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Author’s Note

Big Country’s Scottish identity was a huge part of their appeal and something they refused to compromise on. Editing the words of the people I interviewed for this book into standard English seemed like a betrayal of that identity, so I’ve kept some Scottish words and phrasings. There is a brief glossary at the back to explain any unusual words.






‘Now we play our final hand,

Move in closer, understand’

Big Country, ‘A Thousand Stars’








1 At the End of Everything



You are on an island, in the middle of an ocean, at the ends of the earth



You leave the bar and get in a cab. You go to Atlanta airport and get on a plane to Nashville. You are heading home, where your son is waiting. But something stops you – and then everything stops making sense.

You don’t go home. Maybe ‘home’ doesn’t feel like home anymore and the idea of home really did mean something to you. You loved your home. You never wanted to leave it.

You have left several homes in the past few years. Your hometown. Your band. Your family.

What you have now – that’s not home. Maybe it could have been. You were building something there with a woman you loved: a home, full of dogs and cats, and maybe kids one day.

You book yourself into the Best Western Hotel in Nashville and you drink. You drink downstairs in the lounge and you drink in your room. This is your home now.

An idea forms – slowly, over days, although maybe you felt it coming, autumn changing to winter. A tectonic plate has shifted and, somewhere deep inside you, it has kicked something up. The tsunami it has created will sweep you away.

It is November 2001. The news is apocalyptic. The Twin Towers are a pile of rubble. We are at war in Afghanistan. Things are changing. The old world has ended. We are at the beginning of a new century and you are a twentieth-century boy.

In your sober moments, you make some calls. You phone Tony Butler and leave a message – one of the few times you have ever called him. You phone Bruce Watson and tell him that you love him and you have never said that before. Scottish men – men born in the ’50s and ’60s – don’t say that to each other, pfft aye right. Scottish men don’t even hug.

You phone the boys: Boabby, Pubsy, Big Slap. They don’t know that people are looking for you, that people are starting to worry. The time difference is good. Evening in Dunfermline is still early in Nashville and you are relatively sober. Later, they will remember that call and wonder if it was your way of saying goodbye. They will rack their brains to think of any clues you might have given them. They will wish you’d spoken to them – you know, properly spoken to them, although you never really did, I mean, c’mon, who fucking does? – and they will wonder if they could have done something.

You don’t know it, but your nineteen-year-old son Callum is walking the streets of Nashville looking for you. He is going from bar to bar, peering into booths, listening for a Fife accent, looking for your unmistakable frame. He could spot you a mile off. He is going to find you and help you.

You need help. You are a danger to yourself.

Your manager Ian Grant, a man you’ve known and counted as a friend for more than two decades, has hired a private detective to find you.

The telephone at your house rings constantly, but you are not there to hear it. Your cell phone needs charging, but you don’t charge it.

You don’t know it, but your wife is in hospital, fighting for her life.

You drive, drunk out of your mind, to Clarksville and back, even though you have lost your licence and are facing DUI charges.

You switch hotels, and tell reception to send up bottles of red. You should go home but it’s not really home, it’s just where you live.

You want to go where no one you know will find you, as far away from home as you possibly can. You want to go to the ends of the fucking earth.

And you know exactly where that is. You fly to Honolulu, Hawaii. You walk out of the airport and book yourself into the first hotel you see. You are a ten-minute drive from Pearl Harbor, three minutes away from the Pacific Ocean.

You will not set eyes on either of them. You go to your room, phone reception and ask them to send up three bottles of red.

You are on an island, in the middle of an ocean, at the ends of the earth.

It is 14 December 2001 and you have just two days left to live.







2 Hurry on Boys (I: Scotland)



The Great White North. The diamond mines of Sierra Leone. Black mambas and broken toes. Throwing stones at Eric Clapton



‘I’m the only foreigner in my family,’ says Bruce Watson, ‘for which they rip the piss out of me all the time.’

It’s a famous irony: not one of the members of Big Country – a band both beloved and belittled for being Scottish to their core – was actually born in Scotland. Guitarist Bruce Watson was born in Ontario, Canada, drummer Mark Brzezicki in Slough in Berkshire, England. Bassist Tony Butler travelled unborn inside his pregnant mother from Dominica and was delivered in a hospital in Shepherd’s Bush, London – and, in April 1958, Stuart Adamson was born just a few miles from Old Trafford, the home of Manchester United.

Stuart was named William Stuart Adamson, after his father William. His mum Anne (née Muir) was already pregnant with Stuart on their wedding day in November 1957. On their marriage certificate, Anne is listed as a bus conductress and William as a colliery engineer. Both of Stuart’s grandfathers had also been involved in the coal trade: Harry Adamson as a miner, James Muir as a coal merchant. William didn’t want a life in the pit: he joined the merchant navy soon after getting married and, with his father at sea, Stuart and his younger sister Kim were mostly brought up by Anne.

‘I think my interest in music came from my mum,’ said Stuart. ‘She used to work in a record shop and bring stuff like Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly home. She always had loads of mouldy old records lying about, like the Rolling Stones’ first LP…’

Anne had a great singing voice and at late-night parties, where everyone took a turn and ‘one singer, one song’ was the rule, she would mimic her favourites: Patsy Cline, Loretta Lynn and Brenda Lee.

Anne would send the young Stuart on errands, which included going to the record shop to buy the latest releases. ‘My mum would give me six shillings to buy a single,’ he said. ‘The first one I bought was “Death of a Clown” by Dave Davies…’ When it was released in 1967, Stuart would have been nine years old. As well as the hits of the day, there was lots of other music in the house: ‘a lot of bluegrass, Scottish and Irish folk songs – a whole complete range’.

His dad left the merchant navy for a while to run a shop in Lumphinnans in Fife where he and Anne became friends with some musicians. ‘They were in a club band,’ remembered Stuart, ‘playing dance music, and they used to come back to the house quite often. That was great because you used to get to sit up late at night and there’d be guitars and accordions lying around.’

‘From the age of eleven or twelve,’ he said, ‘the thing that took up most of my ambition was to be in a group. I think the idea of building up your own self-confidence appealed because I was pretty shy when I was young. In fact, I still am at times. I’m terrible at small talk.’

When Stuart was around the age of thirteen, his Uncle Drew – his mum’s brother – got an acoustic guitar. ‘I started messing about on it at my gran’s house, learning “Danny Boy” and stuff like that to play at parties,’ said Stuart. ‘Then I started watching the BBC TV series Hold Down A Chord. I can’t remember the presenter’s name but I owe it all to him…’

The presenter was John Pearse. Hold Down A Chord was a ten-part course for beginner guitarists, first broadcast in 1965 on BBC2. Pearse wrote a series of books on guitar playing, particularly folk and blues styles, and taught the English folk guitarist Martin Carthy. When he died in 2009, the Guardian said that Pearse was ‘responsible for teaching a generation of British folk and blues enthusiasts how to play the guitar’.



Bruce Watson was born in 1961 in the Great White North: Timmins, Ontario, northern Canada. His parents emigrated there from Dunfermline so that his dad, a coal miner, could work in the Canadian gold mines. But when Bruce came along, his mum went off the idea. It was all right for his dad – he was working all the time – but she was stuck in a strange place with a new baby.

The family returned to the UK on the day of John F. Kennedy’s assassination: 22 November 1963. His dad’s job as a miner took them to Wales, then back to Dunfermline before he got a job abroad, working in Italy and Zambia. The family stayed in Dunfermline and Bruce didn’t see his dad much.

‘I saw him occasionally when he came back,’ he says, ‘but I didn’t really see him until I was about sixteen and, at that point, it was like: “You can’t tell me what to fuckin’ do!” ’ He laughs. ‘My dad just liked working in mines and that was all he spoke about.’

Bruce remembers going to see That’ll Be the Day in 1973, a rock ’n’ roll coming-of-age movie starring David Essex. ‘At the end, he sees a red guitar in the shop window. The movie ends on that and it was like, “Fuckin’ hell! I want one of them!” ’

He got a job potato-picking and saved his money. Some of it went on Doc Marten boots, Sta-Press trousers and a Harrington jacket. With the rest, he bought a guitar and an amp from Woolworths.

For a while, Bruce lived in Brucefield in Dunfermline. Nazareth guitarist Manny Charlton lived a couple of doors up and had a brother who was in the local chapter of the Satan’s Slaves motorcycle club.

‘All his mates used to build these choppers, in their dirty denims, practically in our back garden,’ says Bruce. One of the Satan’s Slaves was a guy they called Pano. Years later, he became the Skids’ first manager. At the other end of the street was Mike Baillie, who became the drummer of the Skids. Nazareth singer Dan McCafferty lived around the corner.

Manny Charlton would drive up with his family in a white BMW sports car, and step out in platform shoes, with a big fur jacket on and a woman on his arm. Bruce would see him from his schoolroom window and go, ‘I want some of that!’



Nazareth were one of the biggest names in Scottish rock in the 1970s. They had actual hit records, appeared on Top of the Pops and toured the US with the likes of Aerosmith and Lynyrd Skynyrd (in fact, they only narrowly avoided being in the 1977 plane crash that killed six people, including Skynyrd singer Ronnie Van Zant, guitarist Steve Gaines and his backing vocalist sister Cassie).

