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Introduction:

Some Promised Land

There is a much-quoted maxim usually attributed to the late Scottish writer, artist, activist and polymath Alasdair Gray: ‘Work as if you live in the early days of a better nation.’

It appears in Lanark, Gray’s remarkable modernist dystopian novel, published in 1981. Although it is often credited to him, Gray always made clear that he was paraphrasing from ‘Civil Elegies’, the 1972 poem by the Canadian writer Dennis Lee. The line has travelled. It has many uses. In the early days of the new millennium it was engraved on the outer wall of the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh.

It has loftier affiliations, certainly – yet whenever I think of those words, I hear Simple Minds.

I hear the otherworldly pulse of ‘In Trance as Mission’, with its ‘holy backbeat’ and the hopscotch skip of the bassline, like a loved-up heart murmur, or a dog running on three legs, forever slipping off the pavement edge.

I hear the hot prowl of ‘Premonition’, padding like some rough beast over high ground, a crackle of bad vibes and dark disco thrills.

I hear the modernist primitivism of ‘This Fear of Gods’, at once an ancient ritualistic blues and a catechism beamed in from an uncertain future.

I hear the dizzying pre-rave euphoria of ‘Theme for Great Cities’, and the gossamer opening bars to ‘Hunter and the Hunted’, redolent somehow both of soft-focus snowfall and the ripple of heat haze playing over some far horizon.

These are the sounds of a newly independent creative democracy, still engaged in the process of imagining itself. Self-made, improvising the outlines of its borders, in thrall to the excitement of instinctive combustion, the thrill of exploration. Heaving the guy ropes and erecting the scaffolding around its civic structures.

This five-headed writing machine is eccentric, built from necessity, of varying competences, each part imperfectly locked into the other, leaving room for the accidental miracle, the magic of chance (sometimes chance is all there is). The standard definitions melt into invisibility. Time signatures slip. What sound is keyboard, what sound guitar? Verse or chorus? Is this even a song? Does it matter?

Hard to break it apart, but let’s try.

At the root, the bass work of Derek Forbes, one of the great British musicians. A man who plays with the dexterity and invention of someone who, ideally, would like to have more strings – and perhaps a couple more fingers – at his disposal, but who also values the art of simplicity, repetition, mood, motion. Any German band of the 1970s would have been fortunate to have had Forbes. Praise scarcely comes any higher.

Locked to Forbes, the powerful tracking trance beat of Brian McGee, selfless in his pursuit of a rippling lucidity, a calibrated surge and swell. A percussive drummer who understands the allure of the glitterball as keenly as the relentless rhythm of the night train, McGee turns the key on the motorik engine.

If Forbes and McGee lay down the foundations, Mick MacNeil and Charlie Burchill paint in the colour and melody, providing shape, creasing the unyielding rhythmic line.

Burchill trades in immaculate understatement. Subtle, soulful, cerebral, a guitar hero in mufti, a sound-shaper and song servant willing to do whatever is necessary in order to make the thing work. Often you don’t quite know if he’s there or not. Often his aim is for the guitar not to sound like a guitar. Just occasionally, because he can, he unleashes a lightning strike.

The impeccable Mick MacNeil, the future’s dream of a classicist, introduces subtly insistent melodies, ambiguous textures on the keyboard. He is an avatar of good taste, an engineer in sound, shunning faux-orchestral bombast for spare formalism. The results are forensic yet instinctive, a relentless exploration of possibilities.

In the thick of it all I hear Jim Kerr’s voice, an open channel between the music and the swirl of moods and emotions it throws up. I see his words as snatched Polaroids, each line a new picture, apart yet connected to the whole. Evocative and ethereal, unearthly yet profoundly human, Kerr pulls focus on music that he envisioned as ‘soundtracks to films that didn’t exist, but which existed in my head’. Mine too.

Some years ago I spoke to Paul Buchanan, the singer and songwriter in another great Scottish band, The Blue Nile. ‘We tried to surrender to being a group, to get out of the way of the music,’ he said. ‘That gives you a fighting chance of once in a while doing something worthwhile.’ It seems to me that this aspiration holds true for Simple Minds in their early days of music building. They did not care to impose distinct personalities on their work. There is a refreshing absence of any fixed stance or specific cause. It is all mystery and muddle. One can’t break it down, prise it apart. It just is. Their music was a unified projection of something more potent and profound than the sum of their individual contributions. ‘Sometimes,’ says Kerr, ‘it was just, “Get out of the picture.”’ I hear a better version of them, of us. A better nation? Why not.

▪ ▪ ▪

All of which is a scenic route towards two truths.

First, that Simple Minds are responsible for a mass of extraordinary music. ‘They did wonders,’ says Bobby Gillespie. ‘Wonders’ is the right word. A biographer’s task is rarely to remystify his subject, but that is partly the impetus here. To rekindle the magic and mystery in this music, to re-signify the nuance.

