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For Tash




Introduction

When I first moved to Sheffield in 2004, it felt like a sparklingly metropolitan, beautiful and exciting place to be. Which may sound like an odd description for a city that has been clouded by a reputation as a post-industrial city rooted in decline and decay. But I grew up in fairly rural East Yorkshire. Until the age of eleven, I lived in a tiny village that had a phone box, a bus stop and a church. That was it. I then moved to a nearby larger town, one populated by pubs, chip shops, farmers, rugby players, violence and boredom. I had never lived in a city before moving to Sheffield for University. Nor had I ever lived anywhere with a record shop, gig venue, cinema, theatre, clothes shop or anything that you may associate with culture or things for a young person to do. So, when, at eighteen, I found myself with all of this on my doorstep, it was a powerful culture shift from my early teenage years spent smoking in darkened alleyways and wandering through fields or housing estates with bottles of cider, perpetually on the hunt for something to do. As naive as it sounds, and without meaning to over-egg the whole ‘small town hick goes to the big city’ schtick, Sheffield was a place that felt alive with possibility.

Sheffield is a post-industrial city. It’s scrappy, rough, run-down and worn out in certain parts, but it’s also a place that contains awe-inspiring beauty. As one of the greenest cities in Europe, with over 60 per cent of it made up of green spaces, boosted by its immediate proximity to the Peak District, it is also filled with lush parks, woodlands, gardens and around 4.5 million trees. It’s also an insanely hilly place – a common local quip is that it’s built on seven hills, like Rome – which means that the landscape is frequently punctuated by stunning views where a sea of houses, treetops, a mishmash of buildings and curvaceous rolling hills all join as one glorious vista.

There was a place we used to go to after house parties as the sun was coming up that we nicknamed, rather prosaically, ‘The Hill’. Located at the top of Psalter Lane, a leafy, affluent neighbourhood that used to contain a university campus, there was a spot where you could hop a wall, and a short fence, and take in spectacular panoramic views of the city. We would shuffle up to the hill, clutching bottles and cans of whatever, the last remnants of an ecstasy tablet no doubt still swilling around our bloodstream, tunes playing from a tiny tinny speaker, and go to watch the sunrise. The view was vast and immense, the sky sometimes an assortment of rich reds and deep oranges as it gave way to crystal blues and the piercing yellow of the glistening morning sun. If I could pinpoint a moment that I knew I lived in a city that was a bit different, a bit special, this was perhaps it.

However, while Sheffield’s beauty, and its ragged industrial charm, were blindingly obvious due to their omnipresence, its culture was not always as immediately evident. It took about a year of trial and error, of lost nights in terrible clubs, edgy pubs and garish bars, to realise that all the good stuff was a bit hidden. It took work to search it out, but once I did, I felt an immediate connection to the city’s underbelly. It soon transpired that there were so many people actively doing stuff independently, off the cuff: avant-garde music nights in the upstairs rooms of very sketchy footy pubs; parties held in the local institute for blind people; punk gigs in the back rooms of pubs where the floor would collapse under the weight of the bouncing; club nights, legal and illegal, in old crumbling warehouses in deep dark industrial Sheffield; after-hours raves in random pubs, living-room gigs and fully kitted-out house parties that went off like proper clubs.

Soon enough, everyone I came across was either a DJ and ran their own nights, was in a band or was a promoter of sorts. I’d never DJ’d in my life before moving to the city, but inspired by everyone else just seemingly having a go, in 2006 I started my own little club night. It was of no great historical significance or addition to the story of Sheffield music but it was a daft laugh and a place for people to let rip to the sounds of The Fall, LCD Soundsystem, Cabaret Voltaire or The Stooges once a month for a few years. A place where beautiful, sweat-drenched, wide-eyed memories were made, friendships flourished and relationships forged. All of which stemmed from taking over a rough pub – at the time a meeting ground for hardcore football hooligans where we had to DJ on top of the pool table – and turning it into something fun. Something that was ours.

My personal contribution to this story is so small that it is not even really worth mentioning, if only for the fact that my experience, I soon realised, was a microscopic example of something larger and more significant when it came to telling the story of Sheffield. The longer I lived in the city and grew to know its music and its history, I realised that this notion – find a space, do something, make a thing – was baked into its DNA. Almost all of the most exciting music, culture and happenings that I’ve come across in Sheffield ever since have stemmed from this idea of creating something with whatever you have access to. Making something from nothing.

What also became clear the longer I lived here is that the city is not one that wallows in its own legacy or is crippled by nostalgia. Philip Oakey was just a bloke in leather trousers you casually bumped into in Tesco’s rather than someone who was glorified or canonised with murals plastered all over buildings (even if this trend has picked up a little bit of steam in recent years). It just felt like a place filled with people cracking on and making stuff happen in a city that has always had fewer venues, less infrastructure and music industry activity than a lot of other places of a similar size. Sheffield contains a significantly lower population than cities such as Birmingham, Glasgow and Leeds, while regions such as Greater Manchester contain more than double the number of people living in South Yorkshire.

One of the drawbacks of this approach – head down, create, do your own thing – is that it’s not always celebrated or thoroughly documented. Being an egotist in Sheffield is a mortal sin. It is not a city that shouts about itself. The pride is in the work, not the talking about the work. So much so that when a London journalist moved to Sheffield a few years ago to begin working for a local news publication, she soon described the city as being in possession of ‘near-pathological humility’. Humility is an admirable trait, of course, but it’s also one that has resulted in a lot of cultural achievements perhaps not getting the kind of focus and attention they deserve over the years. It’s not a city that has a braggadocious swagger to it – Sheffield is very much not Manchester. But while it’s not like Manchester in terms of culture and attitude, it has also not been written about and documented to a level anywhere close to the city that sits less than forty miles away. Manchester has scores of books, films, documentaries, plays and exhibitions that have illustrated the city’s rich, pioneering and innovative music history. Sheffield’s musical history – which is vast and staggering in its scope and quality – is as deserving of such documentation. And so I hope this book goes at least some way to celebrating those who shy away from celebration.

Perhaps another reason Sheffield has never grabbed the headlines as a game-changing musical city, compared to others, is that it doesn’t fit into a neat narrative package. Sheffield has never really had its equivalent to Merseybeat, Madchester, the Midlands’ ska revival or Bristol’s trip-hop. The musical output of the city is characterised by a feverish eclecticism and individualism that cannot be easily defined or contained by a genre, a scene, or sound. It’s a city that has been home to innovative and pioneering electronic music, world-conquering heavy metal, perfect pop music, record-breaking indie and seismically important dance music. It’s a city that has had a ceaselessly thriving musical underground, driven by a staunch DIY ethos, but also one that has encountered astronomical levels of commercial success and cultural clout – changing the sound of popular music the world over as a result. So this is an attempt to capture all that beautiful, chaotic, genre-hopping music – and the trailblazing people behind it all – in one digestible place.

