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  Preface

  If you enjoy reading books that give you an honest, warts and all, behind the scenes look at the lives of the rich and famous, then this book is for you; as long as you leave out the ‘rich and famous’ part.

  This is the story of a Christian rock band that was never signed to a record label, never appeared on main stage at a big music festival (in spite of the picture on the cover) and never bothered the music charts, even the Christian ones. It’s the story of ordinary Christians, with a medium helping of musical talent, who spent 20 years or so performing all over the north of England entirely undetected by music industry radar.

  In 1995 Cross Rhythms magazine, one of the then UK’s foremost Christian music magazines, reviewed one of our albums “New Street” thus:

  
    One could surely be forgiven for expecting someone with a voice like Scott Fellows to hail from Las Vegas. Nothing is lost, however, to discover he resides in Stockport. With a vocal style on ‘New Street’ reminiscent of classic 60’s cabaret singers like Tony Christie…they have recorded a range of material, from white soul duets to mellow jazz cabaret numbers that evoke a smoky nightclub opulence…12 original tracks written by Fellows, with flawlessly professional arrangements and production, it will perhaps find its warmest reception amongst the generation for which a three-course meal, smart attire, and a taxi to The Roxy is still a Saturday night to be savoured. Why such a class act are not signed to a label one can only wonder.

  

  A nice review but you’ve probably spotted the key phrase here, it’s in the last line: ‘not signed to a label’.

  Why then bother to part with hard earned cash to purchase this book and read about such a band, that never hit the ‘big time’? Well our experiences were down to earth and real, sometimes painfully so. We made lots of mistakes along the way as well as the occasional good decision but, here’s the thing, we found God working in every situation, even the seemingly hopeless ones. So if you have ever wondered whether God is still active in our modern world, whether He has time for ordinary people like you and me and, just now and then, whether He has a sense of humour…read on.

  All the events and characters depicted in this book are real, some names have been changed for reasons of privacy and the sequence of some events adjusted to ease the narrative flow.


  Chapter 1: The Beginning

  As I put my key in my front door lock I immediately sensed something was wrong. I had been to a party that evening and was a little worse for wear, it was nearly three in the morning. As the door swung open and I stepped inside the hallway, my suspicion turned to certainty. I walked the few steps in darkness to the hall light switch, I could hear my footsteps echo off the walls, the floor felt different underfoot, it felt harder. I flicked the switch, completely unprepared for the shock ahead.

  The hall was empty, no, it was more than empty, it was stripped bare. The furniture, the hatstand, the wooden cupboard that the phone sat on, the big vase of flowers that stood on the floor in the corner, all gone. I looked down and suddenly realized why my footsteps had echoed, the carpet had gone too. I stood for a moment, unable to take in the scene, to understand what it meant, then panic gripped me and I rushed from room to room, turning on lights all over the house, running up and down the stairs. Every room told the same story, stripped of all possessions, furniture and carpets gone. All that was left was a bed, just the frame and mattress; some of my books and records, in piles on the floor; and my clothes, laying across the bed. I wandered around the house for at least half an hour, checking the same rooms over and over, just in case it wasn’t real somehow. At last, physically and mentally exhausted, I sat cross legged on the floorboards of the living room. Above my head a naked light bulb threw its merciless light into every bare corner. I sat motionless, my mind was in turmoil. I knew who was responsible for this and I knew what I was going to do about it. I jumped to my feet.

  I threw my car around the side streets of my estate as if I was driving in a Grand Prix. I hit the open road and pushed my foot to the metal. I couldn’t give a damn about my speed, tears of pain and fury blurred my vision, my only thought was revenge. The first light of dawn spread across the sky as I hurtled towards my target. No light penetrated my darkness. By the time I pulled up outside my father-in-law’s house, I was beside myself with rage. I jumped out of the car, ran up the drive and started hammering on the door and shouting at the top of my voice.

  ‘Alf, Alf come on you b******, open the door.’

  I crouched down to look through the letter box, dimly by the morning light I could see some of my stuff. I hammered again.

  ‘Open the door Alf! I’m not going anywhere until I get my stuff back.’

  I ran around the back of the house just in time to see my estranged wife standing at the window of her ground floor bedroom. She had gone back there after we had separated a few months before. Up to now things had been amicable between us, or so I had thought. Jill looked out at me through the glass, her face wore a lost expression This was not a face I could shout at, I still loved her and couldn’t bring myself to believe that she had played a part in what had happened. Our eyes met through the window, there was only one thing I wanted to say to her.

  ‘Why?’

  She looked down, was it an act of embarrassment? I didn’t know and I didn’t get the chance to ask. Phone calls had been made and at that moment a policeman walked around the corner of the house, followed by Alf. Alf made sure that the policeman stayed between me and him, he pointed accusingly over the policeman’s shoulder.

