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‘Thank you for the days Those endless days, those sacred days you gave me I’m thinking of the days I won’t forget a single day believe me’


Ray Davies–‘Days’
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INTRODUCTION






I don’t want you to think of this book as an autobiography because that makes it sound much more full of itself than it is. I’ve written about lots of stuff that has happened to me here but I make no claims that any of it adds up to anything remotely momentous.


On the other hand, the odd interesting or funny or embarrassing thing has occurred during my first fifty years. I had my car stolen from outside an early U2 gig and was consoled by the kindly and still hair-topped The Edge, I went for a curry with Kraftwerk, I met the original four members of The Kinks and they were still arguing, I made a speech for the BBC at the Houses of Parliament, I lay back and smelled burning as a laser corrected my eyesight. I made some radio programmes too.


Of course, like everybody’s life, 99 per cent of mine has been fairly dull and routine, so there was no way I wanted to link these episodes into one continuous narrative. I’m not trying to tell my full life story because a good deal of it isn’t that interesting even to me, so there’s no reason why anyone else should want to hear about it all.


What you have here are snapshots from different periods of my life which have become lodged in my memory, and which give a pretty rounded picture of who I am, should that be of interest to you at all. So it’s a bit like an autobiography, but not quite as grown-up as that. I hope you enjoy it. If you bought it, thanks, and I hope you consider it reasonable value. If you received it as a gift I hope you weren’t too disappointed.


Before we begin I want to say some thank-yous if you’ll bear with me. You can skip this bit if you like, unless you think you might be in it.


I want to thank my agents Caroline Chignell and Jenny Rhodes at PBJ Management who have never stopped believing in me and have never complained when I have denied them all the percentages of all the things I’ve turned down.


I’m also grateful to Angela Herlihy for her continued, and some might say misplaced, faith in my abilities as a writer. I am also indebted to Kerri Sharp and Rory Scarfe at Simon & Schuster for knocking this all into shape.


Deepest gratitude must of course go to my family who made me the way I am in the first place, if that’s something to celebrate. Thanks then to Mum, Dad, Jaine, Joe and also to Harry, Esther, Doris and George, my grandparents, who I remember with great love and affection.


I also need to thank the friends who’ve been with me all down the days, in particular my best mate for over thirty years Phil Walmsley; my old university pal Jamie Whitmore; Julian Bellerby, who personifies the early Manchester radio years; and Andy Batten-Foster, who was the like-minded soul I needed when I first went to work for the BBC in London.


I’m also grateful for the camaraderie and counsel of my fellow members of The Family Mahone: Chris Lee, Dave Russell, Paul Cargill, Jock Watson, Russ Mabbutt and not least Don Allen with whom I started the band when we found ourselves leaning on the same bar over a decade ago.


I must also thank everyone I’ve worked with in my broadcasting life, who are, of course, too numerous to mention. However, personal thanks are due to my current colleagues Stuart Maconie, Viv Atkinson, Ian Callaghan, Jon ‘Memory Stick’ Lewis and especially the ever patient and cheerful Lizzie Hoskin.


I should also thank Tony Hawkins, the man who gave me my first job in the media, Johnny Beerling who initially took me into the BBC, and Jenny Abramsky who made it possible for me to stay there.


I’m also deeply indebted to the following people, without whom my radio life would have been very different: Marc Riley, John Leonard, Matthew Bannister, Lesley Douglas and the late Richard Sinton. Cheers also to Gareth Davies for many years of sound and gentlemanly advice.


I haven’t written here about my other life as a husband and father because I didn’t feel I had anything profound to say on these subjects that you haven’t thought or experienced yourself, and, anyway, these are private matters. I want to send love and thanks to Bella and though it seems odd to exclude the most important days before we’ve even begun, I want to dedicate this book to the three days of my life for which I’m most thankful:


13 March 1988


7 January 1999


11 June 2002


Mark Radcliffe. Cemaes Bay, Anglesey. March 2008.
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1. THE DAY I MET THE BAND WHO CHANGED MY LIFE







Dr. Feelgood were a rhythm and blues quartet from Canvey Island in Essex. That might not make them sound like a remarkable proposition, but believe me, they were. Their 1975 debut album Down by the Jetty was unlike anything I’d heard before and makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up to this day.


Obviously I’d already had lots of exposure to all kinds of bands by the time I came across the Feelgoods. When the album came out I was seventeen and had become a voracious consumer of music and regular gig-goer. A lot of these were local events for local people and local bands, several of which I’d been a member of, Berlin Airlift and Billy Moon being two that spring to mind.


Then at Bolton Albert Halls you might get a strictly second-division touring band like Judas Priest or Trapeze or Budgie. They weren’t earth-shatteringly brilliant but they seemed like superstars to us as they had record contracts and T-shirts for sale and fat roadies with gaffer tape and pliers hanging off belts slung low under their beer-guts.


