an American idea – and a relatively new one at that. It had come out of Hollywood and the need to try to control the coverage of stars like Ingrid Bergman and Rock Hudson by the influential LA columnists. This American invention had travelled to the UK, and unsurprisingly had found its way into the music industry. There were plenty of brilliant operators – like Andrew Loog-Oldham, manager of the Rolling Stones, who was in effect a publicist – who picked up on this new-fangled phenomenon.

Working at Sounds I had developed an acute awareness of what most journalists thought of PRs. There was one character called Keith Goodwin who was especially unpopular. He was always pushing for extra publicity for his clients, even though many of them sounded dreadful. Every journalist in the office seemed to have stuck a Post-it note on their colleagues’ desk phones that read: ‘If Keith Goodwin calls, I’m out!’ They weren’t seen as ‘music people’ – more like guns for hire driven by cash and acting for dodgy managers or crooked record companies. They would lure you in with free drinks and then pressure you to review some godawful album. They were part of the establishment. And I very much saw myself as not part of the establishment.

As far back as I could remember, I’d known I was adopted. My adoptive parents, Elizabeth and Harrington Edwards, had been honest with me as soon as I asked. I looked so different to them, it was obvious. I had very dark, curly hair, large eyes and long eyelashes – not classically British. People would ask me, ‘Where do you come from?’

‘England,’ I’d reply.

‘But where do you really come from?’

My adoptive parents were decent, loving people: he a solicitor who had been raised in Shanghai and she a former primary school teacher who had worked in Hamburg after the war. We lived in a nice suburban street in Worthing, Sussex, the sort of place where people used to stand up and salute the national anthem when the television had finished for the night. They made a loving and welcoming home for me and my brother Tony and sister Mary, who were also adopted.

But I grew up drawn to the idea that I came from somewhere else, imagining who my birth parents were. And this meant I was obsessed with getting away and doing something. I just wasn’t sure what. I used to fantasise about a life of travel and even considered joining the merchant navy at one point.

One of my strongest memories is from when I was nine, staying up late with my dad to watch a flickering black-and-white transmission from the US of the Cassius Clay fight with Sonny Liston in 1964. I couldn’t remember a time I didn’t want to see other places and other ways of living. But I also went to watch Brighton & Hove Albion’s every home game. My father would drive us through Worthing, then Lancing, before slowing for a wooden toll bridge where you had to queue up. I would become more and more excited the closer we got to the Goldstone Ground. We would hand over our money at the turnstiles and I’d stand on a wooden box so I could see over the fence that separated the pitch from spectators. At half-time I’d have a cup of Bovril and a packet of Smiths crisps, with the little blue bag of salt in it. It was the highlight of the week, and I was only allowed to attend under the proviso that I did my times tables in the car on the way.

My father was one of those men who showed he cared with what he did, rather than what he said. He was badly ill with heart attacks and nervous breakdowns, and my mother resigned herself to me being a hopeless case, concentrating instead on trying to keep my sister Mary on the straight and narrow.

I left education at sixteen with three O-Levels, determined to see the world, my knuckles still scabbed from where the Catholic brothers who ran my school would hit you with rulers. The school had an open-air swimming pool which used to ice over in the winter, but that didn’t stop the swimming lessons. One day I hesitated before taking the plunge and one of the brothers just picked me up and threw me in through the broken ice. Even scarier were the rumours about Brother Athanasius, who would call you to his room, lock the door behind you and draw diagrams of the devil and the evils of masturbation. I left the school as the proud holder of the record for the number of canings administered in a single term: fourteen to be precise. Towards the end, it had been decided I was so unteachable and disruptive that I was made to stand outside certain lessons in the corridor on my own for whole terms at a time.