This book starts in 1960 and wraps up in the 2020s. We move from the years of back-room pub singers and dodgy club promoters, as the city tries to escape from the aftermath of the war, into the story of how a city that was hammered by Thatcherism and post-industrial decline managed to turn those burned ashes into a completely unique futurist style that not only changed electronic music but altered perceptions of how and what independent music could be. Then we head into decades that cover era-defining record labels, the mainstream success of outsider pop acts, raves, cults and generational guitar bands.

However, it’s worth pointing out that Sheffield has often been quite blokey when it comes to music. Often this is reflective of the times, when fewer women were involved in music, or perhaps were less welcome in some instances, but even within that it has traditionally been a very male story often told by the same men. I have tried to rectify this and include more women’s voices than ever before, as many of them have been overlooked or omitted in the past. While I remain aware that this is still a predominantly male-centric book in terms of the voices featured, as is the history of Sheffield music, I really hope it offers a broader perspective when it comes to the vital role women have played over the years.

This book is not an encyclopaedia – it doesn’t cover everything that took place during these years – but instead is a story of Sheffield music told through its independent drive, creative characters and DIY spirit. In a city that has never had any major media infrastructure, music industry base, powerful mouthpieces and influential figures like Tony Wilson, it has consistently punched above its weight. While it has often been left to its own devices, or actively ignored at times, this absence created a need – a mandate even – to do things for oneself. A sense of: nobody is going to do this for you, so do it yourself. And so they did. Spectacularly. Over and over again.




Prologue: The Ugliest Town in the World

Before we jump straight to 1960, I’d like to welcome you to Sheffield. For those who don’t know, it is a city in the north of England with a population of around half a million people. As mentioned before, it is very green and pretty but also has plenty of industrial heritage still present via old warehouses, factories and workshops. It is hilly, often agonisingly so. It is a haven for beer – known as ‘the real ale capital of the world’ – and has tremendous pubs. It’s home to both the world’s oldest football club, Sheffield FC, and the world’s oldest football ground, Sandygate. It was a central driving force in the country’s Industrial Revolution, and became so known for its steel production that the stamp ‘Made in Sheffield’ – that you may find on your cutlery – was seen as a mark of quality craftsmanship around the world. At its peak, Sheffield was annually producing and exporting around fifty million knives, forks, spoons, scissors, razor blades and so on. Its reputation was such that it even became known as ‘The Steel City’, a nickname it shares with Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in the US.

Today, it has attempted to rebrand itself as ‘The Outdoor City’, on account of its plentiful green spaces perfect for activities like walking, hiking, cycling and climbing, as well as the fact it also lies at the confluence of five rivers: Don, Sheaf, Rivelin, Loxley and Porter. It has taken a long time, and arguably this is still ongoing, to shake off its reputation as a grimy industrial place. In the spring of 1936, George Orwell visited the city for research for what would become his book The Road to Wigan Pier. His contempt for the city, despite only being here for just a few days, ran deep. He ended up declaring it ‘the ugliest town in the world’. Orwell further added: ‘it seems to me, by daylight, one of the most appalling places I have ever seen. In whichever direction you look you see the same landscape of monstrous chimneys pouring forth smoke.’ The Victorian art critic John Ruskin has frequently been quoted – without verification – as describing Sheffield, and its duality in existing between beauty and grime, as ‘a dirty picture in a golden frame’.

Its aesthetic reputation wasn’t helped when the city was targeted heavily by the Luftwaffe during World War Two due to the city’s industrial importance and role as an arms manufacturer. The intense and catastrophic bombing campaign, which completely destroyed entire sections of the city, became known as the Sheffield Blitz. Almost 700 people died and it resulted in around 78,000 homes being damaged and 3,000 destroyed, leaving about 40,000 people homeless. Work to rebuild and reshape the city began to take hold, most notably in the 1960s after the plans that had been put in place in the 1950s came to fruition. This is partly the reason the book starts in the 1960s, kicking things off in a new era of inspired modernity, development, progress and hope for a new city, which concurrently ran alongside the growing cultural and musical shifts that began to take hold.

1960 is a useful, and symbolic, jumping-off point but it was not ground zero. Music has existed, in various forms, in the city stretching back hundreds of years. Little Haggas Croft, located in a woodland behind a primary school, is said, by some, to be the birthplace of Robin of Loxley, aka Robin Hood. Medieval ballads stretching back over 600 years to the 1500s can be traced back to songs that were sung about the local folk hero. In Paradise Square in the city centre, a place once used for public meetings and heated political debates, as crowds gathered there weekly, you’ll find a tribute to Samuel Goodlad: the blind musician and philanthropist who set up a group for blind fiddle players in Sheffield in the mid 1700s. The rich, resonant sound of brass has long been ricocheting through the valleys of the city, with Sheffield’s Woodhouse Prize Band thought to be one of the oldest brass bands in the world with a history stretching back to 1853. On Boxing Day, if you head out to the Old Harrow pub in Grenoside, you’ll find masses of turkey-bloated tummies and fuzzy heads standing outside in the cold bite of a winter’s morning as the boom of voices singing folk songs fills the streets, along with the scraping, clacking rhythm of sword dancers jostling and jogging around before ritually beheading – theatrically speaking – their captain. This is a tradition that goes back hundreds of years and the Grenoside Sword Dancers are now one of only a handful of traditional longsword dance sides in the UK (another is located in Handsworth, also in Sheffield).

Victorian-era music halls were also huge in Sheffield. Quite literally. For a period, the Alexandra Music Hall was the biggest building in the city. It was a space that could hold three to four thousand people and would host a rotation of musicals, comedies, singers and even dog shows. The Alexandra was only replaced as the city’s biggest building when the Town Hall opened in 1897. So, spaces for music and revelry predated such significant additions.

Thomas Youdan was a notable theatre and musical hall proprietor during this period and was responsible for such prestigious buildings as the Surrey Music Hall (renamed Surrey Theatre) and the aforementioned Alexandra Music Hall. The latter ended up being the site of a gruesome murder–suicide involving the theatre’s night watchman but it was also an early indication of how music and industry would intersect in the city. While the building itself had been a purpose-built theatre, initially opening as the Adelphi in 1837, it was in the deep heart of industrial Sheffield. The Era newspaper reported at the time that the building was ‘entirely surrounded by grinding wheels, furnaces, coal pits’. It was unique in that the stage house was constructed on top of girders that stretched out over the outflow from the rivers Don and Sheaf, meaning it stood above the river that carried the excess waste and spill out from the nearby factories – music and the churn of industry sitting side by side. Years later, as industry in the city fell into sharp decline, many of these kinds of factories, warehouses and workshops would become new homes for music: rehearsal spaces, recording studios, locations for parties, raves and gigs. The two have a long-standing symbiotic relationship and the creativity and musical output of Sheffield owes an enormous debt to the industry that preceded it due to the plentiful, and often dirt-cheap, spaces that became vital cultural hubs.