There was also B.I.T., Bolton Institute of Technology, where you could see a band every Saturday night. This was predominantly the domain of multitudinous progressive jamming hippie collectives like Hawkwind, Gong or Amon Düül. I actually retain great affection for the works of Hawkwind, who cast themselves as Tolkien-esque space travellers taking their blissed-out stoner racket to other galaxies. How grateful people in other galaxies would have been for this kind of missionary work is open to hypothetical question, but it had to be better than seeing Captain Kirk turning up and trying to teach the ways of human love to the high priestess, who was, as I understand it from my limited knowledge of Star Trek, a kind of space Lady Mayoress wrapped in cooking foil. Their 1971 album titled, naturally, In Search of Space, is arguably the definitive album of that genre and certainly presents a vivid snapshot of those dreamy, mystic, hairy, slightly malodorous times.


But my dalliance with this cluster of bands didn’t seem destined to last, even at the time. I enjoyed going to watch them while consuming lots of cheap cider, but I didn’t feel there was any emotional connection between us. They didn’t speak directly to me in any way and said nothing that reflected the life I was leading, the feelings I was feeling. Amon Düül came from a radical political art commune in Munich. I came from a neat semi-detached house on Towncroft Lane. Gong had found their saxophonist Didier Malherbe living in a cave. Berlin Airlift had found our bass player Andy Wright in the sixth-form common room of a respectable sandstone grammar school. We seemed to share little common ground.


Of course there were lots of other kinds of music we could experience from northern soul to glam rock, but for those of us who loved seeing bands live, these presented limited opportunities. Northern soul nights consisted, as far as I could see, of drinking Lucozade and watching someone put records on. I knew nothing of amphetamines and back-flips. And they weren’t even dancing with girls half the time. So that was no good.




Glam rock was another alternative but bands like Slade and T. Rex played only the big venues in the big cities, so these events were always going to be few and far between. Of course that made them even more special and going to see David Bowie in 1972 at the Manchester Hard Rock, now a branch of B&Q, remains perhaps the high-water mark of my gig-going life. The downside was that after seeing Ziggy Stardust in all his spangled, supercharged pomp, nothing on the local glam scene could come close. This was perhaps inevitable, as glam is something that only works on a big stage. There are genres of music that seem purpose-built for small, sweaty venues with inadequate toilet facilities. Rhythm and blues is one, heavy metal, with certain provisos, another and clearly punk, which only really works in such surroundings.


Glam rock doesn’t because it is as much about presentation as music. This means it has to have impressive batteries of equipment, lots of bright-coloured lights and a cast of heavily made-up, dandified, strutting peacocks in the band itself. It’s like pantomime in some ways, as anyone who’s ever seen Queen or, if you’ve been really unlucky, Kiss will testify. You can’t reproduce this sort of spectacle in the Dog and Duck. You can’t suspend belief if the rhythm guitarist in, say, Moonage Madmen is the bloke who gave your dad’s off-side-front Cortina tyre a remould last week wearing his girlfriend’s Lurex tank top and some hastily applied eyeliner. It just doesn’t work.


Heavy metal may be the brand that most easily straddles both sides of the divide like a denim-clad Colossus of Rhodes, and in fact this much-discussed wonder of the ancient world may well be the origin of the genre. The original statue, constructed between 292 and 280 BC, was over one hundred feet high and was made of iron and bronze. Metals. And heavy. You see where I’m going with this? The subject was the Greek god of the sun Helios, under whose crotch sailors would pass going in or out of Mandraki harbour. So you would look up and see the testicles of this golden, illuminated deity. Compare this with being at the front of the stage staring up at the flaxen-maned Robert Plant caught in the spotlight in his tight jeans. Do you see? Not only that, the Colossus was felled by an earthquake and snapped at the knees, and how many times have you seen a lead guitarist, lost in the emotion of a tortured solo, drop to his knees in exaltation?


Rooted in Greek myth or not though, heavy metal was never really my thing. I think Deep Purple had some truly exhilarating moments on the In Rock, Fireball and Machine Head albums. To not have some place in your heart for a little AC/DC is, frankly, ridiculous. And to fail to appreciate the force of nature that was Black Sabbath, whose Master of Reality was the first LP I ever bought, seems downright rude. Tony Iommi had his fingertips replaced with metal ones in pursuit of that sound, following a machine tool accident, so the least you can do is give him the respect he deserves.


But metal, like prog, still felt like your older brother’s music somehow. Not that I had one of course, but when I went to a gig everyone seemed older and taller with bigger hair. I was seventeen, getting ready to go away to university the following year, and was desperately searching for the soundtrack that would define these life-changing times in the same way that Bowie had set my early adolescence to music. Once again I needed music that felt like mine. Something that gave voice to the impatient energy I was feeling. And that’s where Dr. Feelgood came in.