Second, that this book will not endeavour to tell the entire story of Simple Minds, an epic tale spanning more than four decades. It is foremost the story of a band becoming a band, celebrating the work they made while still finding out what they were capable of. It covers a period of transition that lasted several years, a time of constant change and almost continuous playing. Within that, naturally, resonances travel and reassert themselves. There is much here, I hope, that is relevant to the Simple Minds of today, to their journey to a still-evolving present, and the music and creative choices they continue to make. I hope these pages facilitate a wider understanding and appreciation of a band that has rarely settled into being merely one thing.

I have talked at length to all five of the original group, alongside their first manager, producers, ‘invisible members’ and key associates. I wanted to keep the circle tight. The intention is not to approach the music from the outside in, but from the inside out. To view the creative act from the band’s own perspective, at the time it occurred, and to recapture the essence of it. It is deliberately focused on two things: how it happened then, and how it feels now. It is primarily interested in the recorded work, rather than the events of a particular night in a particular city on a Tuesday in 1981 (although there is a little of that, where relevant).

It is a fast story. Things move quickly. Between the spring of 1979 and the autumn of 1982, Simple Minds did not stop spinning. They released six albums in three-and-a-half years, and toured constantly in each of those years. The book revisits the time in a group’s existence when nothing else matters but the music, the perpetual motion. Creation without reflection. Make and move.

There is something precious about the youthful energy of a band discovering itself. It is a time of few distractions: no meaningful domestic responsibilities, no children, no big messages, no money, no quarter given to compromise. It is at this time that a band is most itself, a self-contained unit, moving as one, living only for the next noise. Such a time harnesses a very distinct kind of power. It cannot last, cannot be replicated, and it cannot usefully be compared to the subsequent stages of competence, success, stardom, excellence, responsibility.

In common with so many bands of their vintage, Simple Minds were catalysed by the energy and excitement of punk. A movement that was intended to subvert the natural order of creative authority soon established its own orthodoxies. The first Simple Minds record, Life in a Day, is not a punk record but it does sound a little like it is asking permission to join a club. After that, they didn’t bother knocking. One of many things I love about Simple Minds is the absolute absence of any sense of backwater inferiority.

That albums such as Real to Real Cacophony, Empires and Dance and Sons and Fascination remain outliers, stubbornly uncanonised still in a world of Unknown Pleasures T-shirts and tea towels, feels only right and proper. These records challenge the natural order of cultural permission. They regard art and artistic shapeshifting as sacred phenomena: spontaneous, indigenous, unauthorised. In these beginnings, there is a magically generative ethos at work, a band charged not so much by the ambition to ‘make it’ as by an otherworldly drive towards transcending expectations, not least their own. They are escaping themselves.

The music emitted a dark shine, a coiled power, an unsettling romance, a brooding beauty. To these ears, it continues to sound awesome, in the true sense of the phrase, and wonderfully unmarked by time.

Before the Sound of Young Scotland and before The Smiths, pre-The Jesus and Mary Chain and Creation, long before the waves of Manchester, rave and Britpop, Simple Minds were everything you could want a band to be. Experimental, eccentric, evolving, curious and mysterious. Internationalist, outward-looking, open-minded, eagle-eyed, determinedly futurist but with a heart that felt the past and understood what it meant and why it mattered. Inspiring and truly collectivist, they were the first great modernist Scottish band and one of the great British groups of that or any era. Smart, irreverent, unclubbable working-class autodidacts with masses of front, chancers with all the necessary delusions and pretensions. Unbeholden to any notions of rock orthodoxy, they churned everything into the mix. The words were flickering scenes from never-made arthouse films, excised lines from long-lost existentialist tracts; the rhythms were jagged hand-me-downs from Detroit and Düsseldorf, even if the singer and guitarist came from a tower block in Toryglen.

They didn’t settle. There was no time to stop and consider a position. (Many bands will tell you that the trouble starts when there is too much time to think. Too much time and too much money. Positions harden. Lyricists take stances.) Simple Minds were thrillingly reactive in the widest sense, barely filtering their responses to new places, new sounds and new experiences before responding to them through music.

And it is strange music. There are very few covers of Simple Minds tracks – by far the most popular is ‘Don’t You (Forget About Me)’, which in a way is not really theirs at all, being written by two jobbing songwriters. They are not easy songs for anyone else to claim, sparked as they are by some rare chemical reaction which occurred only when the members interact. Similarly, there is very little fat in this catalogue, few off cuts, relatively few studio outtakes. Each year for many years, hundreds of hours of music were whittled down to forty minutes, and almost everything deemed of worth somehow stirred in, every flavour distilled into the whole.

The primary aim each time was to move the story forward. The exception is Life in a Day, which records for posterity a version of the group that is already obsolete. It is a retrospective record, one of the few Simple Minds have ever made. Real to Real Cacophony, recorded only six months afterwards, is where they start exploring the possibilities of what this band could be as a genuine collective. It is an album almost manic with the sense of rebirth.

Empires and Dance takes aim at a Europe close enough to explore yet still sufficiently remote to be imagined. It is an album that collects fragments of a romanticised continent, one where past blurs into present into future, and dreams up a new continent of the mind. The visualisation of what lies behind it all is as potent as the reality.