Nazareth named themselves after a line from the Band’s classic ‘The Weight’ (‘Pulled into Nazareth…’) and while they could have a gentle melodic side, the music that made them famous was tough, like the men who made it: no-nonsense heavy rock from the Deep Purple school.

Dropped right into ground zero of the sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll era, Naz avoided drugs in favour of booze (‘I’d turn everything down,’ said singer Dan McCafferty. ‘I was so naive I thought I’d instantly become a drug addict’). For their first official photo shoot, the photographer took them to a strip club in London. There was hell to pay back in Dunfermline: ‘When the wives saw the shots with the strippers,’ said bassist Pete Agnew, ‘man, the explanations we had to make…’



Another formidable force in Scottish rock was the Sensational Alex Harvey Band from Glasgow. Dynamite performers and musicians, they were an inspired collision of prog rock ambition, barnstorming rock ’n’ roll and Brechtian theatre. In Alex Harvey, they had a charismatic frontman who was a massive influence on AC/DC’s Bon Scott. Just as Bon had the perfect foil in Angus Young, Harvey had guitarist Zal Cleminson. An astonishing player who painted his face like a psychotic Pierrot, he was both terrifying and technically dazzling.

As the Cure’s Robert Smith put it, ‘people talk about Iggy Pop as the original punk but in Britain, the forerunner of the punk movement was Alex Harvey. His whole stage show with the graffiti-covered brick walls – it was like very aggressive Glaswegian street theatre.’ Nick Cave has said that his first band played so many SAHB songs it was effectively an Alex Harvey tribute band. The Skids’ Richard Jobson has called Harvey ‘the greatest frontman that ever lived’.

Before Harvey joined them, SAHB were a progressive rock band called Tear Gas. Their singer, Dave Batchelor, went on to produce the Skids’ first album and do the live sound for Big Country. ‘I loved the Beatles and the Stones,’ says Bruce, ‘but really it was Nazareth and the Sensational Alex Harvey Band. And what got me into the Harvey Band was the sleeve for [1975’s] Tomorrow Belongs to Me with the giant stoneater on the front.I And they were Scottish. I fucking loved it. Nazareth were proper rock, but with the Harvey Band, there was a lot of weird shit going on.

‘I probably didnae appreciate Zal’s playing – or any of the guys’ playing at that time. I just thought it was weird and wonderful and wacky.’



Skids frontman Richard Jobson was born in Kirkcaldy in 1960 and brought up in Ballingry, about eleven miles from Dunfermline. His older brother Francis had left-field tastes and an adventurous spirit – Francis later became a Hari Krishna monk and died on a pilgrimage to Nepal – and had a huge impact on the young Richard, introducing his little brother to music he wouldn’t have otherwise heard: Frank Zappa, Captain Beefheart, MC5 and Lou Reed. ‘It becomes part of your life,’ says Jobson. ‘Your friends at school are listening to Wishbone Ash and Genesis and you’re thinking, “No, man. Trout Mask Replica – have you heard that?” ’

The younger Jobson was a skinhead. ‘It’s interesting talking about it now,’ he says, ‘because people’s idea of a skinhead is this kind of National Front, right-wing thug – but this was before all that. It was all about music, clothes and football. I’m from an Irish Catholic family, but where I was brought up was in a pretty hardcore Protestant housing estate. I think we were the only Catholics on it.

‘The clothes, the music and the violence were part of your daily diet. As a teenager – though it’s shameful to talk about it with any excitement now – it was really exciting. You weren’t persecuting violence against some guy walking down the street. You were fighting other gangs. But most of the time it was about music and hanging out and learning how to dance.

‘I was gonna say that maybe the violence wasn’t as serious as it is now, but of course it was. I got stabbed and stuff…’

Jobson went on to write poetry and to have a career in television and film. He wrote and directed his first film, 16 Years of Alcohol, in 2003. It chronicles the growth of a skinhead who falls in love with an art school student and discovers the Stooges and the Velvet Underground. His gang then turn on – and knife – him. ‘It was pretty much as it happens in 16 Years,’ he said. ‘My fellow gang members stabbed me.’

So Jobson was into ska and R&B – and then Francis introduced him to Alice Cooper and the New York Dolls. ‘And that was it for me really,’ he says. ‘I just saw something there. So there was a new thing pulling me away from ska and R&B into a world that was more alienated and lost. I think I was inclined towards that anyway.’

In his autobiography, Into the Valley, Jobson recounts how a childhood accident – he was hit by a motorcycle while crossing the road – triggered epilepsy. ‘I was always a little bit ill as a kid,’ he says. ‘I’m epileptic, but we didn’t know that at the time – and so I drifted away from people and spent a lot of time on my own. Ska was something you shared with other people, whereas Lou Reed is something you can do on your own.’

When he left school, Jobson worked at a tech company called Monotype that made PC boards for IBM, and there he became friends with Sandra Davidson.

He could tell they’d get on. Like him, she just looked different.



Sandra Davidson (now Adamson) was born in Newport-on-Tay, on the other side of the Tay Bridge from Dundee, in 1959. When she was four, her family moved to Sierra Leone, where her dad worked for a diamond mining company.

They lived near the mines in Koidu, where the 2006 Leonardo DiCaprio movie Blood Diamond was filmed. While most of the workers’ kids went off to boarding school, a bunch of parents – including hers – decided to keep their children with them. There were monkeys in the trees and snakes in the grass, and Sandra and her younger brother, Raymond, had the time of their lives.

‘I was there until I was nine,’ she says. ‘A formative period in my life. To us, it was home. We only came back because my mum was pregnant with my younger brother.’

They didn’t go to school in Sierra Leone. Instead, they would play all morning, climbing on massive anthills, before joining their mother poolside at the club and swimming all day. ‘It was idyllic. No flip flops, no shoes. I found it difficult to wear shoes when I came back.’

But, on the edges of this idyllic lifestyle, lay danger. ‘We grew up with a rebel faction,’ she says, ‘and we were taught by the other adults and the Sierra Leoneans how to avoid confrontation. So it kinda gave us a head start in how to sort of manipulate, or engineer your way out of trouble.’

And there was trouble everywhere. ‘There were a lot of stolen diamonds,’ she says, ‘and we would hear about it and then see whoever had the diamond running through the bush, being chased with machetes.’

If the diamond thief was caught, the punishment was brutal. Their body would end up being thrown in the dam.

‘We saw quite a few dead bodies,’ she says. ‘We were not allowed to go near the dam until it was checked every day, but there were a lot of times that we saw things we shouldn’t see.’

Bloated bodies were floating in their drinking water.



Then there were the snakes. If they came across a snake, they were told, they had to stand still and scream for help. ‘If you moved you were at risk,’ she says. ‘So we were always hyper-alert.’ One day, Sandra stood on a black mamba, the most feared of all the local snakes. She was running through the kitchen and someone shouted ‘Stay there!’ – but Sandra didn’t stay, she panicked and kept on running. ‘It was slithering under the sink and I stood on it on the way past.’

To this day, she can remember the feeling of that snake under her foot.



When the family returned to Scotland, it was a shock: the amount of people, the buildings, everything about it, even the smell. Those lucky feet of hers – the feet that had never worn shoes, that had played on anthills and trampled on snakes – had magic properties. She discovered that she was great at dancing. Highland dancing, to be exact.

Highland dancing is so competitive and highly technical that today it’s recognised as a sport. Sandra was a late starter, but she was disciplined and determined and progressed quickly. By the age of twelve or thirteen, just two years after returning from Africa, she was a national champion.

Then she broke three toes during a competition. Maybe those feet weren’t so lucky after all.

At the time, she didn’t know they were broken and continued on, doing nine more dances with three broken toes. It only made it worse. The breaks were so bad that they had altered the mechanics of her foot. She didn’t dance again for a couple of years.

‘Two bones had fused together,’ she says. ‘So, from about age thirteen to fifteen, there was nothing – I couldn’t go back.’ Sandra had competed in the world championships and won medals. ‘It was devastating.’



Tam Kellichan, future drummer of the Skids, was born ‘Thomas Kellichan’ in 1954 in Dunfermline. In Scotland, the shortening of Thomas to Tom becomes ‘Tam’.

Tam’s dad was a miner and a drummer in a honky-tonk band that played the clubs in Cowdenbeath, so the young Tam started playing on pots and pans when he was about eight. ‘And I used to get told: “Aw stoap that fucking noise!” ’ says Tam. So he joined a pipe band and got schooled in all that ‘mummy-daddy-paradiddle stuff’, but not actually on a drum. ‘They widnae give me a drum. You hudtae practise fur months on mats on a table.’

So he left and learned to play from records. ‘I had a wee kit,’ he says, ‘and I just started listening to all types of music: Deep Purple, Yes, Led Zeppelin and so on. That’s how I learned tae play the drums.’



Russell Webb, the future bassist of the Skids, went to school at Bellahouston Academy in Glasgow, where he had the same music teacher as another bass player – Jack Bruce of Cream. Jack Bruce visited the school in the first flush of his success.
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Sandra, the Highland dancer. A page from Sandra’s photo album.



Russell was about eight when Cream came. He was playing football with his mates on what they called ‘the plots’ – the playing fields at the back of the tenements where he lived – when Jack Bruce, Ginger Baker and Eric Clapton emerged through the fog.