The first half of the twentieth century was of course centred around two world wars, during which time advancements in music scenes, youth cultures and new sounds were halted somewhat. But during these decades, Sheffield had already firmly established a rich tradition of choral music which it maintained throughout. When Sheffield City Hall opened in 1932, it was almost exclusively choral and classical music that was performed there for many years before the more prominent emergence of jazz, skiffle and early rock ’n’ roll began to seep in. Bob Stanley, in his superb book Yeah Yeah Yeah: The Story of Modern Pop, refers to this period (which he puts as 1945–54) as: ‘pop’s Dark Ages, invisible and obscure’. It’s an era that is ‘barely documented’ and ‘if remembered at all, it’s a period of stagnation, a stop-gap between the swing era and the rock era, full of identikit balladeers, stars of their day who have all but vanished from collective memory.’

Instead, this period was primarily associated with crippling post-war austerity rather than cultural explosions and the dawn of a new musical era. Dance halls, variety shows, seaside resorts and working men’s clubs were still the primary venues for music. As bombsites littered the country, and food rationing endured many years beyond the Second World War, over in post-war America things were booming. Not only was the economy prospering, but it was ushering in a new age of popular culture that the UK, and Sheffield, was lapping up.

Even though there were significant advances in British pop culture – 1952 saw both the arrival of the 7-inch record, as well as the launch of the country’s longest-running music magazine, the New Musical Express – the UK was hugely behind America. In 1955 when Bill Haley and the Comets were the first rock act to appear on The Ed Sullivan Show, 75 per cent of American households already owned a TV, giving them a front-row seat for the likes of Elvis Presley and Gene Vincent who were just around the corner and about to set their screens alight. It would not be until the following decade that the majority of UK households would own televisions and have that sort of access – Top of the Pops was not first broadcast until 1964.

So, during this era in England, record shops took off, along with coffee bars and cafés inspired by American diner culture that contained 7-inch jukeboxes stuffed with fresh rock ’n’ roll sounds. And Sheffield was no exception in hoovering up this huge American influence. In the mid to late 1950s, there was a skiffle craze in Sheffield, which found itself home to numerous competitions between bands, while jazz clubs began to sprout up across the city too, but the primary flavour of the period was still very American. It’s telling that Sheffield’s first proper pop star, Dave Berry, who would not appear until 1963, was named after his rock ’n’ roll hero, Chuck Berry, and his first single would be a cover of a song by the same artist. It took some time for Sheffield to crawl out of the dark depths of its post-war slump and bleak austerity to forge its own identity.

For now though, we briefly return to Thomas Youdan before moving into the 1960s. He ended up as a councillor in the city and with a reputation as something of a philanthropist who helped shape the legacy of music, and football, in the city: the first ever multi-club tournament, predating the FA Cup, was the Youdan Cup. But he also had a darker side. He was repeatedly found to be in breach of laws such as the Theatre Act, putting on unlicensed events, as well as operating illegal lottery competitions. He also appeared in court denying a paternity case in which he was found to have fathered a child with one of his barmaids, who was just fifteen at the time. So, it is oddly fitting that this book starts, eighty-four years on from Youdan’s death, with the story of another dodgy music venue owner, or two, who contributed greatly to the history and story of Sheffield music but also left behind tarnished reputations. And even worse haircuts.




1960s
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A Rough, Tough, Working-Class City

The story of music in 1960s Sheffield is heavily shaped by two people who would become vituperative rivals: Terry Thornton and Peter Stringfellow.

To those more familiar with his later career escapades, Stringfellow may seem like an odd name to appear here. The late nightclub mogul, who once attracted the likes of Madonna, Jack Nicholson, Elton John and Margaret Thatcher to his clubs, is perhaps not what comes to mind when you think of a 1960s industrial northern city and its stirrings of cultural modernity. Stringfellow felt like the kind of figure forever trapped in all the gauche excess, flamboyance and tasteless decadence of the worst aspects of the 1980s. But the Sheffield origins of the self-described ‘dyed-in-the-wool Tory’ known for running strip clubs, bragging about how many women he’d slept with, and wearing leopard-print thongs, were far more interesting than the walking caricature he later became.

But first comes Terry Thornton. A figure who, in many ways, encompasses Sheffield’s long-standing do-it-yourself attitude. He opened Club 60 in 1960 in a musty old beer cellar underneath the former Acorn Inn pub in Shalesmoor, a connecting gateway between the city centre and the more sparse industrial parts of the city. It saw the likes of Eric Clapton, Rod Stewart and Ginger Baker all play there but it was a ramshackle affair. The club was like a cave – part pirate ship vibes with fish netting hanging from the roof, and part DIY sci-fi set, with the walls wrapped in silver foil. You would also find a grandfather clock, along with paraffin and hurricane lamps dotted around the place, while the ashtrays were made out of large seashells from the local fish market and placed on top of the tables, which were huge cask beer barrels.

As bricolage as Club 60 was, it was a really significant addition to the city. Sheffield in 1960 was not synonymous with music and nightlife. ‘It was a rough, tough, working-class city, slow to recover from the devastation of the blitz and the aftermath of World War Two,’ Terry Thornton said. ‘Everything closed at 10. It was strictly a bed and work city and if you were out on the streets after dark you were either a burglar or going to start the night shift at one of the many local foundries.’

To get the club into shape they had to clear away more than 1,500 square feet of debris. It wasn’t a licensed premises, so there was no booze, just coffee and soft drinks. When it opened, it billed itself as a ‘local jazz club with a continental atmosphere’. Which is one way to describe it. Given it was in a cellar, there was no ventilation whatsoever and the club had a distinct smell. The heating came from pungent paraffin stoves, while cigarette smoke lingered endlessly. Then throw in the damp odour of constant condensation, and a whiff of disinfectant to mask it all, and you certainly have a continental atmosphere. It was so soggy and damp in there that the house piano in the club began to slowly fall apart as the glue holding it all together softened. Although too big and heavy to remove, it was dismantled, hidden under the stairs and left to rot. Mould would grow all over the furniture during the week and have to be wiped clean before opening for the weekend. It was prone to flooding too, often retaining flood water on the floor. However, immaculately dressed kids would flock there regardless of its less than elegant interior, and dance away in the flooded bowels of the building regardless. The nearby pub, The Ship, had seen the swathes of young people descending on Club 60 and wanted to get in on the action so they converted their back room for a hipper, younger audience, painting it in wild colours and renaming it: the Zen Den.