But I’d made friends with some older kids, including a guy called Ian Grant who went to a school a few miles away and had started promoting local bands in the area. Later, he used to organise ‘meeps’. These were underground happenings in the dead of night. Meeps were a way of trying to make sure the police didn’t know what was going on. They used to cost a pound to get into, and the admission ticket would be a piece of blotting paper – not the sort of blotting paper you had at school, though. This stuff was laced with acid and you had to take it on arrival. Often the meeps were held at a place called Cissbury Ring, one of the oldest Iron Age settlements in England. As dusk fell, the powerful sound system blasted out hardcore West Coast psychedelia like Jefferson Airplane, the Doors and Canned Heat, interspersed with the best stuff from the British underground. It had an early Glastonbury feel to it. By midnight, there’d be two or three hundred people tripping out among the trees, illuminated only by a crackling fire which threw all kinds of spooky shadows, adding to the vivid hallucinations everyone was experiencing. Around 3 or 4am there was the promise of live music; often a band like the Pink Fairies or Hawkwind came down after a gig elsewhere to play for free. They’d travel down in a truck, get power from a generator and just set up and play. Hawkwind’s anthemic ‘Hurry on Sundown’ really was the best way of seeing in a Sunday morning – definitely more exciting than church. As the day got going, the festival would wind down and the ‘freaks’ disappeared back into the hills and normality. Every now and again, the police would raid, charging through the woods, truncheons swinging. No better way to get a bad trip going.

Music had always been a part of my life. I’d started listening to Radio Luxembourg with the DJs Tony Prince, Kid Jensen and Emperor Rosko. I hid a little transistor radio under my pillow so I could listen to music as I fell asleep.

When I was twelve, Radio 1 had launched to big fanfare and Tony Blackburn was its best-known face. Sometimes I’d get a lift into school with some of the older boys and the dial was always locked on the station. There were ten of us packed into a Mini listening to the Love Affair, Mungo Jerry, Marvin Gaye… A few years later, we would meet up at each others’ homes and listen to the new Stones or Who album, rolling joints and discussing every aspect of the songs, the lyrics, the production and the artwork. Then we’d turn the record over and listen to it again. There was also a second-hand record shop in Worthing called Trading Post run by a guy called Martin, and he used to turn me onto records that I hadn’t heard, like the first album by Soft Machine.

There was a lot of acid around. I remember dropping a tab one day when my mother came to pick me up for a dentist appointment I’d completely forgotten about. I sat there while the dentist stuck things in my mouth. It could have gone either way. I was staring out the window at the sky, which had gone pink and orange, and the colours were swirling. I never had a problem with dentists after that.

When I left school, I also moved out of my parents’ house; I think they had essentially given up on me by this point. My first court appearance had been at fourteen years old when I’d masterminded the theft of some instruments from the school music room. The plan was that my friends would sell them at a local music shop. Of course, they were all arrested, and the police traced the plan back to me. I was fined £5 and featured in the local paper.

My second court appearance came shortly after. I had started working in a factory that made music speakers. My job was to drill holes into wooden boxes, four holes in each, box after box, for eight hours. The only way to get through this was to smoke a few joints and do the shift completely stoned. One of the guys I lived with was a hash dealer, so getting hold of the stuff wasn’t a problem. Unfortunately, another of the blokes on the assembly line wasn’t paying attention one day, almost certainly in a haze of hash smoke, and lost a couple of fingers in the machine.

One morning, we were all in the flat, and the door suddenly flew off its hinges – it was a raid. The police rushed in and found half an ounce of hash belonging to my friend and we were all arrested. But the worst was yet to come. By coincidence, my father had decided he’d better check in on me and had chosen that morning to pay me a visit. As he walked up the garden path to our front door, he saw me being marched out in a pair of handcuffs. Although it wasn’t my hash they had found, the police told me that my friends had all pointed the finger my way and I fell for it. That time I was fined £35.

The next ignominy for my long-suffering parents was having to collect me from hospital after a bad trip when I dropped acid on the South Downs and ended up running across both lanes of a motorway before collapsing. The first thing I remember after that is waking up in hospital, my parents by my bedside. My stomach had been pumped and the plastic tubes were harsh in my throat. My father just looked at me and shook his head. Over the next few months, I dropped a few more tabs just to make sure I didn’t have any lasting paranoia. I didn’t, but the novelty had worn off too. After that I never touched it again.

Around this time, I was reading IT – International Times – and feeling very revolutionary. One night, half a dozen of us left the pub and turned over a police car in the street, actually tipping it over somehow. I didn’t get arrested, but there was a picture of me in the local paper being dragged away by my hair by the constabulary. My look at the time was jeans, army surplus jackets and greatcoats.