‘It was like something out of a Clint Eastwood movie,’ he says. ‘These things came walking across the plots. I’m like, “What the fuck is that?”, with their long, white Afghan coats and their curly hair and all that. Never seen anything like it. So I went up to Eric Clapton and said, “Are you a poof?” I didn’t even know what a poof was. He just laughed and kept walking. So I threw a stone at him.

‘That’s my claim to fame. I threw a stone at Eric Clapton.’



Clive Ford was ten when he moved to Scotland. Clive was born in Malta and raised in Dorset. He would later become the roadie and stage manager of the Skids, but back then he was just a wee boy in a strange place.

It was the early ’70s. His family had moved to Dalgety Bay, six miles outside of Dunfermline, an ancient estate that was privately developed in the ’60s into an ‘enterprise town’ to serve commuters into Edinburgh. It was still new when Clive and his family arrived.

‘We were on top of the hill that looks over the bay,’ says Clive. ‘There was nothing in front of us.’

On his very first day in his new home, Clive went out to explore. He was just a few steps from his house when he saw a boy hiding in a bush. The kid saw Clive, locked eyes and put his finger to his mouth in a ‘hush’ gesture.

‘Next thing,’ says Clive, ‘this angry kid appears, looking for him. He sees me and – with an English accent – he goes: “Have you seen anybody?” ’

‘No,’ says Clive.

The kid looks at him. ‘You Scottish or English?’ he says.

‘English.’

‘Oh, that’s all right then,’ says the kid. ‘Are you Protestant or Catholic?’

Clive just looked at him, confused.

‘It didn’t mean a thing to me,’ he says. ‘Not a thing.’



Even as a kid, Stuart Adamson was clever, a big reader of books with an almost photographic memory. After his first year at secondary school, the school advised his parents that he should be put forward a year. They considered it, but he stayed where he was.

With his dad at sea and his mum working, Stuart’s maternal grandparents played a big part in his upbringing. They lived near his school, so he’d go there on his way home. His grandad, Stuart told Rolling Stone, was one of the founders of the Fife Communist Party.

One day, Stuart came home from school and made a discovery that would have a profound effect on him.

Inside the house, he found his grandfather’s body.

He’d hanged himself.

It was a story Stuart told a few people over the years. He mentioned it to Chris Briggs – a future Big Country A&R man and drinking buddy of Stuart’s – and to Tony Butler, to Sandra and to his second wife Melanie Shelley. ‘This is how I remember it,’ says Melanie. ‘He came into the house and his grandfather had hung himself over the stairs.

‘It was such a hard, horrible thing – and a deep trauma.’

Just weeks before Stuart took his own life, he talked to his Nashville bandmate Marcus Hummon about his grandfather. ‘Stuart told me, “I found him. He hung himself in the family home.” My recollection is that he was saying, “He struggled”. His grandfather struggled with some of the same things that he struggled with.’

Tony Butler thinks Stuart took an even wider meaning from it.

‘It was the first time in my whole life that I realised I was talking to someone who didn’t have anything against the notion of suicide. He told me that his grandad committed suicide, but he didn’t speak about it disparagingly. There was a positivity that he obviously took from his grandfather’s actions – as in, it’s okay to kill yourself, if you feel the need to do it.’



William Simpson – known as ‘Bill’ to most people now, but always to Stuart Adamson as ‘Willie’ or ‘Wullie’ – met Stuart at Beath High School in Cowdenbeath around ’72, ’73. Bill would become a founding member of the Skids, but at the age of fourteen or fifteen, they were just bonding over music and Monty Python.

‘The music at the time was Roxy Music, Mott the Hoople, Bowie, Status Quo,’ says Bill. ‘I remember going to see Status Quo with Stuart at the Glasgow Apollo around ’74. In fact, the first band I ever saw, again with Stuart, was Focus at the Odeon in Edinburgh. Rory Gallagher was a big hero of ours at the time – the Live In Europe album.’

Years before, Stuart’s dad had bought him a Woolworths electric guitar ‘which played like a plank’, but he’d stuck with it. One day, he told Bill Simpson that he played guitar and invited him back to his house to show him. ‘I assumed he had an acoustic and just strummed a few chords – “Streets of London” or something like that,’ says Bill. ‘Up in his bedroom, he gets out this kindae Flying V guitar, plugs it in and off he goes. I was blown away at how good he was. He was about fifteen. It was an eye-opener.’

Another one of their school friends was David Allen, who had first met Stuart at Beath Junior High School. ‘Stuart’s gran lived in sheltered housing just around the corner from my mum’s house,’ says David. ‘Soon he was round at my house two or three nights a week.’

They were ‘the proverbial fitba daft’, says David. They’d play in the street and later in the school team where, he says, ‘Stu was a pretty good player in midfield – good on the ball and quite strong in the tackle’.

He told David about his guitar playing and invited him to his gran’s house to demonstrate. He’d set up a pretty big amp in a bedroom, along with a WEM Copicat delay pedal and a wah-wah. ‘He proceeded to play “Albatross” by Fleetwood Mac, “Gimme Shelter” by the Stones and many others. I was gobsmacked – anyone could see he had real talent.’ It was also very loud. ‘But one of the advantages of gigging in a sheltered housing complex,’ says David, ‘is that the occupants don’t have the most acute hearing.’



Stuart left school and started work as a trainee environmental health officer, ‘doing a course in sanitary science – water sampling, shop and pub inspection, anything involved in pollution’. Bill got a job as a lab technician with the National Coal Board, analysing coal samples for sulphur. They were living the dream.

Stuart worked with a guy who was ‘a big mad drummer in a country and western group and he’d take me to see his band in his Ford Escort’. Inspired, Stuart started his own covers band. There was a guy called Iain Law – or Eetchie – on drums and a guy called Jock McMonagle (aka Paddy) on lead guitar, with Stuart on vocals and rhythm guitar. They played youth clubs and that sort of thing, but their bass player had greater ambitions: He wanted them to get into the wedding market and told the band they should learn how to play songs like ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’.

The rest of the band were like, ‘Get tae fuck. No way.’

They had a better idea. They fired the bass player.

Stuart asked Bill if he wanted to join the band. Stuart had this old bass and he gave Bill a lesson that basically consisted of ‘That’s a B, that’s an E, that’s a G…’. Bill picked it up in a couple of weeks and Stuart sold him the bass for £4. ‘It took him two months to pay it off,’ Stuart said later.

Bill still has a rehearsal tape from late ’74 or early ’75. ‘We start with “Rock and Roll” by Led Zeppelin,’ he says, ‘then go into “That’ll Be the Day”, “Heartbreak Hotel”, “Gimme Shelter”, “Feelin’ Alright” by Traffic, “This Old Heart of Mine” by Rod Stewart, “Teenager in Love”, “I Love How You Love Me” – an eclectic mix.

‘We’d play local discos – they weren’t called discos then – they were dances. It was a good laugh.’



They named the band Tattoo after the 1973 Rory Gallagher album and – despite sacking their old bass player for his hoity-toity ambitions – they soon became more professional, getting themselves a mini-tour of the Scottish Highlands.

‘We slept in the van with the gear some of the time,’ says Bill. ‘It was just fun.’ They did two nights at Strathpeffer Spa Ballroom and for once they didn’t have to sleep in the van. Thrilled to have beds, they were drinking and jumping around in the room in the early hours of the morning when Bill went on his arse and landed on a pint glass.

His left arm started spurting blood. Paddy was like: ‘Ah, it’ll be all right. Get yourself a plaster.’ But Stuart realised it was serious. He and Bill went out into the night and managed to flag down a police car. The police took them to Dingwall’s Ross Memorial Hospital where Bill got stitched up.

Then they had to work out how to get back to Strathpeffer. Bill remembers trying to thumb a lift – difficult at any time in the remote Scottish Highlands, but especially in the early hours of the morning when you’re covered in blood.

‘I can’t even remember how we got back,’ says Bill.

They probably walked – it was only five miles and everyone walked everywhere back then. But Stuart didn’t complain or make him feel bad. He’d looked out for him.

‘He was a good mate for coming with me,’ says Bill.



Around this time, when she was fifteen or sixteen, Sandra and a pal went to a dance in Crossgates, walking the four miles there and back. ‘That’s what you did on a Saturday,’ she says. There was a band playing that night, called Tattoo.

‘That would have been the first time I ever saw Stuart,’ she says. ‘I can remember this person walking about in an Arthur Black suit. You could tell it cost a lot of money and there was a lot of effort being put in.’

Did sparks fly? Was it love at first sight? ‘That’s all I remember,’ she says. ‘Nothing else at all.’

It wasn’t until much later that she even put two-and-two together.



Apart from the tapes of Scottish reels that she danced to, music wasn’t a big part of Sandra’s life, but she liked the glam rock she heard on the radio: Roxy Music, T. Rex, Bowie.

She left home at sixteen to work in a hotel in Pitlochry and, when she finished her shift, she’d go back to her room and listen to the radio. At that time of night, the DJ was John Peel. ‘That’s where I first heard the Ramones,’ she says. ‘At that point, he was still playing stuff like Fleetwood Mac and Pink Floyd, but there was the odd thing that you thought, “What’s that?” ’



Tattoo ended when Paddy – aka Jock – left to join the police. Bill had met the girl who would eventually become his wife and was smitten. The bad news: she was going off to Amsterdam to stay with some friends. Bill followed. He quit his job and convinced Stuart to come too.