When I saw them on the telly, it was literally a ‘Eureka’ moment. One of those instances where you weren’t sure exactly what you were waiting for until it came along and everything suddenly slotted into place. Initially it was the look that caught my attention. The drummer and bass player, The Big Figure and John B. Sparks, were dressed in suits that looked like they’d come from the local charity shop, topped off by haircuts that might have been executed by the adjoining charity barber, if such a thing had existed. Centrestage, taut, twitching, wiry and weasel-like, stood the stick-thin, glaring front man, Lee Brilleaux, in an undersized jacket that may once have been white. He gripped a microphone in one fist, down which he barked the vocals when not wiping the sweat from his face with the back of his hand, and a harmonica in the other, with which he punctuated the songs with frenzied bursts of blues harp. The three of them would have presented enough of an arresting spectacle on their own, but to Brilleaux’s right stalked the once seen, never forgotten guitarist Wilko Johnson. Dressed in a black suit, with a black pudding-basin haircut, Johnson skittered up and down the stage fixing the audience with a wide-eyed stare, while ripping shards of contorted R & B riffage from a Telecaster with his bare fingers. I watched them in rapt awe. They were unlike anything I’d seen before. They had none of the corny showmanship of the bands I’d been used to, just a sheer, sweating, gritty charisma that pumped out of the TV. They looked like they’d been born to do just this. There didn’t seem to be any artifice or concept to it, just four guys playing as if their very lives depended on it.


I began to hear more of them on the radio, and then I bought what I consider to be one of the top ten British albums ever made in Down by the Jetty. Its title came from their home of Canvey Island, located off Essex in the Thames Estuary and riddled with petrochemical terminals. It was a landscape that had utterly infused the songs of Wilko Johnson in the same way that Salford had captured the eye of L.S. Lowry. The record was described by Andy Childs, writing in ZigZag magazine, as ‘loud, dirty, mean, raw, vicious rock and roll’. He was right, but it was more than that. It was also quintessentially English. The band may have been influenced by Howlin’ Wolf, but their take on the blues couldn’t have been less American. Paul Weller, a huge admirer of Wilko’s unique guitar style, paid Johnson the highest compliment when he said he thought of him as the English Chuck Berry at that time. Chuck Berry is, to my mind, the single most important person ever to have existed in rock and roll. He made a white audience consider the possibility of listening to ‘black’ music, brilliantly captured for the first time what it felt like to be a teenager, and wrote numbers so great and ubiquitous, ‘Johnny B. Goode’ and ‘Roll Over Beethoven’ amongst them, that they have almost become folk songs. They are so familiar and perfect that it’s easy to think they’ve been around forever, handed down from generation to generation. But no, Chuck sat down and wrote them all. And Weller is entirely right to put Wilko Johnson in the same league. For a time, back there in the grimy mid-seventies, Wilko captured the essence of small-town English life better than anyone had done since Ray Davies.


Of course, you couldn’t look at Wilko’s words and say they exactly mirrored my life in Bolton. But they did express that disenfranchised feeling you get as a teenager, where you don’t know quite how you’re going to fit into the world, but you know you have to leave home and start looking. His songs, and the band’s sound, mirrored my own restlessness.


To some extent my life, and not just in the musical sense, falls into BF (Before Feelgood) and AF (I imagine you can work out what that stands for). Things would probably have changed for me when I went away to college anyway, but the sound of Dr. Feelgood is the sound of life changing. And it’s not just me that feels that way. The music journalist Charles Shaar Murray talks of the Feelgoods standing at a crossroads in British music, into which a lot of things fed in and a lot of different things led out. You can argue that punk, the biggest seismic change since the beat boom, originates somewhere at that junction. Dr. Feelgood, though outsiders, were operating on the London pub rock circuit from time to time. This scene, though still slightly woolly, hairy and reeking of hippy residue, did start to present a more honest version of rock and roll. Venues were smaller and seedier, bands were less flash and pompous, and the audience were closer to the action and therefore an integral part of the event rather than mute witnesses. Some of the characters who participated in this world and went on to much greater recognition include Elvis Costello, Nick Lowe and Ian Dury.


All of these appeared on what many regard as the doyen of all British independent labels, Stiff Records, and if anything symbolized the DIY ideology that was so important to punk it was Stiff. All right, they didn’t have The Sex Pistols or The Clash, though they did have The Damned. But they were the chosen home for artists who wanted to do things their own way. The Pistols, you could argue, were anything but an expression of this new honesty. Yes, they were raw, obnoxious, brimming with attitude and made a string of classic primal pop singles. But elements of their story smack as much of manufacturing as Westlife. Svengali Malcolm McLaren put Johnny Rotten in the frame, and Glen Matlock, the one who took charge of the song writing and played pretty nifty bass, was replaced by Sid Vicious, who was incapable of either of those things, because he fitted the image better. Whether that makes the scam more or less brilliant is open to question, but the band certainly weren’t four old schoolmates who’d grown up together and were making all their own decisions. In some ways, McLaren was the Simon Cowell of his day. Both had a vision of how the music business could be manipulated and both exerted freakish control over their artists. Where McLaren wins out of course is that his aim was to impose change, whereas Cowell’s master plan is to prevent it. McLaren was a true revolutionary in that he didn’t care whether he benefited from the new order, he just wanted to clear the space so that things could grow. It was a kind of benevolent nihilism. In my opinion, Cowell wants us to buy the processed schlock he peddles to make himself ever richer. His legacy will be the methods he employed to create transient pop stars, not the records. It’s a sound business proposition, but let’s not make the mistake of thinking it has anything to do with music. His records will never be regarded as classics and cherished down the years, and will never provide a snapshot of their times like ‘Anarchy in the UK’. It’s often said that the music business is a jungle. Well, up to a point, but it’s not the greatest of analogies. Untamed things thrive in a jungle. Cowell and his ilk want to tarmac over the jungle so things can only grow where they decide to allow it. McLaren wanted to tear down the jungle and leave a barren wasteland so fresh things could grow unfettered. The real desire to make honest music, unencumbered by people telling you not to break the rules, is what punk was all about, and what Stiff Records encapsulated perfectly. And how did Stiff come into being? With a loan of £400 from Lee Brilleaux, that’s how.