As a marketing ploy to bring more people in, Thornton began spreading stories of how this odd-smelling, flood-prone old beer cellar was in fact haunted. The local papers ran with it and psychics were brought in to confirm ‘a spirit influence’. ‘Pop down to Club 60 and catch rheumatics and get scared to death by our ghost,’ read one local advert for the club. ‘You’ll always remember Club 60.’

The club was virgin territory and so operations were loose and primitive. Bits of torn-off old wallpaper were given to people as ‘pass-outs’ in place of hand stamps for re-entry. ‘We made it up as we went along,’ Thornton said. It was, however, a genuine mecca for young people as somewhere stripped of any associations with the past, their parents and parents’ music. An interview with a Teddy boy in the Sheffield Star in 1960 is an example of how little there was to do. When asked what he was doing that night he replied: ‘I just don’t know, man. What is there to do in Sheffield? It’s a real dump of a place.’

Prior to this, the cinema or a coffee bar were the only real options for anything resembling late-night entertainment for young people. The American influence of 1950s rock ’n’ roll and jukebox cafés became more dominant. A place called Marsden’s Milk Bar turned its downstairs area into the Teenage Cavern. Each coffee bar would draw its own crowd and clique: the Mustard Seed was a place for the greaser biker-types, while the El Mambo, populated by hardened Teddy boys and sex workers, gave the place a seedy and gritty reputation. You could also buy overpriced joints in there, and the two rooms – one upstairs, one down – were named Heaven and Hell. ‘It was deadly dangerous,’ guitarist Dave Hawley once recalled. The Sidewalk Café, a basement coffee bar with black walls and red lights that felt more like a dark cave, became the place to be in the early 1960s, attracting everyone from musicians to footballers and teenagers.

While jazz and folk clubs existed at the time, often upstairs or in the back rooms of pubs such The Cranes, Club 60 was a dedicated new music space for a new, young generation to call their own. It would be packed, dripping with sweat, as hundreds (capacity was around 350) would come to see the likes of Joe Cocker and the Grease Band, Dave Berry and the Cruisers, Jimmy Crawford and the Ravens, Eric Burdon and the Animals, and countless others. Club 60 was dubbed Sheffield’s answer to Liverpool’s infamous Cavern Club. Local guitarist Frank White, a virtuoso known for playing a very rare double-neck guitar, called it ‘probably the best rock ’n’ roll club ever’.

This is not to say the 1950s were a musical wasteland, but that decade had even slimmer pickings than the early 1960s, which were still in very much a neophyte stage. Sheffield as a city was especially nightlife-averse due to its tight government-enforced curfew. Pubs closed at 10 p.m., earlier than any other nearby town or city, as a legacy from the war where Sheffield – a key manufacturing hub due to its industry – needed to be in bed early, rested and operating at maximum efficiency.

Street lights were switched off at midnight and this remained the case up until the mid 1960s. Couple this with the churning smoke of factories and vast quantities of coal dust particles floating in the air, and what you had was a city that existed in a state of near total blackness at night. Even during the daytime, the smog was so thick and engulfing that the trams would have to have their lights on. This all conjures up an image more in keeping with Victorian times than of a city entering a supposedly swinging decade. ‘The smog certainly had an effect on my health – I have had bronchitis ever since,’ the jazz drummer and Derek Bailey collaborator, Tony Oxley, once said. ‘You couldn’t see the bottom of the street. We always seemed to be fogged in.’ Anxious mothers would take sickly children to the doctors only to be told they shouldn’t worry and that they simply had ‘a Sheffield cough’ due to the inescapable pollution.

Local bands were still such a nascent thing that it would often take a few years, moving into the 1960s, until something clicked. The jazz outfit Ron Lindsay and the Coasters, for example, who formed in 1958, contained a young singer called Jimmy Crawford. In 1961, now solo, Crawford looked to be Sheffield’s first breakthrough pop star. The crooner got a deal with Columbia Records and had a top 20 hit with a cover of the Paris Sisters’ ‘I Love How You Love Me’ but was unable to repeat the success and he soon faded away. Coincidentally, Terry Thornton was briefly a member of Ron Lindsay and the Coasters before he moved into the world of promotions. But by 1962 he was leaving behind the damp world of Club 60 as he opened The Esquire in an old flour mill (which would later become The Leadmill). He built a new coffee bar on the top floor and opened up a giant hole in the floor which overlooked the dance floor, giving punters a unique view of acts playing.

Once again, it had a unique vibe. The décor had an African theme, with traditional face masks imported from Nairobi, along with more fishing nets, a huge crocodile hung from the roof, a splayed tiger skin pinned to the wall. Plus, there were swords, animal heads, guns, bits of boats, an assortment of odd shoes with faces painted on them, a skeleton with boots on, and the headlights from a Model T Ford. The stage was as much of a makeshift affair, supposedly being made from two grand pianos with their legs sawn off.

The club was a huge success from the off, with 200-plus acts performing in the first year alone, such as The Kinks, Carl Perkins, Dave Berry, Alex Harvey and Tubby Hayes. Soon Thornton was booking The Yardbirds, Jimmy Powell and John Lee Hooker. One of the most memorable shows of this auspicious opening year featured The Walker Brothers. They had the crowd in such a frenzy that when they went onstage they were pulled into the audience by the hungry masses, keen to literally rip the clothes off their bodies. After fifteen minutes of being mauled they were returned to the dressing room. They then went out to try once more but were quickly swallowed by the audience again and that was the extent of the show. The Esquire was also home to some of the first ever all-nighter events in the north of England, running from midnight until 8 a.m. – it was here that John Vincent, who later became a resident at Wigan Casino, started off his DJ’ing career.

Fear, Sweat and Excrement

However, Thornton soon had competition from a young lad called Peter Stringfellow. Born in 1940, Stringfellow grew up in Pitsmoor, a former village and working-class area of Sheffield, left school at fifteen, and joined the merchant navy at sixteen. Upon returning after a two-year stretch, he worked a variety of jobs, ending up as a hotshot carpet salesman by age twenty-one. However, he soon noticed what he thought was a major flaw in the stocktaking system at the company, and began to sell the carpets from the warehouse on the side. Management got wise, set him up for a bogus deal to prove it, and he was caught, arrested and summoned to court in 1962. Much to Stringfellow’s own amazement and horror, he was sentenced to prison, serving two months: two weeks in Armley in Leeds, before a further six at an open institution. ‘The smell of prison has stayed with me always,’ he wrote in his 1996 autobiography. ‘The peculiar mixture of fear, sweat, and excrement has left an indelible mark on my memory.’