‘I stayed in Amsterdam probably for three or four months,’ says Bill. ‘Stuart managed a fortnight. I knew he wasn’t really interested in staying ’cos he spent most of his money in the casino on the ferry.’

Bill came home, around the end of October 1976, to find that music had changed dramatically. ‘Stuart introduced me to all this new stuff – the Damned, Buzzcocks, the Stranglers, the Jam etc. We went to see the Jam in Edinburgh [probably May 1977]. It was an eye-opener.’

David Allen remembers listening to John Peel’s end-of-year show with Stuart. ‘It was the advent of punk rock, with songs like the Damned’s “New Rose”,’ he says. ‘Stu was really galvanised by this new wave.’

Stuart had an idea for a new band. No’ a covers band, playing aw that auld pish. Something new.



Stuart and Bill put an advert in a local paper for a drummer: ‘New wave band looking for a drummer – no hippies.’

‘A fucking brilliant drummer, a wee guy from Cowdenbeath, a lorry driver, a complete nutcase, turns up,’ Stuart remembered later.

‘A lot of people said I was like the Keith Moon of the punk rock world,’ says Tam. ‘I was a bit of a nutcase, to be honest with you.’

Tam arrived for the audition to find that there was a guy on before him and he had his kit all set up, a big Premier kit, the fuckin’ works. Tam had a wee Olympic kit in his car and decided it was staying right there.

‘I says tae the guy, “Look mate, is it awright if I have a shot of yours? You can go first. It would just save us having tae set up another kit.” ’ The guy went for it and gave Tam a double advantage: not only did he get to use a better drum kit, but he also got to hear the songs and plan how he was going to play them.

Tam had been backing a one-legged accordion player, playing tangos and waltzes in the local clubs, and he was well-drilled. He got the gig. When he turned up for his first rehearsal and set up his tiny wee kit, the Skids stood around it and said, ‘What the fuck is that?’

Later, after one of their first London gigs, Tam kicked that drum kit off the stage into the audience.



When she came back from Pitlochry, Sandra ended up working at the same place as Richard Jobson.

‘So that’s probably how we became friends,’ she says, ‘because he knew I was different.’

Jobson had a unique ‘punk’ look, dressing in a long, black trenchcoat and winkle-picker shoes, with his hair sculpted into a black quiff with a white stripe in the middle, like a skunk.

Sandra stood out in her own way. ‘I was the worst punk,’ she says. ‘I always dressed like a Highland dancer should dress. I’ve never ever worn one item of punk clothing. I was always in a kilt or had my hair in a bun – because I was dancing. Even after that, I was always dressed up to the neck. I wasn’t interested in punk fashion. I just liked the music. And Richard was different, obviously, the way he dressed. He was like that from the word go.’



The people who would become the Skids and Big Country were all leaving school and getting jobs. Clive Ford’s family had moved from Dalgety Bay to Dunfermline. He left school at sixteen.

‘In Dunfermline, you had a choice of jobs,’ he says. ‘It was the pit, the dockyard or the armed forces. That’s all they told you about. I ended up going down the dockyard as a fitter-turner. But come 1976, ’77, my interests were elsewhere.’

‘I left school when I was fifteen,’ says Bruce. ‘I forged my papers. I got a job selling lemonade. I had to take a day off work to go and sit my O Levels. I was an Alpine juice boy.’

Alpine Soft Drinks was a fizzy pop home delivery service across the UK in the 1970s and ’80s. Vans would drive around and delivery boys would jump off with bottles of limeade, pineapple crush and cream soda.

‘And that’s when the punk thing was happening,’ he says. Bruce had been listening to Be Bop Deluxe and Led Zeppelin, and they seemed impossible to play on guitar. But this new punk music? That was different. ‘Everybody’s got that punk story about seeing the Pistols on TV – but we lived in Scotland. We never got that programme. You read about it in the papers.

‘At the time, it was more Eddie and the Hot Rods, the first Ultravox! album, the Jam. You’d see their records inside Sandy Muir’s record shop.’



Punk was easy to play. ‘Not so much the rhythm and blues of Dr Feelgood or Eddie and the Hot Rods,’ says Bruce, ‘but when I listened to the Clash, I thought: “I can fuckin’ play that! I’m never going to be able to play like Bill Nelson or Zal, but this I can do”.’

When he turned sixteen, he had a choice: work down the dockyards or go down the pit. ‘My dad said, “You’re no’ goin’ doon the fuckin’ pit.” He’d had that many accidents with shafts collapsing, getting his bones busted up. He said, “Go doon the dockyard, have an easy life wi’ yer uncles.” ’

So Bruce quit Alpine, got a job down the docks and started earning some money. The first real guitar he bought was in the window of Sandy Muir’s shop – a red Yamaha SG500. It was his David Essex red-guitar-in-the-window moment.

‘It was a real guitar,’ he says. ‘You couldn’t get Strats or Gibsons anywhere at that time, even in the late ’70s. It was all Antoria copies and stuff like that. So I saved up and got this guitar and it was so easy to play.’

The dockyards were full of guys in bands. ‘They were all heavy metal or prog rock, that kindae stuff,’ he says. ‘There was 7,000 people down the dockyards at that time. You’d meet up in the canteen – and those was the days, when you could have a couple of pints, health and safety went out the windae – so I used to sit with all these older guys who were in bands and they would give me tips.’

But those older guys hated punk.

‘Whit’s aw this Boomtown Rats shite?’

‘Well, ah don’t like them either.’

‘Ah like Blondie.’

‘Ah bet ye dae!’

They’d give Bruce tips on the guitar and he’d pester them for more.

‘How dae ye dae that?’

‘Aw, ye need a wah-wah pedal.’

‘Where dae ah get wan o’ them?’

‘Aw gonnae fuck off?’

Then Bruce met Clive Ford. Clive also liked punk and he and Bruce would chat about music in the canteen.



Bruce formed a band with his pal Raymond Davidson. Raymond’s sister was Sandra Davidson. They played Ramones-y stuff, but no cover versions because, y’know, punk.

‘It was barre chords all the way, everything in a major key, certainly nothing up the dusty end,’ says Bruce. ‘The dusty end’ is what guitarists jokingly call the top of the guitar neck, where the difficult stuff like guitar solos are typically played. Beginner guitarists don’t go there, so that end gets dusty.

His band was called the Delinquents. ‘Which we weren’t,’ he says. ‘We would’ve liked to have been delinquents, but we were too chicken shit to do it.’



Jobson was a year younger than Sandra. He was on the Youth Opportunities Programme (YOP), a state-sponsored training scheme that kept the unemployment figures down. You got a little extra on top of your dole money and, when you were fully qualified to do the job, you were let go and replaced by another YOP.

‘Richard wasnae a confident youngster,’ says Sandra. ‘Not that I saw, anyway. He maybe appeared confident with guys, but he certainly didn’t appear confident to me. But we were friends. He came in one day and said, “I’ve joined a band.” I just looked at him.’

Sandra couldn’t relate to this kid being a singer and when he said ‘We’re playing a gig’, she thought, ‘Christ. I’m no’ missing that.’



One day down the docks, Clive Ford told Bruce: ‘I’m working with a band called the Skids. They’re playing a few gigs and they’re in rehearsals.’

And Bruce said: ‘Can I come and watch?’


	
I. Tomorrow Belongs to Me features the song ‘The Tale of the Giant Stoneater’, a surreal take on environmental destruction. The album’s sleeve brings Harvey’s vision to life in the shape of a monstrous bulldozer.








3 Richard Hell is an Asshole



Tyre marks on the asphalt. Trouble in Alva Glen. A maritime captain escapes. Willie Law and the bagpipe guitar



‘We didn’t know each other,’ says Richard Jobson. ‘I went to a Catholic school and Stuart went to a Protestant school. The first time I met him was at a gig, but we were there for different acts.’

The gig was at the Carnegie Hall in Dunfermline, January 1976. ‘He was there for Be Bop Deluxe and I was there for the Doctors of Madness,’ he says. ‘And therein laid the difference between the two of us. He was into this kind of rather melodic, romantic, epic guitar-based sound – which he kind of transmutated into Big Country – and I was into something a little bit more arty, odd and peculiar.’

It is a neat metaphor. Maybe too neat. Bill Simpson was with Stuart that night, sitting upstairs in the Carnegie Hall, and says: ‘I don’t recall seeing Richard there.’ In his autobiography, Jobson himself remembers it differently.

Hey ho. Stories change over time. Memory is a monster.

Whether they met that night or not, the gig was a big deal for them and their age group. Rock music was barely even a decade old and already the first and second wave of rock bands seemed ancient.

‘The audience was predominantly under twenty,’ says Clive Ford. ‘Be Bop Deluxe wasn’t seen as part of the old regime. They weren’t Deep Purple or Black Sabbath or Zeppelin. It was definitely something new and I think that’s what the inspiration for Stuart would have been – to take it wherever you want, like Bill Nelson did.’

Stuart was looking for a singer and Jobson was already becoming infamous locally. Later, in the Skids’ first interview with Dunfermline punk fanzine Kingdom Come, Jobson was introduced with the aside: ‘You’ll already know him if you were at the Graham Parker/Southside Johnny gig at the Usher Hall in March. He was the guy who jumped onstage at the end and told everyone to get GP back on for an encore.’