Throughout all this was music. I used to go down to the record shop in Worthing town centre where Ian Grant worked and listen to new albums that I couldn’t afford to buy. I realised that the cubicles were also used to store dope. Ian was conducting ‘quid deals’ as well as selling discs, so it worked out very well. I regularly travelled to London with older friends, too, gravitating towards Notting Hill, which was then a mix of mainly Caribbean immigrants and hippies. There you could buy a lump of good Lebanese or Moroccan hash and meet fellow-minded souls. Sometimes it got messy. I remember one time taking some Mandrax and seeing the legendary MC5 kicking out the jams at a pub on the Fulham Palace Road.

We had a great flow of bands playing locally – big names, but also underground groups from London like the Edgar Broughton Band and Mott the Hoople, who would often drive the 50 miles down to the south coast to play a set. Still wearing school uniform, I managed to squeeze in at the back to see the Who play Worthing Town Hall. They were so loud and powerful, with such great songs.

I saw David Bowie on the tour he debuted Ziggy Stardust when I was sixteen. There were only a couple of hundred people in the audience. At one point, David sat on Mick Ronson’s shoulders while the guitarist walked around the sparse crowd. I’d never seen anything like it.

One night in the pub, someone started talking about the ‘hippie trail’ and that sounded like my sort of thing. Maybe they would be my tribe? So, after a few months spent labouring on a building site, which mainly involved drinking pints of Guinness and standing at the bottom of a ladder and catching breeze blocks, I saved up enough money to set off. I started the trip with a friend called Rod Cohen, but he turned back at Dubrovnik and made the week’s journey back to Blighty. I couldn’t countenance returning with my tail between my legs, so I decided to keep going, alone, though travelling by yourself really wasn’t recommended. I ended up passing through Iran, Afghanistan and into Pakistan, eating huge, pungent lumps of hash and walking about in a daze. At one point in Afghanistan, bandits with what looked like nineteenth-century muskets got on the bus I was riding. They went up and down, relieving the passengers of money and valuables. Fortunately, they took one look at me and decided I didn’t have anything worth stealing, but when the bus got going again, the bandits stayed on. One of them sat down behind me and wedged the musket under my seat for safe keeping. I looked down and noticed that the muzzle had poked through a gap in the slatted wooden seating and was resting between my legs. I decided that I’d better not move an inch and prayed that the bumpy road wouldn’t cause the gun to go off.

I went up into the foothills of the Himalayas to see Everest, thinking maybe I’d eventually make my way to Lhasa. A line of twenty or so Buddhist monks appeared out of the mist one day. They smiled serenely as they walked past, coming down from the Tibetan plateau and disappearing just as quickly. One evening, I left the hostel to get some food and felt a squelching underfoot. I thought it was mud. I looked down at my sandals and realised I was walking on a carpet of frogs. Other times, as I looked out from the roof of the world, I had to burn leaches off my arms. They fell on the forest path succulent and full of blood.

I had embarked upon the hippie trail because I aspired to the hippie lifestyle and what I believed it represented. I had thought that hippies might be the family I had always been looking for. But the supposed hippies I had met from time to time were snobby and facile. They weren’t my people. Sitting in Kathmandu, I banged my beer bottle on the table in frustration. Once again, I had an acute sense of not belonging.

When the monsoon arrived, the street outside my hotel was reduced to a torrent of mud and flood water. It was at this time that my immune system let me down – I caught both dysentery and typhoid in quick succession. After a few days in a toilet that was effectively a pit, I realised there was actually a good chance I would die and wrote to my father to wire me money. As I waited for the money to arrive, I spent the weeks reading books and eating rice and dhal donated by kind-hearted strangers.

I arrived back at the front door of my parents’ house, seven months after I’d set out. I still had typhoid – apparently it would be the first recorded case on the south coast of England for about fifteen years. I’d lost more than two and a half stone, had long straggly hair and my skin was the colour of chestnuts. My father barely recognised me when he opened the door.

‘Oh hello,’ he said. ‘What have you been up to?’



Standing in Keith’s office, I was woken from my reverie by a knock at the door, swiftly followed by someone wearing a massive fur coat, monocle and top hat, and carrying a cane.

‘Hello, my man. Can you tell me where I can find Keith?’ he asked. Of course, I immediately recognised Keith Moon, the legendary drummer from the Who.