I saw Dr. Feelgood in concert many times and they never failed to thrill me. These four strangely unremarkable and yet remarkably strange geezers, crackling with nervous energy and exuding a vague sense of menace, paved the way for punk and were the first band that I felt belonged to me in some way. Yes, I’d thrilled to The Beatles and The Stones and The Kinks and T. Rex and Led Zeppelin, but they never felt like they were exclusively mine like the Feelgoods did. I was a massive Bowie fan, but you could never feel close to a star as big as that. The Feelgoods were so close you could practically touch them. Not that you particularly wanted to, but that was another ground rule of punk. The artists had to be accessible to the fans, not remote tin gods in their luxury hotel suites.


That classic line-up of the band recorded three more albums, Malpractice, Sneakin’ Suspicion and the number-one live set Stupidity, before Wilko left in late 1976. Rather gloriously they had imploded just as the punk revolution got under way. Numerous fine guitar players filled out the Feelgood ranks over the subsequent years, but it was never the same. Gradually they became a blues band like dozens of others. They were never less than a good live act, and as long as Lee was up front, there would be reminders of the glory days. But, inevitably, the spark had gone. Perhaps it was better that Johnson had departed as that left their early body of work perfectly preserved.


In 1994 Lee Brilleaux, one of the greatest front men this country has ever produced, succumbed to lymphoma and died aged forty-one.


For years I’d had the idea of going on a road trip to Canvey Island, to see first-hand where this unique sound had developed. It was a notion that predated having anything to do with radio, but was something I’d never got around to doing. So when I was asked by Radio 2 if there was anything I really wanted to do, it came back to me in a flash.


My companions on the trip would be my long-time producer and confidant ‘Juke Box’ John Leonard, and my best mate for over thirty years Phil ‘Wammo’ Walmsley.


Phil and I had met in September 1976 in a hall of residence at Manchester University. That’s us in the photo at the start of this chapter. We had clicked immediately through a shared sense of humour, half each, and a mutual love of noisy guitar bands and best bitter. We lived in opposite rooms in Lindsay House at Woolton Hall, and started to go pretty much everywhere together. Well, except during the day when he went off to his endless building technology lectures and I hung about thumbing through Washington Square on the off chance I had a tutorial that week.


We started to play music together straight away. He was a guitarist of no little ability, and I was a drummer who’d had to leave his kit in Bolton, as I’d come to live in a single room. You weren’t allowed drums in college rooms because of the obvious volume issues. This was fair enough, although I doubt I’d have been as loud as my next-door neighbour Rick DeNezza, an American who appeared to have wired his hi-fi through Jefferson Airplane’s PA system.


So, drumless, I had to become the singer in our two-man band, which was just as well as Phil’s voice sounds something like a young pig undergoing castration. We were both big fans of The Stones, so we could have aspired to being Keith and Mick, although drinking the amount of beer we did and staying that thin would prove to be problematic. We also loved The Who, so could have harboured aspirations of being the new Daltrey and Townshend, though you wouldn’t have seen me dead in one of those tasselled leather jackets, and Phil’s nose wasn’t big enough anyway. We both watched Opportunity Knocks so could have dreamed of becoming the new Millican and Nesbitt, though neither of us were coal-mining crooners from the Northeast with poor taste in knitwear. In reality we had only one overriding thought. I was always going to be Lee to his Wilko. We thought that image-wise we were halfway there as the requisite ingredients were things we were already in possession of: dodgy barnets and even dodgier suits. But Brilleaux and Johnson were the best front pairing we knew, and those were the heights we aspired to.


Going back to our old rooms in the hall of residence to record the opening of the programme felt odd. We hadn’t set foot in there since 1978, and yet walking back into the grounds it was as if we’d been strolling those pathways only yesterday. I have no idea how these things work but it seems to me that if a place is associated with the best, or I suppose worst, times of your life, then it must make a stronger impression somewhere in the brain. On that corridor I spent a year as happy and eventful as I’ve experienced in my entire life.


Phil and I sat in his former room with a copy of Down by the Jetty playing on a Dansette record player, exactly as we’d done three decades earlier. Some aspects of the surroundings had altered a bit over the years, but there was a limited amount of change you could inflict on a single study/bedroom. Not that it had fulfilled its study designation during Phil’s tenure, the only things having been closely studied in there that academic year being the chords for Dr. Feelgood songs, the bra clasp barring access to Christina Hetherington’s chest and the whereabouts of the lost underpants that were filling the room with a foul odour.