  ‘There he is, I want him off my property. He’s trespassing.’

  I saw red, ‘Trespassing? What about you, coming into my house and cleaning it out, that’s trespassing and theft.’ The policeman intervened.

  ‘Look sir, why don’t you calm down, get back in your car and go home. You’re not going to sort out anything here are you?’

  ‘This is ridiculous, I get my house ransacked and I’m the one who ends up getting lectured by the police.’

  Over the policeman’s shoulder I could see Alf’s face, it had a smug look, the kind of look that provoked violence. I took a step toward him and found myself eyeball to eyeball with the law:

  ‘Go home sir, now!’

  Two years on from that night and the anger and bitterness had not left me. There was a quickie divorce to follow. I had never got any of my stuff back, as my solicitor had reminded me ‘possession is nine tenths of the law’. My comfortable lifestyle in my comfortable home had collapsed, literally, overnight. When I discovered that Jill had stopped paying her half of the mortgage months before and that there were considerable arrears owing, I had been forced to take in lodgers to help pay the bills. My house resembled a second hand furniture shop and the expensive carpets I had proudly fitted when we had moved in to our new home were now replaced by cheap cord. I drank too much and spent long periods brooding on my own. It was one evening, during one of these brooding sessions, that the phone rang. I rarely bothered to answer the phone anymore, most of my friends had drifted away not able to deal with my unrelenting bitterness. The only phone calls I got these days were from overexcited youths telling me I’d won a free holiday or had been specially chosen, from hundreds of others in my area, to receive a discount on replacement windows. I didn’t know why but this time something made me put my drink down, get up out of my chair and answer the phone.

  ‘Scott?’

  ‘Yes,’ I didn’t recognize the voice.

  ‘It’s Dave Longton. I don’t know whether you remember me. We met briefly at Andy’s house.’ I dimly recalled. Andy was one of my few remaining friends, Dave had gone to school with Andy, the only thing I knew about him was that he played drums.

  ‘I understand you’ve been going through a rough time lately.’

  I was immediately on the defensive, I no longer trusted people’s motives, I answered non-commitally.

  ‘Oh yes.’

  ‘Look, I don’t want to push you but a group of us are going to a music festival and wondered if you’d like to join us.’

  I had been a musician since I was a child, my curiosity was faintly aroused.

  ‘What kind of music festival?’ There was a slight pause at the other end, as if Dave was forming his answer carefully.

  ‘A pop festival, open air, you’d sleep in a tent. It’s great fun, we go every year with our church.’

  Church? For a few moments I was confused, the pop festivals I’d been to didn’t exactly seem churchy affairs, far from it. Then the penny dropped, they were trying to save me, the God Squad were on my case, I wasn’t having any of that.

  ‘It’s good of you to offer Dave but I’m...’ a moment’s hesitation, ‘I’m busy that weekend.’ Dave’s reply had a serious tone, ‘I didn’t mention the date.’

  ‘Oh, I assumed you meant this coming weekend.’

  ‘No, it’s in three weeks’ time.’

  ‘Well, I think I’ve got something on then too unfortunately.’

  ‘OK I...well I just thought I’d ask.’

  I was embarrassed, my lies were painfully transparent and I knew that Dave must see through them. Why shouldn’t I go? What did I have to lose? It was August Bank Holiday weekend that Dave was talking about, did I really want to be on my own over the whole holiday? I made a snap decision.

  ‘Well on the other hand Dave, it might be fun and I could always do what I was planning another time.’

  ‘Of course you could,’ Dave’s tone was bright and welcoming, it encouraged me to go further.

  ‘I could bring my keyboards.’

  ‘Why not?’ Dave laughed. As I put the phone down after we’d made arrangements, I realized that this event was the first thing I’d had to look forward to for two years.

  As the first light of day broke over tent city I was lying in my damp sleeping bag counting my aches and pains. I was twenty eight years old and used to hotel beds and en suite facilities. I had camped in a tent once before but that had been in glorious sunny weather in the South of France. Here in the green belt just north of London, it had rained hard since we had arrived three days before. My vocabulary held insufficient adjectives to describe the horror of the communal wash facilities and the toilets were beyond anything I had ever imagined in my worst nightmares. This was definitely not the South of France and yet – I’d had a wonderful time.

  For someone like me, brought up as a student in the seventies, and attending the pop festivals of the time, Greenbelt ’83, a Christian pop festival, was a very strange experience. For a start, in spite of the bad weather and the ever present mud, everybody seemed to be happy. Wherever I looked I saw smiling faces. At first I had put this down to the usual explanation of the availability of mind exploding drugs at pop festivals. Yet, as I watched the young people carefully as they browsed the stalls, or watched the bands, or spent time by their tents I couldn’t spot one joint being passed around or dubious small parcel changing hands. My highly trained Seventies nostrils couldn’t pick up the tell tale sweet scent of hash smoke. I couldn’t detect one set of glazed eyeballs or one staggering walk. As far as I could tell, and this was really incredible, there didn’t seem to be any booze in the place either.