‘Ummm, he’s just having lunch at the moment, but he’ll call you as soon as…’

Moon strode over to Keith’s desk and flipped it, sending papers and coffee mugs flying and causing absolute chaos. He walked back, tapped my desk with the cane and said sweetly, ‘Do tell Keith I called, won’t you?’

I stood in the mess of papers and cold coffee. I didn’t know what to do. I could try to turn the desk over, but there was no way I’d ever be able to get things back as they were. Would it be better or worse to leave it? There was a good chance I wasn’t even going to last a day in music PR. If I was honest, my journalistic career hadn’t yet caught fire and consisted of forgetting to turn on the recorder when I’d interviewed Alvin Lee and not noticing that the guest keyboardist for the Average White Band was Elton John, who was arguably the most famous performer on the planet at that point. Luckily nobody knew who I was, so I escaped the embarrassment that Richard Williams once suffered at the Melody Maker when he reviewed a test pressing of John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s Wedding Album, each side of which consisted of a test signal and nothing else. Richard assumed that this was a new Yoko-inspired piece of high art and gave the blank record a glowing review. John and Yoko sent Williams a telegram afterwards saying they both felt ‘this is the first time the critic has outdone the artist’.

And it wasn’t like I had many other avenues to explore. So far, apart from Sounds and driving the laundry van, my career had mainly consisted of successfully getting to London. There had been a spell working in advertising when I first moved from Worthing – I’d always been really interested in art and the visual side of things, so I’d decided that might be the career for me. Propaganda, pitch, why something went on the cover of a magazine, why a poster was effective. I couldn’t articulate why it appealed to me, though; there wasn’t anyone around me giving me any guidance or training. I didn’t know anyone who had anything to do with art. It wasn’t my parents’ background, and none of my friends were involved in that field or even aspired to it. But I was strongly drawn to it.

For some reason, my initial attempt at getting into advertising by taking drawings I’d done of the Velvet Underground to the local building society and asking for work in their art department had failed, but through a guy who ran a local recording studio, I heard about a job in London.

I was excited to work at an advertising agency. A vacancy had arisen at a company called John Chesney & Associates. It all seemed very glamorous. My mum even came to London and bought me a nice new suit and paid for a posh haircut somewhere in Knightsbridge. I was ready to go. When I got to the agency, I found was it was based in one of those big old houses on the Gloucester Road, and there were people running around with bits of artwork; executives looking and acting self-important, pointing at designs and meeting clients; and lots of self-consciously cool women in super-trendy clothes. It was a small agency, and I was going to be right in the middle of it.

Disappointingly, I spent the next twelve months learning almost nothing other than the stops on the Underground map as I travelled around on various errands. Instead of the principles of design and copy writing, I got to know the different tube lines like the back of my hand – and all the bus routes as well. On the plus side, I got to visit the HQs of a few newspapers. I also started making up for a lost education by reading piles of paperbacks: George Orwell, Graham Greene, Hermann Hesse, V. S. Naipaul, anything I could lay my hands on. At some points, I had so little to do that I could get through a book in a day. I probably learned more than I realised during that year, although almost none of it at the agency itself, which was a shame. Nobody ever really gave me the time of day. I met endless receptionists and assistants at other advertising agencies around town who talked down to me – they only had eyes for the senior execs or the stars coming in for photo shoots. I had decided then that the straight world wasn’t for me. But now I wasn’t sure if the world of music PR was for me either. Or perhaps I wasn’t for the world of music PR.

Staring at the overturned desk, I was still pondering the least worst move when Keith Altham came back into the office. I saw him look at me and look at the desk. Then he shrugged as he took his coat off and hung it up.

‘Moon’s been in, has he?’


	
I. Though I didn’t know it then, I was to spend my life dealing with dirty laundry of a different sort, often involving the same hotels.








2 HIGH AND MIGHTY


‘Right, my dear boy. Thinking cap time,’ said Keith late one Friday afternoon, as he opened his desk drawer and began rolling an especially large joint. It had become a habit of ours that, if there was a problem to solve, he would smoke a joint and I would act as his sounding board.

‘We have been tasked by our friends at Bronze Records with creating, and I quote, “the ultimate press conference” to announce High and Mighty by Uriah Heep.’ He took a deep drag.