On Sons and Fascination and Sister Feelings Call, those mystic twins, some dry heat enters the music. Simple Minds are filling out the wide open spaces of North America: endless road, low sun, flat fields, the loneliness and beauty of the stretched horizon. Like Empires and Dance, they are a sensory sketch of a land that barely comes into focus beyond the windows of hotels and buses. Heaven is in there, too.

By the time of New Gold Dream (81–82–83–84), the full glare of the southern hemisphere has tempered their bones, mirroring the new colours of the post-punk age of pop, futurism and new romanticism. They had seen the world, and it sounded like it. Before this, there is nothing easy or sentimental in the catalogue, nothing gratuitously pretty, though much of it is bleakly beautiful. Now there is a softening of the sinew, and the emergence of love. On New Gold Dream Simple Minds come in from the cold, and they are welcomed warmly. Sparkle in the Rain and Once Upon a Time find them venturing out into the world, built for battle, to claim their prize. What is ‘Waterfront’ if not a secessionist war cry? Little point in arguing with it. You might as well argue with a cannon.

Commercial success and fame bring another energy, equally propulsive, equally legitimate. They usher in new responsibilities, different expectations. Simple Minds could have made the same kinds of records for ever; they knew how. It is to their credit that they chose not to. There is no appetite in these pages for using a band’s young brilliance as a stick with which to beat them. Any group that has been together for more than forty years will pass through periods of harvest and harrow. The bounty of Simple Minds’ beginnings not only became the citadel from which they advanced to become the most successful Scottish band of all time, it has inspired artists as diverse as Primal Scream, Scott Walker, Manic Street Preachers, U2, Moby, Mogwai, Peter Gabriel, Horrors, Chvrches, Paul Oakenfold and System 7. Pleasingly, the lasting significance of those early records has circled back to the people who created them. There is much to value in the recent music made by Simple Minds, and within it you can hear something touching: resonances of the band they once were meeting the more reflective men they have become.

Writing this book I realised that there is no signature Simple Minds sound, no settled place or fixed point. They have been many different bands, and several great ones. Viewed from that vantage point, everything they have done made a lot more sense. I was also struck by just how much the group has felt like a mission, a votary pursuit, to the people involved.

It’s a heroic story.




1

Formations

When did Simple Minds begin?

Spool the tape backwards. Thirty frames a second.

With the first show under that name, on 17 January 1978, third on a tombola four-band bill supporting Steel Pulse at Satellite City, a long gone disco-ballroom above the Glasgow Apollo?

With the almost accidental formation in the spring of 1977 of Simple Minds’ punk source-tributary, Johnny & The Self Abusers?

When Jim Kerr and Charlie Burchill first wrote a song together? When they first realised that they could write a song together? When they first realised that they were allowed?

With Biba Rom!, a school band so nebulous it was practically conceptual, which played its first and only gig in 1975, performing Lower East Side drug songs to Southside pre-pubescents at a Christmas party?

Was it the moment Kerr and Burchill first spotted an interesting record in the other’s hand? When they first kicked a football together in the street at the age of eight?

Getting younger, going backwards . . .

These were all steps on a road that was being paved even as it was being walked upon. The first stirrings of Simple Minds are a tight twist of connections and experiences. Each one sparked a shift in consciousness, a broadening of expectations, a deepening awareness of other lives possible beyond the end of the street. Each one was a start.

Sitting four miles from where it began more than forty years ago, Jim Kerr recalls a series of beginnings. Formative hitchhiking trips to Europe. Records, concerts, books, films, plays. The recommendations of older friends, random conversations. Pretension, imitation, ambition. Secret lives, public action, sexual and chemical awakenings. Impossible to measure their impact or increments. They are still working their way through the body of the band even now.

It began, really, with the idea of an idea.

The last and perhaps least important element in the formative period of a young band is the act of plugging in and playing. The vital work predates that moment. The best bands have been performing in at least one person’s head long before any sound emerges. Some never make good their escape. Think of all the astonishing bands we’ve never heard.

Every group needs a director, a conduit, a conductor. For Simple Minds it is Kerr. From the beginning, for him the notion of a music group possessed a power and purpose that outstripped the imaginings of his band mates. He couldn’t play, he was only learning how to express, but he had both the need and the belief to envision what might be achieved. Kerr didn’t singlehandedly dream Simple Minds into existence, but he was the first to visualise the shape.

In Biba Rom!, the earliest schoolyard iteration of the band that would evolve into Simple Minds, Kerr occupied an undefined role, hovering between co-vocalist, organiser, boss man and visionary. These were parts he would continue to play. ‘It was quite obvious, right from the word go, that Jim was kind of a leader,’ says Charlie Burchill. ‘It was very evident. He was like a manager, and a great motivator.’

At the very core of Simple Minds’ initial creative dynamic is the idea of the musicians in the band improvising music and Kerr standing outside the circle, listening in. Steve Hillage calls the young Kerr a ‘poet and wizard’, and although you suspect Hillage is more susceptible to seeing wizards than most, the fact remains that Kerr consciously stood apart from the music-making process in order to preserve its sense of magic.