After his incarceration, Stringfellow struggled to find employment. He missed out on a job as a van driver for local band Johnny Tempest and the Cadillacs, but got an insight into how much money could be made from putting on bands. So, in the summer of 1962, dejected and left with limited options, Stringfellow decided to become a promoter. He hired St Aidan’s Church Hall and booked The Pursers as his first band. He crafted a handmade sign with bicycle paint that read ‘Dig this, Daddy’o’. Stringfellow was so inexperienced that he had to run home during the band’s interval to get his mum’s radiogram so there was some music to fill the deathly silence of the room. He lost money but after persisting with further shows by Johnny Tempest and up-and-coming singer Dave Berry – the aforementioned rock ’n’ roll obsessive whose soon-to-be-first hit was a cover of ‘Memphis, Tennessee’ by Chuck Berry – Stringfellow found success. He renamed the church hall the Black Cat Club. It was a family operation: Stringfellow’s mum was the cashier, his dad the doorman, and his brother, Geoff, helped book bands.

An incendiary early show by Screaming Lord Sutch – one filled with machetes, pig’s blood and a finale involving setting a chair on fire – caused pandemonium and gave Stringfellow the idea to create his own, more budget-friendly theatrical band. He found a local Elvis impersonator called Ray Stuart who he nicknamed Frankenstein on account of his large square head. He renamed his band The Monsters and had them perform wild antics to wind the crowd up into a frenzy. One night ended with Stuart blown off his feet, and partially deafened, by a dodgy pyrotechnic, while on another evening Stuart, as Frankenstein, pretended to kidnap a woman from the audience but missed his cue to throw her back safely into the arms of people who had been assigned to catch her. An ambulance was swiftly called but Stringfellow thought she was dead, describing those moments as being the most terrifying of his life. However, it appears any lingering feelings of fear or terror quickly subsided once the winded and dazed woman came around. Stringfellow said that he later had sex with her in the club. The club – well, church hall – was quickly doubling up as an extension of Stringfellow’s bedroom. He once boasted: ‘I’d make love on the stage when the band had gone home, in the emergency exit, in the loo, in the back of vans, in the front of cars’.

However, Stringfellow wouldn’t have to rely on shock rock for much longer. He was about to book a young bunch of Scousers. After seeing an advert in NME, he booked The Beatles in November 1962 for a show the following year. ‘Merseybeat was about to explode and I was perfectly poised for the blast,’ he would later say. With no phone at home, Stringfellow did all of his bookings from a payphone on his mum’s council estate. It was from here that he spoke with Brian Epstein to book the thriving young group. The agreed £50 fee had been bumped to £65 due to demand – a fee that Stringfellow initially baulked at because he didn’t think they were well known enough. Stringfellow sat on the booking, waiting for two days, only for Epstein to say it was now £100. They agreed on £85, the most Stringfellow had ever spent by a considerable margin. It was a booking that would ruin him if it didn’t come good. He left the phone box that day in a dread-filled sweat.

Stringfellow claimed the capacity of the Black Cat was 210 but he would let in 600. However when he sold over 1,500 advance tickets for The Beatles show, he knew he had to expand, so he booked the Azena Ballroom in Gleadless, known as ‘Sheffield’s poshest dance hall’. Stringfellow remembered picking the band up from their hotel, all of them giddy with excitement as they crammed into the back of his Ford Anglia. When they turned up at the venue, he claimed the owner’s wife literally fainted when she found out he had filled their 450-capacity ballroom with 2,000 people. Plus there were another 1,000 punters clambering to get in. Seeing the seething crowds demanding admission, Stringfellow feared he would lose them all as future customers if they couldn’t see the band, and so he booted open the fire escape to let the swelling, pop-hungry masses inside. It was pure chaos. People screamed until they lost their voices, countless people fainted, and it resulted in The Beatles literally running out of the venue to escape after the show.

Buoyed by the success, and the increasing reputation and attention Stringfellow was getting in the city, he opened a second club, the Blue Moon, which was in another church hall. When he booked The Kinks, he once again stuffed the venue so much that the floor collapsed. He was so worried about potential injuries, and lawsuits no doubt, that could arise when the audience inevitably started stomping their feet for an encore, that he swiftly played a Cliff Richard record in order to send them fleeing.

Ever a zeitgeist-chaser, Stringfellow’s booking policy was often based purely on looks and hipness. He once declined to book Gerry and the Pacemakers because ‘Gerry had a little fat face and was not glamorous or sexy.’ Rod Stewart, on the other hand, he saw as a kindred spirit and would later give him his first ever solo billing.

Meanwhile at The Esquire, they were running into a spot of trouble of their own. In 1963, there was a ‘Chicago-style raid’ on the club, as one headline read. This took place at a show by Vance Arnold and the Avengers, a band led by a young gas fitter by the name of Joe Cocker. They were just about to start when forty-odd police swarmed the club. They blocked off all exits and roads and some people were held for hours, refusing to be allowed to use the toilet, and long past the point of being able to get home via public transport. The police were accused of using needless bullying tactics on the raid, at huge taxpayer expense, yielding no info other than some people inside were not registered members. It was an early indication that this new swell of young people gravitating towards nightclubs was being carefully watched by the authorities.

The Esquire was a magnet for local characters. One regular patron, a local builder, was known as Hamlet because of his obsessive and impressive knowledge of Shakespeare. Thornton would book him to perform impromptu recitations, something he was so skilled at that he could hold a young crowd in stunned silence as he reeled off line after line from memory. And he wasn’t the only impressive local wordsmith knocking around at this time. David Bowie’s dad was from nearby Doncaster and his uncle Jim worked in a local steelworks. He was said to have such an impressive vocabulary that he purportedly learnt every single word in the Oxford Dictionary.

Dave Berry played there a lot, and it was the unique layout of the Esquire that would allow him to forge his distinct stagecraft. There was a pole on the stage floor to prop up the balcony but it became a prop. He would creep and swoon around it, and this would become a key part of his stage show, one that saw him often trying to find ways to hide himself onstage, be it around corners, curtains, via his upturned collar, or behind a pole. He was an excellent manipulator of the microphone cable for theatrical effect, wrapping it around himself and through his fingers in an almost sensual way. Something another of Sheffield’s most venerated pop stars, Jarvis Cocker, would also later do to great effect.

By 1964 Berry, backed by his band The Cruisers, had become a genuine teen idol pop star via his hit ‘The Crying Game’. Berry’s top 5 single would later be covered by a huge variety of people from Boy George and Kylie Minogue to the Sex Pistols. With Berry flying high as a pop star, performing on TV, touring the world, and being greeted by thousands of screaming fans, it began to feel like some real momentum was building. But despite little flourishes here and there, in terms of infrastructure and culture, Sheffield remained a cripplingly modest scene compared to other cities. As a predominantly working-class city that was still very much focused around industry and manufacturing, it tended not to attract people to move there – the city’s population decreased, decade on decade, from the 1951 census onwards until 2011 – and therefore a vibrant social and cultural network did not grow.