Jobson was a big guy, despite his young age, and he dressed distinctively, with his trenchcoat and his skunk hairdo. Stuart and Bill had seen him around and thought: ‘Who’s that?’

‘When you have the condition I have [epilepsy], you tend to not look that well,’ says Richard. ‘And because of the influence of my older brother, I was already looking a bit punky before punk. So when everything happened, it was like, “I’ve been waiting for this. Where have you been?” ’



Punk had also lit a flame under Stuart. ‘I think Stuart always thought of Nils Lofgren as being a kind of punk,’ says Jobson, ‘which in a way he was. They were looking for a singer and the only punk in the area was me. They said, “Will you come in and do an audition?” ’

The auditions were held at Cowdenbeath Working Men’s Club. ‘All these old miners were sitting around smoking,’ says Jobson. ‘The other guys auditioning all had this Bryan Ferry look – they were more into something a little bit smoother, wearing boiler suits with belts and stuff.

‘It’s turned into a bit of a fable that I told them all to fuck off. But if you looked at what was emerging from London that summer of ’77, it was more about image than talent. I think Stuart was wise enough to understand that. He thought: “Here’s this feral, mad little fucker who’s got the look.” ’

Bill wasn’t as convinced.

‘We joke about this, but it’s the truth,’ says Jobson. ‘Bill said it right in front of me. He said to Stuart, “This guy can’t sing and he can’t dance.”

‘And Stuart went: “Perfect.” ’



It was June 1977. Peak punk. The Sex Pistols’ second single, ‘God Save the Queen’, was banned by the BBC but still went to number 2 in the UK singles chart, with some speculating it was held off the number 1 spot by a conspiracy.

After throwing around a lot of different names – like Dr White & the Plastic Bags and Skid Marx & the Brown Jobbies – the band settled on the Skids. The associations with ‘skid marks’ aside, it was a great name. Like the Clash, it implied action and danger – brakes being slammed, cars careering out of control, tyre marks on the asphalt.

They gave themselves punk stage names for a while. Stuart was Stevie Cologne, Jobson was Joey Jolson, Tam became Tom Bomb and Bill, brilliantly, became Alex Plode.

Now they needed somewhere to play.



The Belleville Hotel on Pilmuir Street, Dunfermline, hosted a Friday-night rock club, run by Mike Douglas. One of the Satan’s Slaves, he was known to everyone as Pano. Pano had taken Clive Ford under his wing. ‘I started going to the Friday-night rock club and I ended up on the door,’ says Clive. ‘I got paid in pints and I got to see bands for nothing, which was all I cared about.’

‘Pano was like a big brother figure to us,’ says Jobson. ‘He really did help us. He was a cool guy, had a great leather jacket and the right jeans and boots, and he was part of a biker community.’ The Satan’s Slaves were an instant audience for the band and sometimes their protectors. ‘They were interesting guys,’ says Jobson, ‘and they adopted us. So we had our own little gang and Pano started to look after us and got us our first couple of gigs.’

Pano had booked Edinburgh punk band the Rezillos in early ’77 and the Belleville was packed. ‘We were starting to get a bit of the buzz that we were reading about in London,’ says Clive. ‘It was starting to spread. After the Rezillos, there was a fresher audience coming in. Hair was getting shorter, jeans were getting straighter.’




Pano let the Skids rehearse in the Belleville. Clive went off hitch-hiking around France and, on his return, went straight to the club. As he walked up the stairs, he could hear the band rehearsing. He stopped in his tracks.

Pano had told him they were a punk band, but what he could hear was much more sophisticated than punk. It was brooding and melodic, and had a long guitar solo. It sounded like two guys on guitar, like he was somehow playing rhythm and lead. It was a song, he found out later, called ‘Scared to Dance’.

‘I sat on the stairs,’ says Clive, ‘and it started with a guitar solo and I’m going, “What is this?” But it was really good.’

He went in and sat through the rest of the set. ‘Scared to Dance’ was the odd one out: the rest of the set was faster and more upbeat. ‘Most of the bands at the Belleville were trying to be Deep Purple – they were all trying to be something – and here was a band that was carving out something for themselves. They weren’t trying to be anything. They had latched on to the energy of punk but they had their own thing going on.’

The Skids’ first gig was on 19 August 1977. ‘We had people lining up to get in,’ says Clive. ‘It wasn’t a big room. I think maximum eighty people were allowed in there and we exceeded that.’

The band played their second gig the following day, an open-air benefit concert for the Chilean Defence League. The Skids were bottom of the bill. ‘After the second gig,’ says Clive, ‘I turned to Tam and said, “Do you guys have a roadie?” He said no. I said, “You do now”.

‘Pano and I made a decision that the band were never going to be seen carrying their gear. They were going to be totally focused on being a band.

‘And Pano made them rehearse every day. Every. Single. Day.’



Clive had told Bruce Watson that he was working with the Skids and Bruce came to watch them rehearse in an old warehouse up at the top end of Dunfermline. ‘I went up and Clive introduced us and they looked like the Clash,’ says Bruce. ‘They had the shirts with zips, and the hair, and Richard looked like a skunk with the black hair with the white bit.’

‘At that time, it was all still bell-bottom flares and checked shirts,’ says Bill, ‘but we had all the punk gear – to a degree. Richard, anyway. Stuart was covered in zips and safety pins. We just made them ourselves. We’d get them out of charity shops. We’d look for an old man’s suit with the drainpipe trousers, a grandad shirt or something, and you’d sew zips on them, or some buttons.’

‘Stuart had a Gibson Marauder at the time,’ says Bruce, ‘and an HH amp that was sitting on its side, with what looked like a homemade speaker cabinet. It wasnae plugged in – just to sit the amp on. It was the first time I’d seen a band play live. And they were so fucking loud.’

When Stuart realised that Bruce was a guitarist, he offered him his guitar. ‘But I couldn’t play it. It was uncontrollable, it was so fucking loud. Just feedback. I was used to playing in my house, but he had the distortion all cranked up and the valve sound in the amp – it was like heavy metal. I’m trying to control it and it’s like, WHEEEEEEE! I’m like: “How do you make it STOAP?!” ’



‘Everyone talks about Stuart’s use of the EBowI in Big Country,’ says Clive Ford. ‘But prior to him having an EBow, Stuart was a master of feedback – controlled feedback. Throughout that whole solo in “Scared to Dance”, he would get it so that it was feeding back without being annoying. He could control it and play over it – arpeggiate over the feedback. It was really cool to hear and see.

‘He loved the energy of the whole punk thing, but he also liked to bring it back a bit and just have people engaged. You couldn’t go to the bar. You had to watch to see what was going to happen next.

‘Stuart tried to make every note count. Even the later stuff, when it becomes a bit more musical, I think he’s really trying hard – not to overplay, not to underplay – but just make sure that what he does play is relevant to the song. He was a very thoughtful player. The speed that they came up with things was just phenomenal. The Skids’ setlist changed weekly. It was never the same. It wasn’t until they were touring an album that it became a bit more standardised and fixed.’



Many of the songs that Bruce would have heard them play were never really released – songs like ‘Sick Club’, ‘Nationwide’, ‘Mouth to Mouth’, ‘Neckshots’, ‘New Daze’, ‘Don’t Want to Go’, ‘Hang Onto the Shadows’, ‘Design’, ‘Zit’, ‘London’, ‘Paralysed’, ‘Johnny Wants’, ‘Victims of the Weekend’, ‘Withdrawal Symptoms’ and ‘My Life’.

‘ “My Life” was a nice wee song,’ says Bill. ‘It could’ve been a nice single. “Sick Club” went “The catalogue boys are here tonight/They’ve got their brand-new outfits and they feel just right.” Those were the days when you bought your clothes from a catalogue.’

Stuart’s talent as a songwriter was obvious even then. ‘Some people think that those songs could have been on an album before the first album,’ says Bill, ‘but because it evolved so quickly, a lot of that stuff was dumped. He was more talented than that.

‘Myself and Tam Kellichan were a tight-knit unit but nothing fancy.’ He chuckles: ‘Maybe when it got to the point where it needed something more fancy, that’s where it started to go wrong for us.’

‘Stuart was a perfectionist,’ says Tam. ‘He knew what he wanted. For me, Stuart was the Skids. The rest of us were just… There. You know? To do what he said.’



The Clash played at Dunfermline’s Kinema Ballroom on 24 October 1977. Pano had helped the promoters get the gig – in return, they’d put the Skids on the bill.

‘The promoters agreed to it, but nobody told the Clash,’ says Clive. The headliners already had two support bands: Richard Hell and the Voidoids, and the Lou’s, an all-female French punk band the Clash had met at the 1977 Mont de Marsan punk festival. So the Skids were relegated to the side stage where the DJ usually set up.

‘Richard Hell didn’t want us on the main stage, because they were on first, so we had to go on this little stage,’ says Jobson. ‘We liked Richard Hell but he was an asshole. So we thought, “Fuck it, doesn’t matter, let’s do it – we’re supporting the Clash!” ’

‘They didn’t go through the main PA,’ remembers Clive. ‘We had our own rehearsal PA – but it was good, it was exciting and it definitely got the band on the map.’