‘In the room, working on stuff, everyone was on the same page, but it’s fair to say there were the pragmatic guys and there were the fantasists,’ Kerr told me. ‘Every band has their myths and somebody has got to come up with that.’ In other words: someone makes sure that the song has a beginning and an end, and that the van has petrol in the tank. Someone else is borrowing lines from Brecht and Gogol, hearing sorcery where there is only G, Em and D moving over a recurring bassline.

Before he brought anything else, Kerr offered sight of the bigger picture. He possessed magpie tendencies, changeling qualities, the ability to root out the diamond in the rough. Delusions of grandeur, perhaps. Pretensions, certainly. Every band needs them. Above all, he stirred up faith among his fellow travellers – firstly, and most importantly, in Burchill. ‘I don’t think I would ever have got anywhere if Jim hadn’t been the kind of guy he was,’ says the guitarist. ‘Right from the word go, Jim had instilled this belief that we could be something – which is really bananas, thinking about it. I would never have thought that. But I think he did, all the time.’

Conversely, without the richness of the music to shape, Kerr might well have been beached. He sensed an opportunity for the idea of the band to take him somewhere, even if he didn’t quite understand the mechanics of the transaction. ‘It’s a weird, weird thing with me,’ he says. ‘I wanted to be around this whole thing, and I guess, in some ways, I wanted to be in it, but I was never a singer, and I didn’t want to be a singer, really. Some people want to sing, they were in the choir. I wanted to express. That was it.’

▪ ▪ ▪

Kerr and Burchill were both born in 1959. At the time, the Burchills lived in Oatlands; the Kerrs a mile away in Govanhill. Later, their families moved to Toryglen and the two boys ended up living in the same street and attending St Brigid’s, the local Roman Catholic primary school. They met during this time but didn’t become fast friends until later, when they moved up to the nearby Holyrood Roman Catholic High School, one of the largest secondary schools in Europe.

Toryglen lies in the south of the city, within view of Hampden Park, the national football stadium. It was, and remains, one of Glasgow’s tougher areas. Never quite notorious in the way of Blackhill or Possilpark, it nonetheless enjoyed what people tend to call a ‘reputation’. It was not always a comfortable place for an outsider to venture into. Kerr and Burchill lived in Prospecthill Circus. The local gang would paint ‘The Circus’ on walls and border areas, marking their territory.

From the inside, however, the community worked differently. Glasgow is many things, and somehow never quite the city you think it is. The London-based music press of the seventies tended to portray it as a post-industrial wasteland peopled by roaming razor gangs, alcoholic hard cases, a primitive-romantic nightmare featuring a million people smeared in soot and grime and violence and poverty. This was part of the picture, yet every No Mean City cliché is complicated by the fact that Glasgow is also a playground. Eccentric, in-your-face, carnivalesque. Physically robust, linguistically febrile, even the most mundane encounter can become a piece of absurdist street theatre. Glasgow ‘isn’t a city,’ wrote the novelist William McIlvanney. ‘It’s a twenty-four hour cabaret.’1

What James Kelman called, in his 1984 novel The Busconductor Hines, ‘this grey but gold city’ was a place with a rich civic society and a radical political tradition. Glasgow not only had longstanding trade links to the world, but strong cultural ties, too. It was a city of massive industrial might, of imperial wealth and colonial shame, rewarded with shining miles of grand architecture and acres of green space. The social and economic deprivation was real enough, but it did not mean that Glasgow wanted for populist energies. It is and always has been a creative hub, where language is important, education is valued, and intellectual betterment is not sneered at, even if the ostentatious display of any sense of personal superiority is regarded as contemptible.

To get a feel for the founding spirit of Simple Minds, with all its gameplaying and chutzpah, its chance taking and tumble of ideas and influences, it feels important to know this.

Kerr grew up within this duality. He had first-hand awareness of the city as a real and vibrant going concern, and yet he says that he also recognised it as a ‘post place’. It could be confusing. His football team, Celtic, became champions of Europe in 1967, the first British club to do so, and with a first team drawn largely from within a ten-mile radius of Glasgow. Somewhere high above Toryglen men were walking on the moon. In common with so many working-class families, the Kerrs had been taken from their Victorian tenement and moved to a brand new tower block a little further from the city centre. Plucked from the grounded past and tossed high into the future. It was called progress.

He grew up on the eleventh floor of 24 Crossbank Road, a twenty-three-storey corporation tower block in Prospecthill Circus. Thrown up in 1968, pulled down again in 2004. He loved it. ‘It was the first time I had been in a building that swayed like the wind,’ remembers his friend, Jaine Henderson. ‘It felt like you were living in a castle.’ Burchill lived in the next block. Simple Minds’ first bass player, Tony Donald, also lived on the estate.