In comparison, Manchester at this time had a booming media industry and was the base for the northern offices of national newspapers, as well as having successful pop groups like The Hollies and Herman’s Hermits. The city boasted around thirty similar clubs, compared with Sheffield’s handful. But more began to spring open. The Black Swan opened in 1963 and would become a vital venue over the coming years. One of the first venues for Black music in the city opened at Eversley House in Upperthorpe, becoming the Caribbean Club in 1964. This was a spot for the local West Indian community and the first of its kind to offer an alternative to the clandestine house parties – often known as a blues or shebeens – that the Black community had taken upon themselves to throw given the lack of other options. Soon enough, everyone from Jimmy Cliff to Millie was playing there.

But the biggest addition to Sheffield’s mid-1960s music scene came from Stringfellow. Limited by capacity at his church hall clubs, as well as an inability to make the spaces truly his own, he was searching for another premises. He found somewhere located next to a bombsite and in 1964 he signed a contract to rent it. The Mojo – or the King Mojo as it would later be named – was a spectacularly unspectacular building from the outside. It was a large Victorian house that had been a ballroom and dance school, located in Pitsmoor, a residential area and former mining village. This was a part of town more associated with industry, pollution and smog than it was music and culture at the time. With its makeshift DIY sign outside, it had more of the vibe of the type of dentist’s practice you see in built-up residential areas. Just a strange, incongruous location for a business that had no relationship to its surroundings. However, inside it was otherworldly.

The backdrop of The Mojo in the early days had something of a junk shop vibe to it, as Stringfellow had encouraged people to bring in an item that they felt defined the term ‘mojo’ when the club opened. So they brought everything from dolls and puppets to dustbin lids, which were placed alongside a wall of records. Stringfellow had also painted African warriors all over the walls with their eyes as mirrors. There was no booze licence, so it just had a coffee bar. Once again, it was a family-run operation with Stringfellow’s mum on the door. A shrewd businesswoman, she wouldn’t let anyone in for free. Even to the point where an artist had to pay to get into the venue to play their own gig one evening because she thought they were trying to blag their way in.

The Mojo had a deeply impressive run between 1964 and 1967. Initially appealing to a more suited and booted mod crowd, it became a hotbed for bands associated with the scene as well as northern soul – hosting all-dayers and nighters years before the likes of the Wigan Casino, but just after the Twisted Wheel in Manchester. Ever the penny pincher, these events proved attractive to Stringfellow for financial reasons. He could get stars like Wilson Pickett on the cheap to come and play at 2 a.m. after he’d done a normal gig elsewhere. Similarly, Stevie Wonder, who was touring with a twenty-piece band at the time, was cheaper to get for a daytime slot before his evening show at another club.

Stringfellow had a flat above the club, with his then-girlfriend Coral and his dog Fume McCool, and years later would write about events that took place there. When Wonder played, he was desperate for the bathroom and – given there was no such thing as proper changing rooms or toilets in the club for performers – Stringfellow led him to his flat upstairs rather than steering him through the crowds to use the public one. Coral was in the bath but Wonder insisted he needed to go. As he was blind, it was suggested it wouldn’t be an issue, only for Coral to get a front row seat for Wonder’s rather strange pre-gig ritual: sitting on the toilet with his trousers around his ankles, singing and playing a mouth organ while defecating.

The club’s unusual set-up, with no artist toilets or alcohol available, didn’t work for everyone. When told there was no hooch around, Sonny Boy Williamson swiftly sent Stringfellow off to the shops for a bottle of whisky, which he finished off in full before playing. Much like Stevie Wonder, Williamson had his own pre-show ritual involving mouth organs and toilets, of sorts. Williamson would urinate on his harmonicas before taking to the stage, claiming they sounded better after a good soaking.

As was now customary, Stringfellow packed his club to bursting point. Bands had to walk through the audience to get on and offstage due to its odd layout, and one night the audience was so rammed and enthusiastic that an artist found themselves literally trapped. At the height of their powers, Ike and Tina Turner were letting rip a magnificent, sweat-drenched set in 1966, and the audience were rabid. Demanding more, they wouldn’t let the band leave. ‘Peter, get me the fuck off this stage,’ Turner yelled at him. Stringfellow told her to fake fainting so she could be carried out over the sardine-packed audience. She dropped into Stringfellow’s arms, they both crashed to the ground, and then Tina Turner was held aloft and passed along like a comatose crowd-surfer.

While Stringfellow was unquestionably booking great artists, he was also a shrewd and still slightly dodgy businessman. One night, after paying over the odds for Bo Diddley, and with nobody showing up, a panic-stricken Stringfellow scanned the ‘watertight’ contract he had been sent to see how he could weasel out of the deal. Shy of ‘an act from God’, he couldn’t. So to create some divine intervention himself, he feigned a power cut by shutting off all the power to the venue just as Diddley pulled up. Stringfellow never paid him.

By this time, a feud was developing between Stringfellow and Thornton. They would have digs at one another in the press and Stringfellow in particular loved to wind Thornton up. When The Mojo changed names to become the King Mojo, Stringfellow even stole the design of the crown in the Esquire logo that sat on top of the ‘E’ to use as his own. The inference, of course, being that there was a new king in town.

Such was the rapid pace at which youth culture accelerated in the mid 1960s, as new musical styles, fashions, dance crazes and trends came into play, the club had to move at a similar speed. This was reflected in the decor, which was painted by local artists such as Paul Norton, Colin Duffield, Sue Barfield, Alanah Hatfield, Dave Senior and Julia Shrivasta. The African warriors with dazzling mirrored eyes were replaced by comic-style pop art, then there was a period of mystical Eastern imagery, with some classic Indian art on the walls. Plus, a 1920s gangster-themed period, in which murals of suited men pointing guns and targets adorned the walls – the clientele followed in wearing 1920s-style gangster suits. Its final aesthetic incarnation was its psychedelic and flower power era, with lysergic trippy murals on the wall. By his own admission, Stringfellow was purely trend-driven in his tastes. ‘The Mojo was wild, crazy, noisy – [I’d] jump on any fashion that was going,’ he once said.

Perhaps the single performance that came to define the venue’s psychedelic era was that of Jimi Hendrix, who Stringfellow booked in 1966 for the princely sum of £50. Although the guitarist’s reputation for drugs preceded him, and so the police were informed that someone at The Mojo would have drugs on them when he and his band turned up. This may have been linked to the band’s show the previous day where bass player, Noel Redding, is said to have sustained two broken ribs at the Twisted Wheel in Manchester during an apparent drug bust that saw plain-clothes officers manhandling him and supposedly hanging him up on some iron railings.