‘Mick [Jones] and Joe [Strummer] were watching us,’ says Jobson, ‘and it was just a wonderful thing to see them standing there. Joe said that when they were playing, they noticed these two guys jumping around down the front – me and Stuart. We were down the front.’

After that, all the local promoters were aware of the Skids. Two weeks later, they opened up for Buzzcocks. ‘That was the start,’ says Clive. ‘It was pretty rapid from then.’



Jobson remembers the early days of the Skids as being very violent. ‘This promoter would book us into barn dances in Elgin,’ says Jobson, ‘and then we’d turn up. So all these big Highland guys would get stuck into us. It was great fun.

‘Stuart was never one for a fight and we had a lot of fights with the Skids. I mean, sometimes the whole audience would attack us. He never liked to fight. He was never there. None of them did. I did, in those days. I loved it. But they absolutely hated it.’

Bill confirms that Jobson was pretty fearless. ‘Ballingry, where he comes from, is a mining village, a working-class village,’ he says. ‘They were all hard men down there. They were all workers, all drinkers. They hold their own. And he was in a family of five boys and full of testosterone and got up to hi-jinks. I was more your quiet, studied sort of guy. I think that was where we have our problems. Our personalities are chalk and cheese – always have been. Still are.’

Clive Ford says that Jobson has a tendency to exaggerate. ‘Richard’s a storyteller,’ he says. ‘Take everything he says with a pinch of salt. Richard used to frustrate me – and everybody who knows him – because he elaborates on the truth. But it makes it much better than if I was telling the story. If I was telling this story, it would be “And then they did this, and then they did that” and everybody would have fallen asleep.’

The way Clive remembers it, the ‘barn dance in Elgin’ was actually ‘Pitlochry and there was about fourteen people there, and they were very welcoming because no one else ever played Pitlochry.’

But he also remembers a night off at the Gartwhinzean, a hotel near Rumbling Bridge, a small village eleven miles north of Dunfermline. ‘It’s a hotel in the middle of nowhere. We went in there and we did get hostility. It was around the same time.’

‘There wasn’t as much aggression as maybe Richard’s painting,’ says Bill. ‘It was more boisterousness. At that time, things were getting thrown at the stage, you were getting spat at, which was disgusting, and there would be the odd bottle getting thrown. There was always a bit of tension.

‘It wasn’t like they were against us, it was more like: that’s what you do at a punk gig.’

‘Everyone used to spit on you,’ remembers Tam. ‘I think that’s why I’m still alive today. I’ve had every disease you can get.’



On Boxing Day 1977, the Skids headlined a gig at the Alva Glen Hotel in Alloa, with the Cuban Heels and the Freeze, a band from Linlithgow, just sixteen miles over the Forth Bridge from Dunfermline. Their singer was then known as Gordon Sharp. Today, she’s known as Cinder Sharp, the singer for experimental noise-rockers Cindytalk and famed for her contributions to the first This Mortal Coil album on the 4AD label.

Cinder was a punk kid who saw the Skids early on. ‘They were undoubtedly the best thing going on in Scotland at the time,’ she says. ‘Simple Minds were just starting. It took them a wee while to find their feet, but the Skids had the audience in the palm of their hand – and a large part of that was Stuart. Apart from being a brilliant musician, he was a brilliant person.’

Cinder was fifteen when she started playing in bands. Stuart seemed more mature. ‘Stuart was a wee bit older. He just seemed quite sorted and helpful and very, very warm. That’s the thing I remember most about Stuart – just how warm and open he was.’

On the night of the Alva Glen gig, the Freeze played and Cinder immediately ran into some trouble. ‘We’d literally just come off stage,’ she says, ‘and I went straight to the loo. I went into a cubicle and the door smashed open on my back and six guys came in and dragged me out and kicked the fucking shit out of me.’

Clive Ford was there. ‘And that’s when Pano came in,’ he says. ‘He said, “You’ve gotta leave!” and we grabbed Gordon and we all ran out to the van and left.’

Anti-punk feeling was everywhere. In June that year, Johnny Rotten, Pistols engineer Bill Price and producer Chris Thomas – who would later work with Big Country – ended up in hospital after being attacked in Highbury in north London by nine men with knives and razors.

‘There was a lot of violence around,’ says Cinder. ‘Being involved in the punk scene made us a target. We never went looking for trouble, but it certainly found us. I never had an identikit punk look. Even as a kid I was a wee bit more sort of fem-y, so I suspect that might have been why I got picked on that night.’

Alva Glen was a Satan’s Slaves hangout. Possibly Cinder’s assailants were pissed-up Slaves and Pano had kept the peace. You never knew where you were with the Slaves. Bill remembers them turning up at a gig down in Dumfries. ‘We were thinking, “What are they here for? Are they here to beat us up?” But, quite the contrary, they were there to protect us. “Any problems, we’ll sort it.” ’



At the end of 1977, Stuart began to encourage Jobson to write lyrics. ‘Richard had lyrics – poems – which Stuart persuaded him to share,’ says Clive, ‘and then Stuart cut them up and made them into verse-chorus-ish, and created songs out of them.

‘Richard never wrote songs, he just wrote words. Richard liked words. He liked changing the pronunciation of words and I think he learned that from John Lydon. He’d make a word fit and it could mean multiple things.’

‘Richard had been writing poems,’ says Bill. ‘I wouldn’t say they were lyrics because they weren’t set in the usual format of a song. If you listen to the first album, songs like “Dossier of Fallibility” or “Hope and Glory” don’t have a traditional song structure. “Six Times” is a crazy wee song, but Stuart managed to make something from it. Stuart was the driving force from the musical side of things. So the songs quickly evolved from the small two-and-a-half-minute, three-chord punk kind of stuff.’

‘It took the Skids away from all these other bands that we were lumped in with – bands like the Ruts or the Members,’ says Jobson. ‘I think we were a little bit artier and more interesting than that.’

‘We didn’t really think of ourselves as a “punk” band,’ says Bill. ‘It was more art-punk. We started as a punk band in Stuart’s bedroom, but it quickly evolved. Stuart knew how to put light and shade to it.

‘A lot of people would come to our gigs expecting thrash-thrash-thrash – and no disrespect to the bands that did that – but it becomes a bit samey. With us, people would stop and listen. Like “Of One Skin”, the stop-and-start thing, or “Scared to Dance” – a slow piece like that was unusual for a band just starting out at that time. Because Stuart was such a talented guy and Richard was an amazing frontman, we stood out.’

The first song Stuart and Richard worked on together became ‘Of One Skin’. ‘It’s always been spelled wrong,’ says Jobson. ‘It should be “off” with two F’s – “Off One Skin”.’

In his book Into the Valley, Richard suggests that the song is about Stuart. The two had become close, sharing hotel rooms and working on songs together when, says Jobson, Adamson confided in him that his childhood hadn’t been a happy one. ‘Stuart alluded to something dark in his family life,’ writes Jobson, ‘and without ever getting to the absolute rub of it, it definitely had something to do with the relationship with his father.’

‘We got very, very close in the beginning,’ says Jobson now. It started when he told Stuart about his epilepsy. Richard was fainting and Adamson thought he was on drugs. ‘He kept saying, “What’s going on with you? Are you taking something?” People had just discovered heroin at the time. I said, “No – I’ve got this condition.” At the time it hadn’t been fully diagnosed.

‘So Stuart kind of looked after me. And when you get that kind of intimacy and friendship, things start to come out. So if you look at the lyrics – “Beware little one knowledge/Inside, you seem to acknowledge/Trace the case of your family past/A maritime captain escaped the last laugh.” His father was in the merchant navy. He gave me a hint of something that wasn’t right. And in my own abstract way…’

Bill admits he is unsure exactly what the lyric is referring to. ‘I was a friend of Stuart’s, but I only got to know him once we were teens. I didn’t know him when he was young.’

Bill never had a conversation with Stuart about his home life. ‘But he’s obviously confessed something to Richard,’ he says.

‘I was at Stuart’s house only a handful of times. Most of the time his dad wisnae there. It was his mum and Kim. I hardly ever saw his dad because he was away in the merchant navy. If I did see him, it was just to say hello – we were up in Stuart’s bedroom, playing guitar. If Stuart did mention something to Richard, he never passed it on to the rest of us. But when you read the lyrics, you think he must’ve said something. “A maritime captain escaped the last laugh” is the obvious one.’

‘Escaped’ as in ‘got away with it’?

‘Aye.’



To understand what Richard and Bill are alluding to, we have to skip forward more than two decades to 2003.

In April or May that year, Sandra Adamson was at home when the phone rang. It was Stuart’s dad, William.

It was a year and a half after Stuart’s death. Sandra was still dealing with that – the death of her former partner and the father of her children, Callum and Kirsten – and supporting her kids in their grief while coming to terms with her own.

And now Stuart’s dad was on the phone, saying something incredible.

‘I’ve handed myself in to the police,’ William Adamson told Sandra.

‘What do you mean?’ said Sandra.

‘I’m a paedophile,’ said William.

‘What?’ said Sandra. ‘What do you mean, you’re a paedophile?’

‘I’ve been touching kids,’ he said.

The following year, in February 2004, William Adamson, then sixty-seven, was found guilty of sexually abusing three children – two girls and a boy, aged between seven and ten – in the period between 1997 and 2003. He was sentenced to four years in jail.