I blew air out of my cheeks. Uriah Heep were a heavy rock group who had formed in 1969, played big venues and had a deservedly massive fanbase for their amazing live performances. But with their long hair, denim flares, large crucifixes and mystical energy, they were in no way the sort of band who were critical darlings. An attention-grabbing press conference was one way of trying to get alternative coverage for the band safely away from the album reviews. On the plus side, the boys were always up for a laugh and knew the importance of good publicity.

‘Any ideas from our friends at Bronze?’ I asked.

Keith shook his head, exhaled and offered me the joint. I declined.

‘Just that it needs to be ultimate with a capital U and no expense is to be spared.’I I sat back with my hands behind my head. Capital U indeed.



My first months with Keith had flown by in a daze. There was so much to try to get up to speed with: journalists, editors and records execs, their rivalries and relationships. All of it had to be learned so that we could try to make sure the press were saying good things about our clients. There were no rules because no one had come up with them yet, so everything seemed up for grabs – you lived or died by your wits, your confidence and a dollop of good luck. I spent my days running around London, buying hundreds of halves and being bought hundreds of pints, then scoffing a Wimpy on the way home to soak it up. Cliff Busby, who ran United Artist Records and EMI, wasn’t a classic music industry type. He was from a different era and turned up for work every day immaculately attired in a suit and tie. If you went to see him in his office, he would usually produce a bottle of scotch, especially at the end of the day, so we all knew that was the best time to schedule as many meetings with him as possible.

I’d nearly fallen at the first hurdle (well, second if you counted Moon and the desk) when, in my first week, Keith asked me to take some important journalists to see the Who at the Empire Pool in Wembley. I had never organised a press trip and Keith wasn’t one for detailed instructions. I was simply given a list of writers to call – respected, powerful critics, including people like Judith Simons from the Daily Express, and David Wigg and Bill Hagarty of the Mirror. People whose opinions really mattered.

One by one, I called and asked them to meet me at Oxford Circus tube station that evening at 6pm. After all, that’s how I would have gone to a concert with my friends. It never occurred to me that you wouldn’t dream of taking a journalist to a gig unless there was a limo laid on with champagne on tap. And so it was that about fifteen of the country’s top music critics congregated at Oxford Circus station, followed me down the escalator and got on the tube to Wembley. At that time of evening, it was packed. They were clearly annoyed.

As we got off the train at Wembley Park, I realised that I would need to pull something impressive out the bag. I suggested to the media that perhaps they would like an exclusive interview with the Who. At the time, they were one of the biggest rock groups in the world. I took the journalists backstage and knocked tentatively on the band’s dressing room door. Eventually it opened. ‘Hello. I’m Alan Edwards from Keith Altham’s office, and I’ve brought some media along to meet…’ Before I could finish, someone out of sight yelled ‘Fuck off!’ and the door slammed shut.

Conscious of fifteen pairs of eyes boring into my back, there was nothing else for it but to try again. I braced myself and knocked. As the door opened, I saw Keith Moon fly halfway across the room having been punched by another member of the band, but not before shouting for me to ‘fuck off’ again. My embarrassment was so great that most of the journalists took pity on me.

At the behest of the Who, I had been working on the campaign to secure the release of George Davis, who had been accused of an armed robbery of the London Electricity Board offices in 1974. I spent hours putting endless press releases protesting Mr Davis’ innocence into envelopes and posting them to Fleet Street journalists. It never occurred to me that it might be otherwise. Keith, and the Who’s manager Bill Curbishley, told me that it had all been a mix-up, and Roger Daltrey wore a T-shirt on stage saying that George wasn’t guilty. That was good enough for me. The ‘Free George Davis’ and ‘George Davis is Innocent OK’ slogans appeared all over London.II

As well as the disastrous press trip, Keith Altham and I also eventually managed to get over the fact that our downstairs neighbour and landlord, Tony Brainsby, didn’t like me because I’d slept with his secretary at the end of the first week. He only knew because he’d called her about something and I’d answered the phone.

Keith forgave me. More than that, he clearly sensed my need for a father figure, so he took me under his wing and taught me everything he knew. As befits the man who advised Jimi to set fire to his guitar at Monterey, he always said he thought that at its best, PR is hidden in plain sight. And he was always thinking about what would give the press the best chance of covering something, about what would deliver the biggest impact. How to be big and bold. And he saw part of my education as understanding journalists. So he took me down to ‘the street’.