But Sheffield wasn’t ready to mount any operation to deal with this, even if it was likely only going to be a small amount of weed. Long before the days of specialised drug squads and with a police force ill-equipped to deal with such a call, they bizarrely sent the fire brigade to deal with the tip-off. A couple of burly firemen demanded to know where Hendrix’s drugs were, but were forced to apologise after finding nothing. Reports vary but one punter claims Hendrix literally had a spliff in his mouth during all of this and the firemen were just none the wiser. Playing later that night, Hendrix fried minds with a monstrous noise of a kind Sheffield had not heard before, playing ‘Purple Haze’, supposedly for the first time ever.

Given this era is one that went hand in hand with sexual liberation – and considering Stringfellow’s more-than-liberal views on sex – the club was becoming more than just a music venue and also a bit of an anything-goes hook-up joint. ‘The car park beside The Mojo Club would be littered with condoms after the all-nighters,’ Stringfellow recalled. ‘The Mojo days were four years of pure hedonism.’ With no alcohol, it was often more than just caffeine that kept the crowd going. ‘Black bombers and purple hearts were the ecstasy of the ’60s,’ Stringfellow later said, referring to types of amphetamine tablets popular at the time. ‘They kept everyone wide-eyed and wide awake.’

However, the endless action in the car park in a residential area was drawing all kinds of complaints and soon Stringfellow found himself facing a council hearing. One resident, who said he had counted fifteen condoms in the car park one morning, also complained that his budgies had not hatched a single egg in all the years The Mojo was there because the noise from the club was cracking them all. With new licensing changes coming into play, meaning even venues that didn’t serve alcohol would need a venues licence, Stringfellow was refused one and The Mojo was done-for. The budgie seemingly being the last straw. The Artistics’ ‘I’m Gonna Miss You’ was the final track spun.

Stringfellow opened more clubs in Sheffield. Down Broadway was a ‘bistrotheque’, a term he claims to have coined, which looked to merge dancing and cuisine. ‘We were one of the first places to have microwave ovens,’ Stringfellow boasted. ‘We tried selling gourmet microwave food in a bag but it was too advanced for Sheffield.’ The Penthouse club then came in 1969. This was the first time he had ever been granted a licence to sell alcohol, and having been used to kids hyper on music, coffee or speed, this new vibe was a shock. The club drew a boozy, rowdy and older crowd. Regular fights broke out, with one altercation resulting in a baseball bat being pulled out to deal with a stag do involving fighting miners, who were sent tumbling down the seven flights of stairs, leaving a trail of blood from the dance floor. He also drew heat from the police for overcrowding the venue, again, and it was closed after about a year.

Stringfellow’s humble origins booking cutting-edge music in church halls to earn a few quid were long gone, as he became more focused on money, glitz and prestige. Kids on pep pills jittering out on the dance floor to soul, blues, rock and psychedelia morphed into suits and champagne when he started clubs in Leeds like Cinderella’s, which quickly expanded next door to become Cinderella Rockerfellas. And then there was the Millionaire in Manchester. This set him on a path to riches which would lead to his enduring legacy: strip clubs. His days luring Hendrix to a residential mining village next to a literal bombsite were very firmly in his rear-view mirror.

He was unquestionably a problematic figure who left a legacy more rooted in sleaze than music. His death brought vitriol out in some people. ‘Peter Stringfellow exploited women’s objectified bodies for profit as though they were cuts of meat hanging in a butcher’s shop,’ wrote Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett in the Guardian after his death. ‘While it would be unseemly to rejoice in his death, I do not mourn him, either. He was a pimp.’

Given his later life trajectory, you could also certainly question his motives for wanting to run premises that drew such a large volume of young girls to it, but it would be disingenuous to say that Stringfellow didn’t have a significant impact on the sound, style and future musical journey of Sheffield. And despite him going on to own various tacky clubs that had no real connection to music, art or culture, he obviously cherished his Mojo years despite all the fame and fortune that followed. ‘I have met just about every Hollywood star, legendary pop star and politician during my career,’ he wrote in 2003. ‘But nothing compares to The Mojo years.’

Strangely, in a letter that circulated after his death in 2018, Stringfellow had once written in to NME to correct them about the night a bunch of Britpop bands had gone to his club, calling Blur ‘obnoxious little shits’ while stating what a lovely bunch Pulp were. Perhaps even in his most seedy days, and detached from music more than ever, he still retained a fondness for Sheffield pop music.

The New Brutalism

A significant boost for Sheffield in the 1960s in terms of modernisation, and tapping into a feeling of optimism and a growing sense of local character and identity, was the opening of Park Hill flats. The towering brutalist estate, designed by architects Jack Lynn and Ivor Smith under the supervision of J.L. Womersley at Sheffield Council, remains to this day the largest Grade II listed building in Europe.

Park Hill opened in 1961 and marked a period of profound growth and development in this area. Along with the erection of Hyde Park and Kelvin flats in the city around the same time, these three developments constituted the largest public housing scheme in Western Europe at the time. The Gleadless Valley development of 1955–62 – which years later, in the 2010s, would be used as a prime location for Shane Meadows’s TV series This Is England – was also a significant addition. Located three miles south-east of the city centre, it is built on incredibly tricky hilly terrain. The mix of low-, medium- and high-rise buildings were award-winning as a bold vision of modernist housing. Future electronic musician and member of The Black Dog, Martin Dust, would cycle there as a child and stare in wonder. ‘It looked fucking space-age,’ he recalls. ‘The sheer modernism of it. It was everything that Tomorrow’s World [BBC programme on developments in science and technology] promised.’ Architecture writer Owen Hatherley once described it as ‘resembling a strange, socialist South Yorkshire version of ’50s southern California.’ With the addition of the stunning Holy Cross church – reminiscent of Le Corbusier’s 1958 Philips Pavilion – constructed in canted form with a sloping roof leading to a stark white cross at its apex, this further cemented a feeling of the place moving forward.

Sheffield’s estates became genuinely famous throughout the world, as did the city’s approach to social housing. The 1962 book, Ten Years of Housing in Sheffield, documenting the council’s programme, was seen as such a blueprint for post-war housing that it was translated and published in English, French and Russian. However, it’s Park Hill that has the enduring reputation and legacy. Both Hyde Park and Kelvin flats were demolished, a fate Park Hill only just escaped by being listed in 1998. The buildings have since taken on a new life. Not only are they undergoing a multicoloured Urban Splash redevelopment, and are now home to hip food outlets and creative offices, but they are also the setting for the acclaimed musical Standing at the Sky’s Edge, scored by Richard Hawley. But before they were the backdrop for an award-winning West End production, they were hailed as an architectural and social marvel.