  So why were all these people looking high? What were they on? Were they merely simpletons, all ten thousand of them, or was there something I was missing?

  It was Bank Holiday Monday, the last day of the Festival, I poked my nose out of the tent, expecting more rain. I got a blue sky and sun, lots of it. I hadn’t slept well that night, apart from the damp and discomfort, I’d been woken very early by an over zealous rendition of ‘This is the day the Lord has made’ by a camper van full of children. At breakfast, the early morning chorus was the sole topic of conversation.

  ‘I know their youth leader,’ said Dave, biting into his bacon sandwich, ‘I had a sharing time with him a couple of days ago in one of the seminars.’

  I didn’t know what Dave meant by ‘sharing time’, but I liked the idea,

  ‘I wouldn’t mind sharing one of two things with that group right now,’ I said pointedly.

  My thoughts turned to questions of organization and management.

  ‘Dave, I don’t think I’ve seen any police around, where’s the security?’

  ‘Don’t need many police, I think there’s a couple around somewhere.’

  This was even more unbelievable than the absence of drugs.

  In spite of Dave’s invitations I had studiously avoided attending any seminars. I didn’t want to be lectured, besides I’d heard it all before. Part of my education had been at a Cathedral school where morning prayers were said every day in the Cathedral itself. I had been confirmed, aged twelve, in the same Cathedral by the bishop with my father and mother in attendance. I had sung in the local church choir, first as a soprano then as a tenor. Finally I had read theology and English literature at University. Something had attracted me to the church all those years, but I didn’t know what. Nothing had seemed really real. Saying prayers in the morning was merely part of the daily ritual at school, being confirmed was just the thing you did at that school at that age. In the choir, I had sat through hundreds of sermons, but listened to very few. I knew the order of service and the litany off by heart, a natural result of having to recite it countless times as a choir member. Church, as far as I was concerned, had almost become a place of work, where you could also socialize and get a few laughs afterwards. It was a club like any other, only instead of going on fishing trips, or making model boats or collecting stamps you sang and you happened to sing in a church.

  At university I had studied the Bible just as I would have studied any other historical document. I looked for flaws in the text, for discrepancies between texts and for ambiguity of meaning and found plenty. I was surprised, at first, to discover that several of my theology lecturers were atheists and made no secret of it. Initially I found this hard to understand, it seemed rather like asking a Nazi to lecture people on the riches of Judaism. As I studied more, however, I began to realize that you don’t have to believe in something to be knowledgeable about it. I began to exchange the naivety of my earlier views for a more sophisticated standpoint and, in this case, sophisticated meant sceptical.

  My scepticism had lasted from my university days to the present. I had still dabbled with faith, occasionally attending my local church whilst pursuing a career in teaching and making music. However recent events had more or less destroyed any remaining bits and pieces of belief I still had. As far as I was concerned no loving God would have allowed the total collapse of my life that had taken place over the last two years. One had only to look around at world events for proof that if there was a God, he was either on vacation or had a strange idea of love and mercy.

  And yet for all that I still couldn’t dismiss the real sense of caring and commitment I was witnessing at this annual get together of the nation’s Christian youth.

  If the seminars couldn’t hold the answer for me, perhaps I would find it amongst the stalls offering various Christian related arts and crafts. I wandered for a couple of hours, enjoying the sunshine and the relaxed atmosphere that it brought. I was impressed with the number of organizations and charities working in the developing world. People were travelling to every corner of the planet under Christ’s banner it seemed, but I knew that there were an equal number of organizations operating under other religious or humanist colors. I needed something unique, something which no other faith or organizational religion had, something real.

  By late afternoon I was pleasantly exhausted. I’d walked around the entire site many times chatting with stall holders. I’d even bought a couple of items, a leather bible cover for Dave to say thank you for bringing me and another item for myself which I wasn’t going to show Dave. In a corner of the festival village I’d come across a stall selling merchandise that I was sure the organizers wouldn’t approve of. Amongst this dodgy selection I found a greeting card that said: ‘Jesus Loves You – it’s just everyone else who thinks you’re a plonker’. This appealed to the politically incorrect side of my humour, I had swopped conspirational glances with the stall holder as I handed over my money, like two spies meeting in enemy territory.

  As night fell everyone prepared for the final evening’s entertainment. Dave’s group had positioned themselves early right in the front of the mainstage. I was impressed with their advanced planning.

  ‘I can see you’ve done this before,’ I said laughing to Dave.

  ‘Just once or twice,’ came the reply. I was in a teasing mood.

  ‘What I don’t understand though is why you need to come here so early, surely with the amount of brotherly love in this place you could arrive last and somebody would make a space for you right at the front if you asked.’