Fleet Street was like nothing else I’d ever seen. Men with beer guts bumbled around the editorial offices wearing those iconic green-tinted visors to protect their eyesight and shouting ‘Hold the front page!’ Underneath the offices were the printing presses. Hundreds of workers toiled down there on the assembly line, covered in oil, weaving in and out of massive machines. The presses clanked loudly and the papers would slide down the conveyor belt at speed, where they were intercepted and checked. It was like something from another age and utterly thrilling. The journalists were smokers and hard drinkers, and had very little time for Keith’s long-haired, baby-faced apprentice. But gradually I learnt the ropes.

I had been obsessed with newspapers as a child, mainly for the football coverage. I would pore over the different stories and had a feel for the differences in how a tabloid like the Mirror would describe a game compared to a broadsheet like The Times. It was the same game and their reporters saw the exact same thing, but the emphasis was completely different, the vocabulary and the angle. They were telling different sorts of stories for different sorts of reader and I found it fascinating. I had always wanted to know how it worked. Now I was finding out.

Upstairs, photographic prints would be rolled up inside a canister and shot across the newsroom in a pipe, easily the length of a football pitch. The pipes were steam-powered and you would see the picture go up the tube – whoosh! – before dropping down on the picture editor’s desk. It was a significant part of my training. Photographs were studied carefully in editorial meetings before a decision was reached. The image had to be of the right quality for use in such an ‘important title’ as whichever one they were working on at the time. If the star didn’t look good and it wasn’t a sharp shot, then the story wouldn’t make the paper and the PR’s hard work would have just been a waste of time and money. I learned to think how a story I pitched would work in that environment, to see the headline and the image as one, the angle that would work for each different paper, for each different audience.

Early on, Keith was doing publicity for Slik, a teen group fronted by Midge Ure, who would later go on to huge success in various bands, including Visage and Ultravox. The tour was selling badly and Keith wanted to provide a reason for cancellation that didn’t draw attention to the fact Slik were being overshadowed by their rivals, the Bay City Rollers. The big idea was to stage a car crash. To make the story really convincing for the music papers, the PR maestro rigged up a photo with Midge, complete with a broken arm, standing in front of the wrecked car looking sorry for himself. It was widely used and, unbelievably, not one of the papers picked up on the fact that Midge had seemingly received immediate medical attention at the scene of the crash, and was standing there, bandaged up, in front of smouldering wreckage looking quite chipper.

‘It doesn’t matter, my boy,’ said Keith, smiling when I pointed this out. ‘It’s a good story. That’s all that matters.’



As I sat there mulling over Uriah Heep, a bolt of inspiration hit.

‘Keith?’

‘Yes, Alan.’

‘Stay with me here. But the album is called High and Mighty?’

‘Indeed it is.’

‘How about if we do the press conference somewhere high…’ I caught his eye. ‘And mighty.’

He looked at me with an eyebrow raised. I dug around in the chaos of papers on my desk. Flicking through a magazine, I found the article about Piz Gloria, a flashy revolving restaurant perched at 2,970m on top of the Schilthorn, a summit in the Swiss Alps. The restaurant had recently been used in the Bond movie On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, which gave it an especially glamorous patina. Keith’s eyes lit up.

‘So we book out the entirety of the restaurant and fly the press there?’ He held out the picture of the restaurant at arm’s length, his eyes shining. ‘Now that’s a story.’

And so we set things in motion. Keith was always very patient with me. He once invited me down to play for his local football team – Epsom Rovers. Also in the team was Derek Green, later head of A&M Records. I remember dutifully getting out of bed one Saturday morning for the game after a late night. I needed a bit more than a half-time orange for this one. I ran around covering every single inch of grass during the first half, to little or no effect and, predictably, I ran out of steam during the second half and had to be substituted. The pre-match amphetamine had clearly run its course. That was my first and last appearance for Keith Altham FC and I stopped bragging about my prowess on the pitch.

Another time, I received a call at the office asking where the boss was. I replied, following the instruction I’d been given, saying he was away on tour with the Who. The caller turned out to be one of the touring crew who’d just read that the Who weren’t touring for the rest of the year and was wondering what was going on.