Some of the fixtures were exactly the same though. The old sinks were still there, and so were the bookcases on which we’d stacked our coursework, coffee cups, beer bottles and records. I took a moment to stride across the hall and stand in the room that had been my home in that former life. We’d arranged to start the programme in Phil’s quarters because that was where we tended to plot our escapades. Initially this was because Phil had his Dansette, whereas I only had a cassette player. Eventually I did get a stereo system, but we still gravitated towards Phil’s place which, given the smell, seems an odd decision now. It was just habit I suppose. The pungent aroma comforting somehow.


Standing in my old bedroom, as alone as I’d been when my mum dropped me off there in September 1976, was a bittersweet experience. Running my fingers along the cracked veneer of the dusty bookshelf or the worn stainless steel of the taps, it was just so strange to think that the last time my hand had touched those things it had been on the end of the arm of an eighteen-year-old with his whole adult life in front of him. I’ve never felt my age more keenly than I did at that moment. My spell at uni was such an exciting and absorbing time, and one I feel a real sense of privilege at having experienced. There was no one telling you what to do or what times you had to come in or go out. The freedom came without much responsibility though, which made it all the more delicious. You had no bills to pay or job to worry about, and everybody wanted to be your friend. Even some girls. It was heaven from the very first day, and standing there as a middle-aged man I was forcibly struck by the realization that I would never be as free as that ever again, or as intoxicated by the limitlessness of possibility. Then again, if someone had taken the pimply undergraduate aside and laid out what would happen in the following thirty years, well, I’d have happily settled for that.


And so, from Woolton Hall in the South Manchester suburb of Fallowfield, we began our journey to Canvey Island, a place which had attained almost mythical status in our own minds. The programme included interviews with Nick Lowe and Charles Shaar Murray, as well as Bob Geldof and Paul Weller, all of whom shared our regard for this precious little band. That made us even more confident that we’d been right all along. We never really doubted it of course. We knew that Dr. Feelgood were one of the greatest beat groups of all time, but to know they’d inspired others was the icing on the cake.


Driving on to the island, and it is an island, felt slightly anticlimactic. I suppose we were expecting it to be a place of romantically dishevelled art-deco hotels and rusting fairground attractions. It had, after all, been a popular resort for Victorian Londoners eager to escape the foul, stodgy air of the fetid capital. At first glance it had little you could call romantic. In fact the grim Canvey scene of 1953, when the North Sea breached the defences and caused widespread flooding, seemed a closer point of reference. You couldn’t help but notice how flat it was, with the oldest houses seemingly dating from the 1950s, and small, tired parades of shops and takeaways interspersed with the occasional amusement arcade. Over towards the charcoal smudge of the Thames flickered the flames of the oil-cracker chimneys, blinking into the drizzly gloam. Look, I’m not trying to paint a grimmer picture than is absolutely necessary. I’m sure it’s a wonderful place to live with great community spirit and all that, but it wasn’t pretty. I’m a real fan of the British seaside, with a particular penchant for stepping out across storm-tossed promenades and esplanades that have seen better days, but even I was struggling to be seduced by Canvey Island that grey afternoon. And yet, you could see how it could inspire the renegade rock-and-roll spirit. It was a very unusual and distinctive place, and one which would form the backdrop for Wilko’s immortal tales of little lives and love affairs in a bleak industrial landscape down by the oil terminals at the water’s edge.


We were staying at the Oysterfleet Hotel, run by the band’s long-time manager Chris Fenwick, who had arranged for the three surviving members of the original quartet to come and talk to us. I can hardly express what a big deal this was to Phil and I. You’re probably thinking that I’m getting a bit carried away here, it not being the remaining Beatles or anything, but I’m deadly serious. We all have people who’ve influenced or touched our lives in some way. Some of them might be world-renowned musicians, sportsmen, artists, writers, architects or inventors. Others might be individuals who aren’t famous at all but who’ve still had a profound effect on our lives: teachers, parents, siblings, friends, lovers, cosmetic surgeons, that kind of thing. The Feelgoods fell between those two camps. They weren’t the most famous people in the world. They may not even be the most famous people from Canvey Island, as one-time England football caretaker-manager Peter Taylor hails from there, but they’d shaped the musical lives of Phil and I more than just about anybody else.


First to arrive was The Big Figure. His real name is John Martin, but everybody referred to him by the shortened version of his stage name ‘Fig’. He looked quite a lot different. The bear of a man with opaque shades and untamable mop of unruly curls had been replaced by a slimmer, silver-haired gentleman in a smart black shirt and dapper loafers. He was unrecognizable from the album sleeve. Polite and dry, he was living in France and seemed the most contented of the three. He liked a pint.