  Dave gave me a straight look.

  ‘Well it’s true to say that I love my brothers and sisters in Christ and I’d do anything for them.’

  I prepared to respond, Dave beat me to it.

  ‘Except, that is, give up my front center pitch in front of mainstage on the last night of Greenbelt.’

  I soon found out why. The atmosphere was supercharged as band after band led the audience in wave after wave of ‘hands in the air’ praise of their God. I watched in amazement, church had never been like this, there was an unrehearsed rawness about it that was deeply moving. It seemed to me that people were jumping up and down and waving their arms in the air not because of chemical stimulation but because they were expressing how they felt about what they believed. Neither was it due, as the critics of such events often said, to group hysteria. The energy was already in the audience, long before the concert started, I had seen that by the way people had been behaving all weekend. This wasn’t a false temporary high, the sort I had so often experienced myself at other concerts and which left you flat the next day. There was something lasting here, but what was the secret? I made a mental note to discuss these matters more fully with Dave as soon as I got a chance. Then something happened that I wasn’t expecting, the lead singer, an American Gospel singer called Jessy Dixon, called for quiet and started speaking:

  ‘If you’re standing there tonight wondering what this is all about and wishing you knew, then this is for you. All you need to do is to open your heart and say this prayer with me.’

  I braced myself, this was the embarrassing part. I had thoroughly enjoyed the music and wished they would skip this ‘holier than thou’ section. I had seen American evangelists do this kind of thing on TV and always cringed when I saw it. I hoped this part would pass quickly. Jessy started praying the Lord’s prayer. I was surprised, surely this was a bit old hat for such a hip gathering, I had expected more fire and brimstone.

  Then the strangest thing happened. As I stood in the middle of the crowd something told me that this prayer was for me. I had an inescapable certainty that this was all especially for me, a certainty that grew with every passing moment. I had heard the Lord’s prayer a thousand times, recited it a thousand times, but now I felt, for the first time, the power behind the words, the reality that had eluded me all my life.

  I started repeating the words of the prayer quietly to myself, I had no idea what was happening. I felt a mixture of nervousness and elation as I prayed, I glanced at the others around me, Dave and his group were also praying, as I found out later not for themselves, but for me.

  A warm summer breeze blew across the field in which the crowd stood, I looked up, it was still just light, the sky a deep lustrous blue, I started to weep.

  There was nothing I could do to stop it, I wept openly and uncontrollably. As I wept I gradually became aware of a feeling of lightness, as if my body was becoming physically lighter. I knew that something was leaving me, something that had been with me for a long time. And there was another thing, something that was entirely fresh and new. For the very first time I had a sense of my own guilt, my own faults that had led to the break up of my marriage. I saw myself through Jill’s eyes and listened, for the first time, to the things she had said to me in our final days. It was too late for us now but not too late for me to learn. I felt profound gratitude that I was being shown the truth, all of it, and that I was ready to accept it with humility I was both within myself and outside myself, watching what was happening from a distance, time stood still. I knew something amazing was happening to me, but I was no longer in control, there was another hand at the wheel.

  Then, in that moment, I knew. This hand belonged to the Jesus of history, the Jesus I had studied and yet never really known. Now He was real and He was alive and He was standing beside me. I was overwhelmed, I dropped to my knees. I could still hear the words coming over the PA system

  ‘...in the name of the Father and the Son.’

  I felt other hands gradually lifting me, other voices gently speaking to me. It was the end of things and the beginning of things, the end of days and the beginning of days. I had gone to a festival organized just for me, attended a concert staged just for me and said a prayer prayed just for me. The stripping away of my old life that had started two years before had led me to this place and this night. God hadn’t been able to reach me while I had surrounded myself with my comforts and my scepticism, I needed a simpler, younger heart.

  There was to be no sleep that night, I lay awake for hours in my tent, it was if my whole body were on fire. I tried to analyze what had happened to me, but this experience defied analysis, you either accepted it or you didn’t. Either way there was no doubting its reality.

  In the morning at six o’clock the chorus of ‘This is the day’ started up again , the camper van full of children rocking from side to side. I laid in my sleeping bag and sang along with them, overcome with joy.

  
    Blind

    (words for ballad)

    Can’t sleep tonight

    Too many songs in my mind,

    going blind,

    too many futures my eyes can’t see.

    Mists swirl around the streetlamps

    each a lonely pool of light,

    long cat cries,

    calling and gargling along deserted streets.

    Consecrated by love I write words

    forged in fire

    ablaze with passion and longing,

    a light to lighten the

    deserts of darkness all around,

    And now, through my window,

    the steel gray of dawn,

    the light you brought to the world.

    I have no words to give you except these,

    rantings of a madman

    half crazed ,

    stuttering laughing shouting hoping stumbling my way,

    from this sightless night

    into blinding day.
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