This was the age of futurism, yet looking out over the city from the high rise, the aftermath of the Second World War was still much in evidence, in the bombsites that doubled as play areas, the stretches of wasteland, craters of urban absence, as though whole streets had been swallowed by a permanently hungry city. The shipyards and factories were already in a pre-Thatcherite state of arrested decline, slowly being squeezed out of their misery. Inner-city life expectancy was grim. Diet was poor. Sometimes it felt like everything good about Glasgow seemed to belong in the past. The future lay in the New World, in Canada, America and Australia. Not here, in bombed-out Europe. A ‘post place’. This background noise, the static in the signal, undercut the shiny modern dream. It made an interesting sound. You can hear it on Empires and Dance.

In the sixties and seventies, the cliché remained that the most viable means of escape for working-class kids in a city such as Glasgow was football, boxing or crime. ‘Whenever we would travel in our early years,’ says Kerr, ‘we’d say [we were from] Glasgow, and people would say, “So was the band a way out? Was that your meal ticket?” All that.’ He laughs. ‘The thing we have to establish is that we loved growing up in Glasgow. Charlie and I loved the area, and Tony. We were so lucky, our parents were great to us, they were hardworking. Tons of pals. It wasn’t a case of wanting to leave [anything] behind at that stage. Certainly later on, when I was working on the building sites and stuff, there might have been a thing of, Fuck this! This will not fucking do. But not early on.’

Simple Minds were not born out of a rejection of Scottishness, or of Glasgow. The band was more about finding a new way of being Scottish, and Glaswegian, out in the world. Kerr’s grandfather had travelled around the globe with the army. He recalls, even as a teenager, harbouring ‘an exciting but also an almost burdening curiosity. It was a rebellion only in this sense: at some point early on we noticed that there was more than this.’

▪ ▪ ▪

Into the lives of Kerr and Burchill, into the grey and gold of the city, came music, books, films, messages from the world beyond.

Kerr’s father, Jimmy, was a bricklayer who worked on building sites. His mother, Irene, was a homemaker with a regular job in Greggs, the bakery in Toryglen. He was the eldest of three sons: James, Paul and Mark. His friend, Joe Donnelly, later of The Silencers, was unofficially adopted by the Kerr family when his family fractured, living with them for many years.

‘My dad was a labourer,’ says Kerr. ‘He did well, he was strong, did a lot of overtime. Things were good. At that time, he was drinking. He gave it up about the same time that the band started. There was a drinking culture, but he also had this thing that his mates didn’t do, where he was really into reading. We’re clearing out my dad’s house just now, and it’s full of books. My mum would say to him, “You’ve always got your nose in a book.” He’d tell me: “You’ve got to read.” “Why have you got to read?” “Because you’ll be a slave if you don’t.” “What are you talking about?” “Ah, never mind. You have to educate yourself.”

‘He was a bit red, a bit Lefty. I remember him taking me to the library in Govanhill. He said, “This guy Andrew Carnegie paid for this library.” We loved to go in there on a Saturday. It started with Tom Sawyer and Enid Blyton, then Robert Louis Stevenson – all the classic kids’ adventure books. Later, Catcher in the Rye. Books were a big, big part of it.’

Kerr was inquisitive and responsive. Later, friends recall him asking for lists of literary recommendations. Charlie Burchill was, and remains, a voracious reader. Derek Forbes pictures Burchill taking ‘a suitcase full of books’ with him on tour, long before the days of Kindle. ‘Charlie is the most well-read guy I know,’ says Kerr. ‘I don’t think his family read, but he just did.’

When it comes to Burchill, you can hear the reading in the music.

For Kerr, reading led to writing. Or was it the other way around. ‘I’d been playing with words for longer than I can remember,’ he says. ‘I don’t know why that would be. There was something about the way they hung together. I always had wee notebooks. When I say that, it’s easy to conjure up an image of a nerdy, booky person – but I was a street guy, the same as everybody else hanging about. I didn’t really get into any trouble. The gang I was around did, but maybe I was smart, I didn’t get caught. But I did all the things that everybody else did. I wasn’t Morrissey. I was in deep, but there were these moments of reflection.’

The tower blocks of Toryglen in the early seventies were not what they might have seemed from a first reading. They were part of the daily carnival, twenty-four hours and twenty-three floors of ideas, movement, conversation, connections. Kerr doesn’t have a big brother, but he had older friends in the high rise who pointed him in interesting directions. ‘On every landing there was somebody who was into something,’ he says. ‘I kind of tagged along with them.’

Rab McGill downstairs turned him on to Wayne County and Jobriath. Then there was Sweeney, nine flights up from Kerr, offering enlightenment in terse monosyllables as the lift descended. ‘He was an introverted ned,’ says Kerr. ‘The most dangerous kind! He was kind of sweet, but any minute . . .