Next to bowl up was bassist John B. Sparks, probably the unsung hero whose distinctive rhythmic playing gave the band its engine. He was a small man, which having seen them live many times we already knew, and was greyer of hair and thicker of girth, like the rest of us. He was bluff and affable and still lived, as a single parent, on Canvey. I thought there was a slight sadness about him, but I could have been wrong. Perhaps going over the old times was as strange for him as standing in that hall of residence room had been for me. Bittersweet, as I say. He liked a pint, or two, too.


We sat and talked with the sturdy men of the rhythm section for a while and waited for Wilko. Unbeknownst to us, he had had some last-minute doubts about taking part in the programme and there was some talk of him not turning up. The long-suffering and dedicated Chris Fenwick had shielded us from this however, and so we just passed perhaps twenty minutes in easy conversation with Sparko and Fig.


And then he arrived. Quite how he managed it I don’t know, and it’s possible that I only imagined it as I was so excited to meet him, but he seemed to enter the room with a bit of a flourish. He moved quickly and with a jerky motion that suggested there’d been nothing contrived about his on-stage movements. He was tall, thin, still bug-eyed and still wearing a black suit, shirt and Chelsea boots. He was completely bald, but otherwise looked more or less exactly the same, resembling an overworked undertaker or some character patrolling shadowy, distant cloisters in Gormenghast. He shook our hands and was voluble and friendly, though agitated. And not just with us. He greeted his old band mates in similar fashion. He was obviously pleased to see them, and they him, but there was the unmistakable sense that amongst the memories of the good times that were flooding back were some darker moments. One could imagine, in the nicest possible way, that he might not be the easiest of people to share a Transit van with for weeks on end.


Before we started to record the interview Wilko ordered a large brandy and proclaimed himself starving. A large ham salad baguette was duly produced, heavy with coleslaw and mayonnaise, which he seized upon with the relish of a man who hadn’t eaten in a while. Dollops of condiment plopped onto his dark materials creating splatters Jackson Pollock would have been proud of, to the consternation of everyone but the band. Sparko and Fig had evidently seen it all before. Wilko appeared not to have noticed, and scoffed the lot in what seemed like seconds.


We talked for about forty-five minutes after that. They recalled their childhood days on Canvey with stories of little boats and home-made rafts weaving and bobbing along the many channels. It sounded a bit like Swallows and Amazons, and strangely idyllic. Fig, as a kid, had actually been rescued from the flood waters. They talked of their schooldays, and Wilko’s difficulties in getting to the grammar school on the mainland when the fog closed around the island. In contrast to the others (and who knows if this threw up another barrier between them), Johnson had pursued his education with some zeal. He’d not only been to grammar school, but also went to university in Newcastle. Obviously a man of some culture, his monologues were peppered with surprising references. When I asked him how he developed that peculiar way of getting round the stage that had been christened ‘skittering’, he mused on the origins of that word and surmised it had first appeared in William Langland’s Piers Plowman. You began to see that his deceptively perfectly simple songs came from a deep mind. How many blues guitarists can you think of with a working knowledge of the Middle English allegorical narrative tradition?


We heard of their early musical adventures in jug bands and skiffle groups, and Wilko’s recollection of his first meeting with the younger Lee whom he remembered as inquisitive, ‘weaselly’ and ‘having something about him’. Indeed.


They reminisced about the endless nights, weeks and years on the road where Sparko, to Lee’s eternal irritation, would find it easy to curl up, dormouse-like, and sleep peacefully for hours, even over the throb and grind of the noisiest diesel engine.


We asked about the gestation of the album we loved so much and were enthralled to learn that it wasn’t mixed quaintly in mono, as it said on the sleeve, but in fact in stereo with, as Wilko said, ‘everything in the middle’. Brilliant. That made it even better somehow. It meant that the cherished record, though based in strong musical traditions, had been made under wilfully perverse circumstances. It had pulled off that great trick of being simultaneously retro and absolutely of the moment.


After the interview finished we had one more task to undertake. All those years ago we’d looked at the grainy black-and-white photograph on the front cover of Down by the Jetty and wondered who these strange guys in this strange place making this earth-shattering music were. It was as unshowbiz a picture as has ever adorned an album sleeve. Arranged in an artless line with windblown hair and nondescript suits and ties, they appear to be huddling together for warmth as a stiff squall lashed the estuary waters, pipelines and refilling tanker moored over their shoulders. Their lack of pretension and disregard for pop posing seemed so refreshing at the time. Lee looks positively seasick, and we learned that the photo had been taken early one morning after a heavy night’s gigging and boozing followed by the long drive back over the causeway. The inspiration for the shot comes from Wilko’s words to the song ‘All Through the City’:




‘Stand and watch the towers burning at the break of day, Steady, slowing down, been on my feet since yesterday.’





And so they had. Perfect.


That photo had become so mythologized by Phil and I that we asked if it would be possible for them to take us to where it had been snapped. Despite the inclement weather, they agreed. It took about fifteen minutes to get there, a journey I undertook in the back of John B. Spark’s well-worn Jaguar, with Wilko in the front passenger seat pointing out their childhood haunts. The formative years of the Feelgoods came back to life against that backdrop with a running commentary from the animated guitarist, by now unstoppable in his anecdotage, delivered in a laconic, estuary drawl, not a million miles from Mick Jagger.