When I first started writing this book, I asked the family if anything would be off-limits. What if, for example, I wanted to speak to William?

‘The old paedo?’ said Callum Adamson. ‘Be my guest.’

‘You could talk to him,’ said Sandra, ‘but would you be able to believe a word he has to say?’

It was a fair point. I didn’t speak to him.

I called Stuart’s sister Kim. She politely declined to be interviewed.

William Adamson died in November 2023, aged eighty-six.

Kim died in June 2025.



It’s tempting to look back, armed with this knowledge about Stuart’s dad, and jump to conclusions. Like: Was Stuart Adamson abused by his father? Stuart was a troubled man throughout much of his adult life – insular, erratic, moody, driven to alcoholism and finally to suicide. Could this have been the root of all that?

Stuart never spoke about abuse in the Adamson household – not to Sandra or to Melanie, his second wife, to any of his other bandmates, or in any of the therapy sessions in his many later trips to rehab – so Sandra finds it difficult to believe that he would have opened up to Richard. Maybe Richard, prone to embellishment, is misremembering, filling in the blanks and retro-fitting history.

On the other hand, after the news broke about William Adamson in 2003, a family member confirmed to Sandra that there had been abuse of some kind in the Adamson household.

There had been something dark in Stuart’s family life and it did have something to do with his father.

Stuart never discussed this abuse with anyone, outside of this conversation with Jobson, but there was abuse. Either Stuart was a victim of it – possible, but no one close to the matter thinks so – or he witnessed the abuse, or he just knew it was happening. Either way, he carried that with him for the rest of his life.



The lyrics of ‘Of One Skin’ are impenetrable. The young Jobson’s lyrics were abstract and impressionistic, and it’s difficult to extract literal meaning from them. His words are emblematic of the Skids’ move away from the social realism of punk into something more adventurous and avant garde – but the result is that meaning itself is obscured and sometimes lost.

So it’s difficult to decipher exactly what ‘Of One Skin’ is about. If it is about a darkness in Stuart’s family life, it’s not obvious. ‘Stuart loved it,’ says Jobson and maybe that’s why: because the meaning was obscured. Later, in his own lyrics, Adamson would allude to troubled families and abusive and domineering fathers, but he would also mix these deeply personal lines with broader stories, with stuff taken from books, and then obscure the meaning further by telling journalists that the song was about the Falklands conflict or trade unionism. He was a master at deflection.

‘Stuart knew it was about him,’ says Richard, ‘100 per cent, and he always wanted to begin and end the show with it. We bookended all of our shows with it because he thought it was the first song we wrote that had some real meaning.’



Jobson’s singing style obscured the lyrical meaning even further. In 1990, a TV advert for Maxell cassettes mocked the unintelligibility of ‘Into the Valley’, suggesting daft but plausible lyrics to the song. In the Skids’ early material, with lyrics written by Stuart, Jobson’s singing style is noticeably clearer. On the single version of ‘Charles’ – their first release – Jobson pronounces the words almost robotically. By the time of the album release, he’s in full Jobson mode. It became part of their signature style: weird impenetrable verses, huge anthemic choruses.

‘It’s quite a talent to be able to mangle every single word that you’re singing,’ says Cinder. ‘Elizabeth Fraser [of Cocteau Twins, from nearby Grangemouth] did that but more beautifully. Jobson mangled language in a really bizarre way.

‘Maybe it’s a dynamic thing,’ she says. ‘He was a very dynamic performer, so I’m guessing that he’s taking those words and he’s just using them. He’s kind of weaponising every single one for the sake of dynamics. I don’t mean that in a negative sense. It worked – Skids gigs were amazing.’

It could also be the end result of the songwriting technique: Stuart taking Jobson’s poems and mashing them into ‘verse-chorus-ish’, as Clive says – the awkwardness of the language informing the rhythms and phrasing of his guitar playing, the demands of structure and melody meaning that the words had to be mashed up to fit. By necessity, it took Stuart’s songwriting further away from the pub-rock punk R&B of songs like ‘Test Tube Babies’ and ‘Design’.

‘But at the same time, I think that annoyed him,’ says Sandra Adamson, ‘because he was more than capable of writing lyrics for his own music. Not long after the Skids started, Stuart knew that there was no longevity in it because he was more than capable of writing lyrics – the way that he wanted a song to be heard and a story to be told. He had a different way of telling a story.’



‘Stuart was impressed with Richard’s image,’ says Bill. ‘He was very talented as a wordsmith. Even from people of a more mature age, you would think, “How could you write that?” Richard would say, “Take from it what you think it means”, but it’s difficult. A lot of the stuff you think, “What was he on about there?” but it was also impressive because it wasn’t all your usual clichéd stuff.’

As the songwriting partnership took off, the bond between Stuart and Richard drove a wedge between Adamson and his old pal Bill. ‘Stuart was obviously impressed with Richard,’ says Bill. ‘That drew me a little further away from him, which was unfortunate. Richard and I are different breeds. Richard had a vision of what he wanted to do and it wasn’t something I’d ever thought about – to be “a somebody” and be down in the Smoke – and Stuart wasn’t that way inclined either.’



Bill got a job as a Dutch elm disease inspector, going around forests looking for trees infected with the disease, and he got a van as part of the job – very handy. Bill, Stuart, Richard and a guy called Douglas Gregory all rented a flat in Cowdenbeath above the Junction Bar.

‘This became Skids Central,’ says Clive. ‘Stuart also quit his day job around this time to focus on the band.’

‘We were quite poor,’ says Bill. ‘We’d find food wherever we could. Turnips and potatoes were quite good – there were loads of fields round about us, so you could help yourself a wee bit.’



Sandra had gone to see the Skids at the Kinema Ballroom, as a guest of Jobson, on what was probably 22 September 1977 – the band’s sixth gig. ‘I didn’t go to the Belleville,’ she says. ‘The Belleville had a reputation. It was a strip club and a place where hippies went and smoked weed. It was all older, Afghan-wearing folk.’

She can’t really remember the Kinema gig itself. ‘I do remember a feeling I had at the time, which was: “Jesus Christ”. Not in a good way. And I remember thinking that he could really play guitar.’

Afterwards, Jobson introduced her to Stuart. ‘I just remember Richard saying, “Stuart, this is Sandra. Sandra, this is Stuart”,’ she says. ‘There was hardly anybody there at the time. And that’s how I met Stuart.’ They danced to the Bob Marley song, ‘Get Up, Stand Up’.

‘Sandra was great,’ says Jobson. ‘She was lovely, very attractive, switched on to music. It was an era where women could become your mates. That was a new thing that was happening for all of us. I think, for Stuart, it was a thunderbolt.’

Sandra doesn’t remember it that way. ‘It wisnae full-on or anything,’ she says. She was concentrating on her dancing and had reservations about the punk scene. ‘I didn’t want it to affect my dancing. I didn’t want to get immersed in anything, so I was quite guarded. But I did see him quite often. We went out until we thought, “Oh, that’s us steady then.” It just naturally happens, doesn’t it?’

From the outside, it looked like they were instantly smitten. ‘Stuart fell completely in love with Sandra,’ says Bill. ‘We were still young – she was just his girlfriend – but he was happy and he could see a future.’

For Jobson, this serious relationship was another sign that he and Stuart were on different wavelengths. ‘It seemed to me that Stuart was always searching for something… grown-up. There was something a little bit old-fashioned about it. You know, like, “I want stuff that my parents would have wanted.” ’




When they started going steady, Sandra – Stuart called her ‘D’, because her second name was Davidson – would go round to Stuart’s house in Crossgates, or he would come to hers. He would practise guitar and she would practise her Highland dancing – and all the while he was writing songs. And some of those songs had familiar phrasings.

‘I had a practice tape,’ she says. ‘It was a piper called Willie Law. He was just the best to dance to.’

While Sandra was practising in the bedroom, Stuart would be next door practising guitar – but then he might wander into Sandra’s room, guitar in hand, and play along with Willie Law. ‘He would start playing – or trying to play – some of the riffs and melodies,’ says Sandra. ‘He would have a laugh and play along.’

A lot of creativity begins with playfulness like this – people messing around and then stumbling across something that’s actually really good. ‘Or developing it from one thing to something else that you didn’t expect,’ says Sandra. ‘That’s what happened there.’

Big Country would later get tired of hearing the same old remarks about ‘bagpipe guitars’, but the sound of Willie Law’s pipes echoed in Stuart’s guitar style for years afterwards.



Sandra was a wider influence. She was driven and dedicated, and she wasn’t a big fan of the Skids’ music to begin with. ‘I wasn’t that impressed by the songs,’ she says. ‘I didnae feel that they were structured. I mean, I know punk isnae that structured, but when you heard the Clash, the way they wrote a song… I didnae feel the Skids’ early songs would have crossed over anywhere. But you could see the potential was there.

‘I wasnae everybody’s cup of tea,’ she says, ‘because I didn’t give a shit about what I said to who and I didnae care if they liked me or not. If you pissed me off or I didnae like what you were doing, or I thought you wurnae of any value, I wasnae interested.’

Dancing at a competitive level had taught her a lot about what it takes to make it. ‘I guess that comes from having a goal as a youngster, setting your objectives and knowing the amount of work it takes to get there. To know that at an early age is quite unique. If I found that there was complacency anywhere, I wouldnae be long in saying so.