‘I remember getting in the elevator with him. He was on the twentieth floor, I was on eleven. He had on a sort of military coat. I said, “What’s that you’ve got, John?” He said, “Eh, The Tibetan Book of the Dead. It’s aboot Dharma and Karma. You need to get intae it.” And I did need to get into it! I thought, What a fucking brilliant title, man: The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Then I said, “What’s in your bag?” “Kraftwerk. You need to get intae it, but you need to get in while they’re singing in German.” These mentors. I went away down and they had The Tibetan Book of the Dead in the fucking library! I think I got that and William Burroughs’s Wild Boys on the same day. I couldn’t get my head around any of it, but I loved the fact that I was in there.’

Kerr had the means to explore his interests. He worked after school cleaning a butcher’s shop, which puts the ‘violence and vivisection’ of some of his early lyrics into a new light. ‘Blood and guts, literally. But it was amazing because I got paid a fiver a week, and an album was £1.60, a concert ticket was £1.20. I was Frank Sinatra. By that time, my record collection was getting there.’

By their early teens, Kerr and Burchill’s tastes were relatively sophisticated. Burchill’s older brother Jamie had a guitar, and the siblings started to learn together. Jamie also had a very good record collection. It leaned towards Bob Dylan, Neil Young and Leonard Cohen, but went deeper. ‘Jamie was the coolest guy,’ says Kerr. ‘While everyone at school had a kind of surface knowledge about Bowie and T. Rex, Charlie and I were in deep. In his case it might have been Joni Mitchell. In my case Van der Graaf Generator, or the first Stooges album. We had this voracious appetite for more.’

Kerr loved ‘the mystical lyrics, art work and atmosphere’ of progressive groups such as Yes and Genesis, music with ‘layers and dimensions’. His first concert was Genesis at the Apollo in 1973. A love for that kind of scale and drama never left him. Burchill went with his older brother to see Led Zeppelin. Tony Donald saw Alice Cooper. They later learned that Derek Forbes’s first concert was The Who. ‘It wasn’t just the records, it had to be the live thing,’ says Kerr. ‘How do they do that? We didn’t dare to think, Oh, we can do that! Nothing like that. It was, Look at that. Something else exists.’

His first concert would have been David Bowie, ‘but I had this pretty horrendous foot injury the day before, and I missed the Ziggy Stardust tour. Oh my God!’ He had seen Bowie on television the year after his family had got their first colour TV set. Good timing. Bowie wouldn’t have made quite the same impact in monochrome. ‘My life seemed to go from black and white to colour, too, at that time.’

There was his first trip abroad, with the school, to Italy. What else? Accumulated tidbits, scavenged from any source. The name of a European author or philosopher none-too-casually dropped into a record review of Roxy Music or Can in New Musical Express or Melody Maker. An interview with Bowie where he talked about kabuki. What’s that? Something to do with Japanese theatre. He and Burchill started visiting the Citizens in the Gorbals, a ten-minute walk from the Circus flats. A ground-breaking theatre company, the Citz favoured an experimental European repertoire, which they strove to make accessible to all. Tickets were cheaper than the Palace bingo next door. Kerr and Burchill would go, initially at the urging of their much-liked English teacher, Mrs Slaven. ‘The Citizens then was really avant-garde,’ says Kerr. ‘It was radical. Although it was all above our heads, there was something about the atmosphere and the characters . . .’

Soak it up, let it ferment, and then express. Who knows what might come out? ‘You’re absorbing all these influences,’ says Burchill. ‘It’s not a conscious thing where you say, I’m going to use this and it’s going to come out like that. It’s just in there, and it comes out somehow.’

‘Each one just opens another little door,’ says Kerr. ‘It wasn’t even intellectual curiosity, more just plain curiosity. “What is this? Who is this?” That was the fertile ground we came out from in that period . . . Was everyone else in our class noticing that stuff? Probably not. That was starting to be the well that we still put stuff into, the well that I think made us do the things that we did. The short version is this: [there were] all the artistic pretensions – and you need them – but at the same time, the grotty old railway was there, and the neds were there, all of that. There was a great scale of backdrop. They were the stuff that was starting to fuel our imaginations. Later on, when it came time to write songs, that was the fuel.’

The contrast of growing up in ‘this greying, monochrome thing’, yet cultivating an internal space where art and music and travel offered ‘that other sensuality’, those other colours, fired them up and set them apart. Simple Minds were autodidacts. An art-school band without the art school.

▪ ▪ ▪

They started a group the way schoolkids always start bands. For something to do, yes, but also to honour an unspoken recognition, a need for completion, communicated through records, clothes, attitude. ‘I would see Jim with albums, and he would see me with albums,’ says Burchill. Kerr was compact and curious, polite, with keen, intense eyes and dark hair which parted in the middle and fell over his eyes when it grew longer. ‘Jim always looked like a rock star, he always looked amazing,’ says Burchill. ‘He just had that thing where he could communicate, a kind of charisma. I was very drawn to it. It was great for me. He was so encouraging.’

Burchill, then as now, was friendly, engaging, boyishly handsome and seemingly permanently on the verge of laughter. His first guitar, an acoustic Nymph, had been bought with 3500 cigarette coupons saved up his mother. Now he had a black Les Paul, which he later augmented with a brown and white Gibson Flying V.