One day, a couple of months in, Keith was suffering chest pains and was rushed to hospital with a suspected heart attack. I sat at my desk alone, somewhat daunted. One of the first calls was from Marc Bolan, the lead singer of the rock band T Rex. Bolan was constantly changing up his image. One minute he was a mod with button-down shirts and bum-freezer jacket, the next he was in a beautifully tailored satin suit. He was always sharply turned out. Having come of age in London’s Swinging Sixties music scene, Marc turned to books for style inspiration; one character he was fascinated by was Beau Brummell, a fashion icon from the nineteenth century famed for his suits. Marc’s black curls, made-up eyes and startling androgyny – teamed with a Brummell-inflected wardrobe – coalesced into a look that proved hugely influential. He was a star, not a celebrity.

‘Hi man, where’s Keith?’

I told him the bad news.

‘Wow man, that’s really uncool, really a drag, man. Really bad. I’ll come over in a minute!’

I put the phone down and thought nothing more of it. The next call came from Justin Hayward, lead singer of the Moody Blues. When I explained the situation, he was obviously concerned.

‘That’s terrible news,’ he said. ‘But what am I going to do about the album? It’s out next week!’ Clearly, without Keith around, I was going to have my work cut out.

Twenty minutes later, the doorbell rang. I went to answer it and there stood Marc Bolan in all his glory – heels and the rest. ‘Hi, man,’ he said. ‘How can I help?’ Despite the fact he was a massive star, he spent the rest of the day answering the phones. And it turned out Keith had just smoked a particularly strong joint.

I would go on to look after Marc’s day-to-day PR duties. By that point, he was in thrall to his appetites. I once arranged a press conference which he turned up to in a Rolls-Royce (it later transpired that he was friends with a chauffeur who had agreed to drive him around for the day). I had been given strict instructions he wasn’t to drink, so had a beady eye out for any bottles. However, I was somewhat reassured when he arrived complaining of a cold and swigging cough medicine. As the day went on, his claims became ever more grandiose and outlandish. By late afternoon, he had sold more singles than Elvis Presley and the Beatles combined. I couldn’t work out what was going on. At one stage, he went to stand up, pulled on some curtains for support and brought them crashing down, rail and all. It was then that Keith came in to check how things were going only to find Marc thrashing around under the curtains, quite obviously the worse for wear.

‘I thought I said no booze,’ he hissed.

‘Keith, scout’s honour, I’ve been watching him like a hawk. All he’s had is cough medicine.’

Keith went and got Marc’s cough medicine, gave it a sniff and reported it was neat vodka. These kinds of shenanigans aside, Marc was once described by Elton John as ‘the perfect pop star’ and his death in a car crash in 1977 would rob us of one of the greats.

When I was first working for Keith, I would always, without fail, be in the office before him. He couldn’t understand it. He started coming in earlier and earlier, sometimes 7am, but I was already at my desk. Being a junior publicist wasn’t exactly an overpaid job. So, to save money, and unbeknown to Keith, I used to stay overnight in the office. I had a sleeping bag secreted under my desk. At the end of the working day, I’d go to a gig and then come back later to sleep on the sofa.

In the morning, I would have one ear cocked for the sound of the door latch and the fumbling around of keys. Our office was on the top floor, which gave me just enough time to roll up the sleeping bag, hide it away and be sitting earnestly at my desk. Keith thought I was the keenest employee he’d ever had. I wrote my mother short, urgent letters, apologising for not being able to get back to visit because things were so frantic at work.

One evening, Keith had left for the day and I was by myself. Our downstairs neighbour, Tony Brainsby, wandered in and pulled up a seat. He didn’t say much; he just produced a little bag, started making neat white lines on the table and asked me if I’d like some. I paused for a minute, unsure, but gingerly accepted as it seemed like the sociable thing to do. Plus, I reasoned, it was a good way to build bridges with him after the incident with his secretary. Perhaps he was considering offering me a job?

I watched as Tony carved out a line of what I assumed was coke. Once we were finished, he decided he was done with this brief encounter and mumbled something about rushing off to see Wings.

Alone in the office, I suddenly felt like I’d been hit around the head with a hammer. It slowly dawned on me that it can’t have been cocaine that Tony had given me – he had so many little bags of powder on him, he must have accidentally given me the heroin. Panic gripped me. I knew that even in my incapacitated state, I had to stay awake or I would probably die. I staggered to the bathroom, turned on the cold water and stuck my head under it until I could no longer feel my face. I was drifting in and out of lucidity, so I paced around in an attempt to stay alert.