Eventually we arrived at the car park of a coastal boozer called the Lobster Smack. The oldest building on the island, it had had a licence since the time of Elizabeth I. It is widely accepted that Dickens stayed there while writing Great Expectations, and looking out across those will-o’-the-wisp infested mud flats, it was not hard to see where the inspiration for the opening scenes of that book might have come from.


We ascended a concrete staircase to the sea wall and took the full brunt of the gale. Fig, though never less than genial, looked like he might have preferred to be back in France, and it was hard to blame him. Sparko, amiably resigned, bore it stoically. Wilko though was a man possessed. He hopped about making sure everything was in as close to exactly the same place as it had been on the original photograph. There was no oil tanker in dock, and the sea wall had been built up, but other than that, Johnson made fastidiously sure that everything was as it had been on the cover. Yet, of course, it could never be. Lee Brilleaux would never be able to recreate that photo again and that must have been difficult for them. They were, on the one hand, pleased that someone wanted to celebrate the great recordings they made, but must have been deeply saddened that their mate was no longer around.


Wonderfully, I was allowed to take Lee’s place on some of the photos. I had dressed that morning in a cream jacket, striped shirt and skinny tie to resemble Lee’s outfit as closely as I could, anticipating just that situation. I know that sounds a bit weird, but we are talking obsessive fan here. I treasure that picture. Think of an album you held close to your heart in your youth, or a photograph of your favourite football team maybe, and think of how it would feel to have yourself morphed in, like Woody Allen in Zelig, in later life. It doesn’t get much better than that.


We returned to the Oysterfleet and sat down to dinner. Fig declined, saying he was only in from France for a couple of days and wanted to catch up with family. Wilko dined handsomely and talked openly about the loss of his beloved wife Irene to cancer in 2004. She had been by his side, both personally and handling his booking arrangements, for almost forty years. He was obviously struggling to come to terms with life without her and your heart really went out to him. Eventually, he decided he’d had enough to eat, drink, and of the assembled company, and departed on his own to go back to Southend.


Chris Fenwick, awash with red wine, talked teary-eyed into the night about the band that had been the love of his life.


Last to leave, after everyone else had retired to bed, was John B. Sparks. He sat at a table with Phil and me and his eyes twinkled as he recalled all the gigs, adventures and mishaps of the band’s golden age. He was really easy company, and didn’t seem in a rush to go anywhere, which was just as well as Wammo and I were reluctant to let him go and for the day to have to end. Gradually though the bar staff retreated, the lights were turned off, and we drained the last of our glasses in a room illuminated only by the street-light glare pouring in through the windows. He couldn’t think of anywhere that would still be open, and so we’d no choice but to say our goodbyes.


We shook him by the hand in the car park. I hope he enjoyed the time he spent with us and understood just how much it had all meant to these two middle-aged mates who’d bonded over his band’s music so many years before. I don’t suppose we could ever fully understand what he felt that day. They were a great, great band that had, like so many other great, great bands, imploded too soon. And with Lee gone, their time could never come again.


John B. Sparks turned, pulled up the collar of his leather coat, and disappeared into the Canvey mist.
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<[photo of Dr Feelgood with record cover here]>























2. THE DAY I TOOK BROS INTO A GOODS YARD







It was 1988 and at number one in the charts was a dreadful group called Bros with a dreadful song called ‘I Owe You Nothing’.


Bros consisted of twin brothers Matt and Luke Goss. One of them, I don’t remember which, sang and the other one played the drums. The only other member of the group was called Craig. He played bass. That was it. No guitars. No keyboards. No lead instruments at all. Of course, if you had the misfortune to hear the record, and as it was number one it was pretty hard to avoid, all those instruments were there, but if you saw them on the television, it was just vocals, drums and bass. That might suggest it was an interesting experiment in minimalism. But it wasn’t. It just made it more obvious that they were miming. Matt and Luke were pretty. Craig wasn’t. What he was doing there was a mystery to everyone. Perhaps he had a van.


As Bros mania swept the country like Dutch elm disease with streaked hair, Radio 1 was in the process of switching over to the FM frequency. This was happening gradually across the country as we’d been messing around on Medium Wave up to that point. Medium Wave, with its tinny buzzing sound and constant interference, made it an imperfect frequency for the broadcast of high-fidelity music. It didn’t much matter if all you were going to do was use the new clear channels to play Bros records of course, but we marched on to the future regardless.


To mark the switchovers various events were mounted in different parts of the UK to let the local populace know that they could say goodbye to poor signal misery and would henceforth enjoy the music of Bros and the words of our DJ philosophers on crystal-clear FM. What a tonic it must have been.


I produced the switch-on ceremony in Dundee. It involved Ian Botham pulling a small lever to illuminate a sixty-watt light bulb atop a two-foot Meccano tower. You could almost smell the indifference of the shivering Dundonians who witnessed this paltry spectacle.