Tony Donald came from a musical family and had played drums in a pipe band. He was a big, quiet guy, ‘Skinny’ or ‘Skin’ to everyone who knew him, including the Kerr family. Perhaps the pipe band had put him off drums. He bought a bass.

Brian McGee was in the same year at school, bright but streetwise. His father was a local businessman who ran pubs and shops. McGee would appropriate the promotional keyrings that sales reps brought to his mother’s newsagent’s. He replaced the standard image on the ring with photos of Bryan Ferry and David Bowie and sold them at school for a few pence or a couple of cigarettes.

He gave Kerr a Ziggy Stardust badge in the playground and the talk turned to music. Kerr told him that he, Burchill and Donald were thinking of starting a band. Would he like to play drums? He would. McGee was intense, eccentric, loyal, very funny and very determined. His mother bought him a kit and he practised diligently in her basement until he got good.

They were called Biba Rom! The four main members would later play in Johnny & The Self Abusers and the earliest incarnation of Simple Minds. Kerr’s surrogate brother, Joe Donnelly, sat in on acoustic guitar, miked up with a pair of headphones. They rehearsed in the assembly hall of the local primary school every Tuesday night, and in the washroom-basement of the McGee household.

‘I think it’s fair to say I pushed them,’ says Kerr. ‘They were all doing things separately, but I was so into it. I didn’t have the desire to play anything, but I had this desire to be around people who could play. A scene. Someone said, “I have an amplifier,” I’d say, “Can I come up and see it? How does it work? What does it do?” I think I was kind of a catalyst. They would say, “Well, we’ve not got a place to rehearse.” “My mum knows a priest, so maybe we’ll get in the school hall.”

They honed a rackety repertoire that included Bowie, The Velvet Underground and Lou Reed, The Doors, T. Rex and Cockney Rebel’s ‘Come Up and See Me (Make Me Smile)’. The drums were so loud, Kerr would retreat behind the hatch of the washroom area. ‘We were just trying to make a noise,’ he says. ‘It was an extension [of fandom, of obsession] . . .’

Kerr craved involvement but hung back, not quite ready to commit to a defined role. Another Holyrood pupil, Eneas Mullen, was drafted in as ‘co-vocalist’. There was talk of Kerr playing keyboards. ‘I was good at getting things to happen. Vocalist? I wasn’t even thinking about that.’

As a child and a young man, Kerr had a pronounced stutter. ‘Right up until my mid-twenties,’ he says, ‘I had a present enough stammer, or stutter, that the teachers wanted to put me in a different school. I remember my mother going up and sorting that out. That thing where you had to read out loud in class – Oh fuck, surely they’ll know not to ask me? Well, some of them didn’t. “Do it. You’ll need to get over that.” But it wasn’t like I was a wee wallflower. At school I’d be like, “Yeah? Fuck off!” And I could fight.’

It would be bad psychology to overstate the significance of Kerr’s stammer. Yet in the alienated themes of early Simple Minds records, the sense of several selves battling inside one person, the jittery claustrophobia, fevered internal monologues and struggle to communicate through an ever-present fuzz of language problems, it seems feasible that we are hearing some semblance of what it must have felt like to have been the boy who was relaxed, popular and confident among his peers, but who shuddered at the thought of having to talk to people he didn’t know. ‘Outside of my safety zone I wouldn’t speak to anyone. Even going into a shop could be humiliation. I mean, people who sing don’t stammer, but I don’t know if that’s the solution. Are you gonna walk down the road like a fucking opera, ordering six rolls and a packet of cheese? I don’t think so.’

On stage, in the early years Kerr was tied up in knots of acute psychological discomfort. Never a heavy drinker by nature, he would down spirits or strong cider just before going on. It would kill the anxiety but mess up his insides. He didn’t tend to say much to the crowd. Little wonder, right at the start of this journey, that he hung back from the idea of jumping into a band.

The journalist and broadcaster Billy Sloan conducted the first notable interview with Simple Minds, for Clyde Guide, in 1978. ‘Jim had a really terrible stammer, it took him twenty minutes to answer every question,’ Sloan recalls. ‘If I’d met him [before I had seen the band play], I would have said the last place I would ever see that guy was behind a microphone stand with a spotlight on him. He looked the most ill-equipped person personally to deal with that kind of thing. But that’s where he came into his own.’

‘The idea of going from that [position of having a stutter] to not only going on stage, but putting yourself in the centre, drawing attention to myself or being extrovert, it doesn’t really [make sense],’ says Kerr. ‘But I believe Peter Gabriel is immensely shy. Kate Bush. There are natural exhibitionists, and then there are people who, it seems, are reacting to their inhibitions, where they almost violently throw them to the side and put themselves in a situation which should be the last place where they would want to be. A psychologist could work all that out, I’d assume, but I haven’t examined it. It’s an odd thing. Because not only are you in the front spot, as the front guy you have to do all the interviews, you’ve got to go on radio and TV and be articulate. You have to communicate, and yet you’re the least equipped natural communicator. It’s an interesting thing.’