‘I can remember thinking, ‘Test Tube Babies’? I found that a bit naive, even though it wasnae. I just felt it wasnae going anywhere. And my opinion was, if you put in all this effort, and you know where you want to go, then it has to be better than this.’

She would say as much to Stuart. Did he agree? ‘Well, he could only write what he felt. There was nothing contrived about him at all. So you were battling my sensibility against his. It was his thing and he had to do it the way he felt. Any art – you do it the way you feel. Every dancer’s different, every artist’s different. They cannae explain how they do something. So it was just passing comments. But it was noted.’



The band continued to draw bigger and bigger crowds. The Sex Pistols were supposed to play Burntisland Half Circle in Fife, but it fell through and became a Skids gig. The venue was full.

Scottish crime novelist Ian Rankin was two years younger than Stuart Adamson and had gone to the same school: Beath High School in Cowdenbeath. ‘Ian Rankin talks about the Skids being his favourite band,’ says Clive. ‘One time the Skids were playing the Station Hotel in Kirkcaldy, February or March, just before the band went to London.

‘They were playing upstairs and the place was heaving. Downstairs in the hotel, they had these massive glass windows and they were buckling – just from the pressure from the floor above. There were these guys afterwards in white boiler suits, running after Stuart, wanting to talk to him. That was Ian Rankin and his friends.’

Bruce Watson would follow the Skids, sometimes helping Clive load in gear. He had another connection: Sandra’s brother Raymond was the bass player in Bruce’s band the Delinquents.

‘My mate was called Raymond Davidson,’ he says. ‘Stuart was going out with Sandra Davidson. I’d been at school with them since primary.’

The Skids were playing somewhere local and Bruce asked if the Delinquents could support. ‘Aye, nae problem, just turn up. You can use our drum kit as well if you want.’ So the Delinquents became the support band for the Skids locally. If they went across to Edinburgh, it’d be: ‘What are you daein’ tonight? We need a support band.’



‘Initially,’ says Clive, ‘there was only six of us – the band, me and Pano. But we realised that we needed some cash. The band needed some better instruments – specifically, Tam and Bill. So Pano approached Sandy Muir.’

Sandy Muir owned the record and music shop in Dunfermline where Bruce had bought his first red guitar. He was a local entrepreneur who saw money in punk: it had boosted record sales and brought kids back into his shop again. Sandy thought that a successful local band would be good for Dunfermline. By February and March of ’78, it was decided that Sandy would manage the band while Pano would manage tours and get gigs.

‘Sandy was in his mid-thirties,’ says Clive, ‘but you would have thought he was mid-fifties, the way he thought. He was very Scottish middle class. A touch of Edinburgh about him. Very straight, more of a banker. Sandy wore a suit all the time. He thought he was going to be Scotland’s Brian Epstein. Not Malcolm McLaren – Brian Epstein. But, y’know, I loved him. Richard doesn’t have many kind words to say about Sandy, which is a shame because I think Sandy actually tried hard to be a good manager.’

‘We thought Sandy Muir should do the job because he had a [Reliant] Scimitar,’ says Jobson. ‘Full stop. Because he had this car. I mean, remember, I was younger than Stuart and Bill, so when it came to making these decisions, I always leaned on the older people. I thought that because they’d been in a band before, they had more experience. But none of us had any experience. We were making it up on a daily basis.’

The next step was to release a record, so Sandy called his mate Bruce Findlay for advice. Bruce ran a chain of record shops and had released records by the Valves and the Zones on his own record label, Zoom. Maybe, thought Sandy, he could release the debut single from the Skids. Findlay – who would go on to manage Simple Minds – advised him to release it himself. The band and Pano already had the concept and name for a label – No Bad Records – and its first and only release would be a three-track EP with the lead track, ‘Charles’.

‘Charles’ was a step up from the simple punk songs they’d been writing. Lyrically, it took the social realism of Adamson’s earlier lyrics and added a dystopian sci-fi twist. ‘The other stuff was kind of clichéd,’ says Jobson. ‘ “All over the country, there’s a growing fear/Of people growing up” – all that stuff. But “Charles” – those are amazing lyrics. “Charles” is a masterpiece of his writing.’

In interviews at the time, Stuart referenced George Orwell and J.G. Ballard as inspirations. Like the work of those writers, ‘Charles’ envisages a nightmarish future where people get so lost in their work that they become automated and mechanised: ‘Charles got a job in a factory/Drilling sheet metal from six ’til three… Got lost in his task quite needlessly.’

Soon Charles’ brain is a plastic box and he can’t eat lunch with his metal hands. The transformation gets more and more extreme: ‘Next when I saw him, his face was gone/A stainless steel spine now instead of bone.’ When Charles’ wife complains to his employers that she has ‘kids to keep’, ‘They gave her the scrap price of his machine/Last weekend Charles became obsolete.’

‘It’s about how people leave school at sixteen,’ Stuart told Dunfermline fanzine Kingdom Come. ‘You go to work in a factory, do a trade and you’re a machine-man all your life. You’re working away on these machines – before you know it, you suddenly become a total moron – you’re just another part of the machine.

‘I know Ultravox! have this [song] “I Want To Be A Machine”, but it’s not “I want to be a machine” – people actually get turned into machines in a factory. “We can earn so much bonus if we put more into our work.” The guys would be just as well being a fucking machine, they’re so much involved in what they’re doing in the factory.’

The music is rigid, automated, with Tam Kellichan’s hi-hat pumping like a piston. So far, so new wave. As Stuart said, bands like Ultravox! were already exploring the idea of people as automatons, with robotic emotionless music. The beauty of ‘Charles’ lay between verses, where the chorus would normally be. There, Adamson’s guitar opens the song up with a major chord melody that seems to hint at the human struggle beneath. When Charles’ story reaches its end, Stuart brings the song to a close with a grand crescendo. And, just two minutes long, ‘Charles’ was as economical as it was original.

John Peel played it on the radio. Things started to happen.



In February, Wreckless Eric played the Kinema Ballroom with the Skids opening. He was drunk, the crowd booed him and he was drowned out to shouts of ‘Skids! Skids! Skids!’

‘You could just see this momentum building up,’ says Clive. At one point, Pano disappeared for a weekend. When he came back he said, ‘I’ve got it. The Stranglers are doing some secret gigs in Scotland. They’re doing one in Falkirk, at the Maniqui, and one at Clouds in Edinburgh.’

Pano had camped out in Edinburgh for three days to make the connections. The Skids had the support slots.



‘All I can remember,’ says Stranglers bassist Jean-Jacques ‘JJ’ Burnel, ‘is that the Stranglers wanted to do some warm-up gigs before a major UK tour. Our profile was such that we were able to do gigs that only a few people would know about and they would still sell out by word of mouth. The band on before us was the Skids. And I happened to be on the side of the stage and I thought they were fantastic.’

‘We supported the Stranglers at Clouds in Edinburgh,’ says Bill, ‘and JJ Burnel let me use his gear. I had a wee Selmer amp or something and JJ was like, “Nah, just plug into mine.” Now, that doesn’t normally happen. It was great and obviously we made an impression.’

Afterwards, JJ told the band that he’d like to be involved if the Skids were doing any recording. ‘It was about the songwriting, for me,’ says Burnel. ‘It kept me interested. Everyone wanted to be like everyone else at the time, instead of finding their own voice. There was a bandwagon and the majority of bands wanted to be like what they were seeing on the front covers of the music press. And most of the time, it wasn’t us: It was the Pistols and the Clash and bands like that.

‘That whole council estate punk thing – that had to be sung about, for sure. All that had to be documented in song and in the zeitgeist. But the Stranglers had a bit of a broader palette to choose from. We didn’t hide the fact that we’d been lucky enough to get a half-decent education.’

Jean-Jacques Burnel was born in London but had French parents. The Skids felt more European. ‘I had international connections, being a fucking frog in the UK, so y’know, I liked the Skids and their sort of more expansive weltanschauung. And the songs stood up.

‘I was sufficiently enthusiastic about them that I mentioned it to Ian Grant, who was managing us at the time, and to Alan Edwards, who was doing our press, and I arranged for the Skids to play in London – at what you would call now a showcase.’

The Skids were headed to London in April for gigs at the Rochester Castle, the Red Cow, the Hope and Anchor and the Nashville Rooms.



In the February issue of Kingdom Come, Stuart and Richard were asked about the dynamics between the band members.

‘Bill, to me, is a friend,’ said Stuart, ‘I’ve known him since the school. Thomas is great ’cos he’s just fuckin’ crazy. Thomas just doesn’t give a fuck. He gives 150 per cent every time we play.’

He and Jobson, on the other hand, weren’t nearly so close.

‘Me and Richard don’t really communicate on a street level,’ said Stuart. ‘We don’t think, “Yeah, we’ll go down to the pub and get mortal and have a good laugh.” But, basically, we have the same ideas about songwriting and things like that… We communicate on a songwriting level, that’s about all.’

‘It’s more of an association than a friendship,’ said Richard.

‘It’s not a friendship,’ said Stuart. ‘Richard won’t ever have friends. I think he’ll commit suicide eventually.’


	
I. The EBow was a hand-held effects unit for guitar players that sustained notes. More on this later.
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