Over the next few hours, I holed up in the office, waiting for the effects to wear off. I never told anyone the story. It was a terrifying experience and I worried it could be damaging if it got out – I certainly didn’t want the police or Keith involved.

Keith was still leaning on me for help with the grunt work on the Who, his most demanding client, but more and more he was giving me responsibility, asking me what I thought. And, gradually, I was working out which journalists I got on with, the ones I could call up and be honest with. And there was something about me that seemed to convince people I wasn’t part of the establishment. Whether it was the fact I looked so young and scruffy, or that I’d spent so many hundreds of hours listening to music and going to gigs, they could tell I wasn’t faking it. But I also wondered if they responded to something deeper and more fundamental: they could tell I was a kid looking for somewhere to belong.

Over the coming months, plans started to firm up for the High and Mighty launch. In the end, a mob of about fifty media from both the music press and national papers, including the Daily Mail, Melody Maker, NME and the Daily Express, were assembled by us at Gatwick early one morning for the flight over to Switzerland. It was a chartered plane and each journalist was given a set of headphones so they could listen to the album on the way out. Whether many of them actually did so is doubtful. The beer cans piled up quickly at the back of the plane.

By the time we arrived at the airport in Switzerland, it was clear that some had been enjoying the refreshments more than others. Uriah Heep’s drummer Lee Kerslake was one of the casualties. Walking through the airport, he caught sight of a ‘bear’. The bear was in fact a man in a costume, a local mascot that had been sent to welcome us. Already in an emotional state, Lee somehow ended up wrestling the bear to the ground. The press watched on in bewilderment as man and bear rolled around on the airport floor.

Once peace had been restored, we were ferried into limousines and whisked off in the direction of the Alps, with no shortage of booze in the cars. We got to the foot of the mountain and were bundled into ski lifts. Soon we were perched above the clouds. Quite a few of the journalists were already a bit wobbly, only partly due to the altitude. We all headed into lunch, which was more like a banquet: course after course arrived over several hours and yet more alcohol flowed. This, combined with the fact the restaurant was revolving, meant that by the end of the meal people were dropping like flies. It had certainly all become too much for Radio 1 DJ Alan Freeman, who passed out into a bowl of soup and was sitting there as the room went round and round, face down in his minestrone.

Keith and I attempted to keep some sort of order, but we realised the trip was on the edge of going wrong. On top of everything else, some of the band were slowly losing interest in the most important bit: the photocall. The main point of this trip was to get images of the band in front of the stunning snowy backdrop to communicate the ‘high and mighty’ idea.

Somehow, Keith and I managed to get Uriah Heep to stand together in a line outside on the restaurant’s viewing platform. However, the photographers were hardly able to take any pictures before the band started pushing and shoving each other, causing Keith and I considerable anxiety given their proximity to the edge of the platform, with a sheer drop below. The photographers thought it was hilarious.

Resigned to the launch being a write-off, we shepherded the assorted media down the mountain. In some cases, in scenes reminiscent of Rorke’s Drift, they were carried down. By the time we arrived back at Gatwick at about six in the evening, it was evident we had an unholy mess on our hands: a horde of media banjaxed on booze, a band at each other’s throats, an almighty bill for the whole trip – and, worst of all, we would barely get any publicity out of it because the combination of alcohol and blurred limbs meant there were pretty much no usable shots.

‘Ah well,’ said Keith, putting his coat on. ‘You can lead a horse to water and all that. To the pub.’


	
I. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence for the bigger bands. As was to become clear a few years later, the result of no expense being spared was that the band would often have these costs deducted from their royalties. This made it almost impossible to earn out their advance and they were effectively handcuffed to the label.

	
II. The public support for the campaign to free Davis eventually led to his release in 1976. It was the first time in the UK that a convicted felon had had his sentence overturned as a result of public pressure. Unfortunately, Davis was jailed for another robbery in 1978, which rather spoiled the whiter-than-white campaign. That said, Davis saw his conviction for the 1974 robbery quashed in 2011 after a judge decided the evidence had been unreliable, so the Who were right all along.
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