Intended to replace the badly run-down Park area overlooking the railway station, the intention was to foster ‘the friendliness of the slums’ it was set to replace, according to Womersley. The aim was to mirror the same sense of community that had been built via neighbours casually nattering on their doorsteps, as children played in shared common gardens outside – to transplant the connectedness, physical and societal, of end-to-end terraced housing and move it into a vertical structure. It was a move that coincided with growing fears around land shortages and the need to build up as a means to make the most of sites.

Architecturally, Park Hill was inspired by Le Corbusier’s 1952 Unite apartment building in Marseille. The blocks of flats were complete with shared pedestrian bridges and wide deck access that was large enough for a milk float to make its way around. These were described as being ‘streets in the sky’. Comprising 995 flats and maisonettes of social housing, Park Hill also had several pubs and thirty-one shops, as well as a doctor’s surgery and nursery. The style of these buildings – reliant on béton brut, unpainted concrete – was christened ‘the new brutalism’. They stood as a looming, towering presence over the city. It was a raw, rough, grey and imposing development, but its thick, stacked, block-like structure, with strong, clearly defined lines and angles that also possessed a certain grace. It has arguably been loved and loathed in equal measure.

The BBC made a landmark documentary in 1965 on the estate and its new inhabitants, many of whom had been moved from abject poverty into the epitome of modern living and were overjoyed at their new lives. One such person who moved there in its early years was Mick Jones, who in his teenage years would go on to document Park Hill and the city with some incredible photographs at the end of the 1960s. ‘It was an amazingly modern building,’ he recalls. ‘It was a council estate but you had under-floor heating and fitted kitchens – no council estate had ever had anything like it. There was a real sense of optimism and it was an incredible place.’ To further add to the sense of growth – as well as providing a dramatic addition to the city’s skyline – in 1965 the Arts Tower, described as ‘the most elegant university tower block in Britain of its period’ was completed, and became the tallest building in the city. In June 1966, the Queen Mother came to Sheffield to officially open both Hyde Park and the Arts Tower.

Buildings such as Park Hill are significant for myriad reasons. Not only in terms of the upward social mobility they offered in this new decade – one that coincided with Sheffield finding its own cultural and musical post-war identity – but also because for decades they housed numerous pivotal music figures. By creating a dead central, affordable housing stock it laid the foundations for a huge amount of creativity, and a different kind of futuristic modernism.

The Arsehole of the Musical Universe

However, in some camps, and certainly when it came to home-grown music, the sense of optimism that blew into Sheffield’s smog-filled streets began to wane as it entered the second half of the 1960s. While the city was growing and expanding physically, with an increasing number of venues and clubs for people to party, dance and play, it wasn’t producing a huge number of successful artists.

Some people began to criticise the local scene for its lack of originality and its complacency compared to other booming musical cities. ‘All Sheffield people want out of life is long, steady drinking,’ Stringfellow said at the time. ‘There’s nothing else in Sheffield for people but drinking. I give my club members first-rate artists but the rest of the city, all they want is fifth-rate pub entertainment. This is why we never get any top-rate artists coming out of Sheffield. Because local artists are reared on pub entertainment.’ And then, touching upon a point that is still a question mark over Sheffield’s musical legacy today, Stringfellow continued: ‘part of our failure to establish ourselves is lack of pride in the town. Other towns, Liverpool for instance, have a fierce pride in their town. Sheffield has nothing like that and it holds us back in everything.’

Some people felt the need to leave the city around this time due to lack of opportunity. ‘The key to being a working musician was to get out of Sheffield,’ Derek Bailey said in 2001 of the opportunities for a jazz guitar player at the time. ‘The city had almost no options for musicians to play anywhere: no night time economy. Many musicians in the city would get more work in nearby Leeds or even up in Glasgow, with both cities having plentiful gig options via their plentiful dance halls or restaurants with in-house bands.’ Bailey left the city in 1966. It was such a slog for musicians to give it a go that the city even ended up being described as having ‘a reputation among working musicians as being the arsehole of the musical universe.’

However, perhaps because of the steady stream of soul records being spun at The Mojo, along with regular appearances by American touring acts in the city, soul was having a brief boom in the city. Bands like Delroy’s Good Good Band, Lubi Souls, and The Reflections, along with a bunch of Scottish musicians who moved to Sheffield called O’Hara’s Playboys, led this scene. Delroy Palmer, of the Good Good Band and various other outfits, looked poised to have significant potential. Things sadly didn’t pan out for him, however, and years later he was charged with the murder of Terence ‘Popeye’ Modest in an attack with a sword at a party at his house in Broomhall. He was found guilty of manslaughter and sentenced to seven years.

To capitalise on this soul surge, Markson Max Omare opened a soul club, Shades, in the basement of an old cinema. Omare had arrived in Sheffield from Nigeria in the mid 1950s, working in the steelworks before becoming a door-to-door lingerie salesman, and also an importer of Nigerian food in Castle Market. He had started organising dance nights for the local Nigerian community, and so when he opened Shades, it was regarded as the official multiracial, non-membership nightclub in Sheffield. Here he pulled in the likes of Junior Walker and the All Stars, Desmond Dekker and Hot Chocolate. Joe Cocker had a residency there but proved so unpopular he would sometimes return home without having played for a single audience member during the evening. Also around this time, Sheffield got its first independent recording studio, Unit 19, which opened in April 1966. The likes of local guitar maestro, Frank White, recorded here, as well as names more forgotten to time such as the Saville Row Rhythm Unit, The Mod-S-T and The Stampedes.

There was also a collection of artists in the city who were less bothered about chasing the zeitgeist and, as talented and proficient musicians, they stuck to what they loved, playing a combination of early rock ’n’ roll, country and rockabilly. This resulted in an alternative musical movement in the city, featuring the likes of The Hillbilly Cats, Chuck Fowler, Frank White, Dave Hawley and Steve Denton. White was a hugely revered and skilled player not only locally but much further afield. Rumours circulated that Elvis was a fan and even The Rolling Stones wanted him at one point. ‘Frank White was a better blues singer than Joe Cocker and a better guitarist than Eric Clapton,’ Terry Thornton once said of his abilities. Similarly, Dave Hawley was a hugely talented and unique guitarist. His son, Richard, would later describe his distinct style as ‘this three-finger claw-hammer style he learned from watching Earl Scruggs. He combined that with an R & B influence and came up with something really original.’ Dave Hawley grew up playing under-age in working men’s clubs and would also go on to play in The Dave Hawley Combo, The Scott William Combo and The Cargills. In 1968 he also left Sheffield for London due
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