In Manchester it was decided to hire Matt, Luke and the other one to herald the arrival of FM in the Northwest by making an appearance on the roof of the BBC, and hope that nobody pushed them off.


They flew in by private jet at Manchester airport, and myself and my immediate senior ‘Juke Box’ John Leonard were despatched in hire cars to meet their motorcade and guide them back past the screaming hordes of underdressed female fans or Brostitutes, as I’ve just christened them. Why John and I were given this job is unclear as we were allegedly radio producers and not minicab drivers. I imagine there was a cost consideration.


As John’s home patch was Yorkshire, which may have had some bearing on that cost consideration, it was decreed, possibly by me, that I should be the lead driver as I knew South Manchester like the back of my head.


The plane landed and the band ambled down the steps. Ooh look, there’s Luke. Or is it Matt? And here comes the other one. What’s his name again? Ken was it?


They were ushered into their fleet of limousines along with their retinue of PR people, bouncers, hairdressers and ego masseurs, and the stretch vehicles lined up behind me, crouched like David Coulthard (but with a less square face) at the wheel of a hired Mondeo. John, wearing a Radio 1 bomber jacket and finishing off an egg mayonnaise barm cake, positioned his Vauxhall Cavalier at the rear of the procession. Confident that everyone was present and correct I flashed a ‘chocks away’ thumbs-up through the open window for the benefit of no one in particular save the gathered paparazzi. I then floored the accelerator and, as Dan Brown might say, gunned the car out of the compound with the precious Bros following in my wake. Speed was of the essence. We were already running late. And there was FM to be switched on. It was a matter of national importance.


On leaving the VIP zone of the airport apron I confidently took the first right. Straight into a small, disused goods yard stacked with rotting pallets and rusting oil drums. If I’d been in there on my own I could perhaps have negotiated my way out within ten minutes by performing a seventeen-point turn. Unfortunately the rest of the motorcade had piled into the dead end behind me, and gridlock ensued. Already a quarter of an hour behind schedule, we were then delayed a further twenty minutes while the consignment of stretch monstrosities reversed gingerly back out onto the busy airport approach road. What Matt, Luke and Baz thought, heaven only knows.


However, we found our way back to the BBC and in scenes reminiscent of Mission Impossible managed to throw the all-important fake switch in the nick of time. What a relief to the people of the North.


Today that FM we switched on is still working. So am I. And so is John.


But whatever happened to Bros, eh?
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<[photo of MR at Piccadilly Radio with records here]>



















3. THE DAY I LOST SEVERAL PLOTS






My first job in the media was at Piccadilly Radio in Manchester where I started work in September 1979. In those days of idealistic optimism it was perceived that commercial radio stations would rival the BBC in the breadth of programmes they would offer. As a result Piccadilly employed people to look after news, current affairs, sport, drama, specialist music, documentaries, features and community action projects. Not all the programmes they turned out were of top quality, but at least if you were in Manchester for a week and listened to the station’s output, you would understand something of the city you found yourself in. It was a wholly noble attempt to create a viable alternative to the BBC establishment and, while not entirely driven by altruism, profit being part of the equation, it seemed for a time that the plan would work. Across the country a network of big town and city stations sprung up offering something that seemed to combine a genuine desire to reflect and add to the cultural life of the locality with a bit of the heady excitement of the pirate stations thrown in.


Sadly the principles were gradually eroded and sacrificed in the pursuit of profit. Once it became evident that you could win more listeners, and therefore more advertising revenue, by playing Whitney Houston and Dire Straits records instead of trying out new magazine programmes, the end was in sight for anyone who worked outside the mainstream. Don’t get me wrong, I understand that these enterprises have to turn a profit, but somebody somewhere, the government or the Independent Broadcasting Authority, should have made it impossible for them to go down that road. If they had, we would now have a network of long-established commercial stations giving a vibrant picture of life in their locality. What we’ve ended up with is a collection of identikit operations all playing whatever you consider to be the current equivalents of Whitney Houston and Dire Straits. Leona Lewis and Coldplay, perhaps. With all due respect to the people who work for these organizations, and I dare say there are lots of talented and hard-working souls involved, my point is that these stations have become interchangeable and that can’t be right. Glasgow isn’t interchangeable with Edinburgh or Aberdeen or Liverpool or Hull, so why should the radio stations be? It’s not the end of the world or anything, but it’s one hell of a missed opportunity.


I arrived at Piccadilly when the blueprint for a brave new world of radio was still intact. I was interviewed by a suave and sonorously voiced chap called Tony Hawkins who was head of drama and classical music. His was a pretty good job although slightly compromised by having nobody to be head of. That was where I came in.


I wasn’t particularly worried about what might come up in the interview. I had studied English and American literature at university and so I’d read a few plays in my time and could drop names like Ionesco, Wesker and Marlowe into the conversation. I had no idea if Piccadilly were planning a Marlowe season, though it was hard to see how Dido, Queen of Carthage might sound if interspersed with adverts for Kwik-Fit exhaust centres, but I figured they might be drawn towards someone who at least knew what a play was to become the assistant (to) head of drama.
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