The stutter diminished over time, although Kerr still speaks with careful deliberation. It was certainly still present when Simple Minds moved up to the big league. Recently, Kerr saw footage online of a television interview from a tour of New Zealand in 1984, ‘and I’m stuttering away like hell’.

He made it behind the microphone for the first and only public performance by Biba Rom! Though McGee’s uncle John didn’t much rate the abilities of the band’s singer – his preference was for Frank Sinatra – he found Biba Rom! a booking at Polmadie Railway Social Club at 97 Pollokshaws Road, now Gorbals Sound Studios.* They played the children’s Christmas Party in 1975 – ‘to orphans’, Burchill recalls, perhaps gilding the lily slightly. A photograph from the concert shows Kerr in powder-blue flares, wearing a suit jacket and a yellow kipper tie, pushing drug songs at the primary fives.

‘We were playing “Heroin” before heroin came to the Gorbals,’ he says. ‘The weans were all greeting [crying]. We played “White Light, White Heat”, “Waiting for the Man”, all this stuff. It was a racket. It was the only gig we ever did. But that was the start. A year later, lo and behold, punk rock was in the ether. Punk was a catalyst. I think we owe everything to it.’

▪ ▪ ▪

School ended. They were bright boys, but no one talked about college or university. The end of school was the start of real life. Jobs in shops and on building sites, apprenticeships in factories and engineering works, learning a trade, plumbing and joinery. Friends knuckled down, moved away, went off the rails.

News of punk arrived in battalions, led by an American advance party. The Old America of Dylan and Joni Mitchell seemed very grown up and very far away. New American music – Patti Smith, The Ramones, Talking Heads, Television – possessed a bright crisp edge that seemed easier to reach out and touch. ‘Being as hot to trot on everything that was new, we already had the New York Dolls albums,’ says Kerr. ‘The very first punk, of course, was Lou Reed, and Iggy. Then we had The Ramones, we had Patti Smith. We’d read about it and talk about it. I think the review of Born to Run in NME mentioned that Bruce dressed “like a punk”. So we already knew about American punk, and it was so exciting.’

Despatches from the supporting flanks in London came second hand, often via a friend called John Brough, ‘the brightest guy in school’, who had lived in Kerr’s tower block in Toryglen but had recently moved to London to work on the sites. ‘I remember this clearly,’ says Kerr. ‘It was so quaint. He sent me a letter, in early ’76, saying, “I’m staying in Finsbury Park, you’ll need to come down and stay. There’s this thing called punk rock, and there’s a band called The Sex Pistols, they play every Sunday and it’s fucking dynamite. You’ll need to come.”’

A few months passed and Kerr and Burchill decided to take him up on the offer. The trip became more than a visit to a friend in London. It became first an adventure, then a quest. With Tony Donald, they convened at Calder Park Zoo on the outskirts of Glasgow, their clothes rolled into plastic bags, and hitchhiked south. En route, their ambitions expanded.

‘I had mentioned to Charlie that Patti Smith was playing in Paris,’ says Kerr.* ‘In those days, you could get a temporary passport from the post office. We saw John in London, told him we were going to Paris.’ In the end, Patti Smith was the great whale, symbolic of the quest, rather than the point of it. They missed the gig but saw something else.

‘This thing evolved,’ says Kerr. ‘By this time we were Kerouac. We were on the road. This idea that you could stick out your thumb, and who knows? We ended up going all through Europe, a mixture of staying in youth hostels and sleeping out. It was really something. We became aware of the world out there. There was then this idea of emancipation: you don’t have to be stuck there, you don’t have to take that job on the building site. It was the idea of, Who-the-fuck-knows? And the idea of who-the-fuck-knows? gave us this confidence, or this [non] risk-averse [attitude]. Charlie and I still refer to that trip. We say we’re still on it.’

Away from home, Kerr and Burchill realised that they could be whatever they wanted to be and express any part of themselves they wished. They could accentuate the weird angles, the alienation, the aspiration. ‘Jim and Charlie . . . loved that idea of there being a bigger world out there,’ says Jaine Henderson. ‘They were in Toryglen, both doing their apprenticeships, but it was about seeing the world and getting all these experiences. Jim was excited to do all that.’

A year or two later, hitchhiking around Europe would bring focus to Simple Minds. ‘We did quite a few trips,’ says Burchill. ‘It was a formative thing. It certainly somehow came through the music in those early records. I really believe that those particular trips were somehow translated into what we were doing. The idea that we loved Europe, we already had that feeling. My older brother was into Joni Mitchell and Neil Young and Bob Dylan, and so was I. The Doors. Loads of American stuff. But by the time we had started the band, and we were thinking of ourselves as a band at that point [so crucial, the idea of perceiving yourself as a band before you even are one], we were completely European. Things like krautrock, a bit more colourful and avant-garde. Certainly not Americana. I think that all came from that trip. It made such a big impression, travelling into Italy at midnight, all these places that we had heard of but had no idea what they were really like. That all came out on those records.’

Alan McGee once said he preferred Simple Minds when they thought they were German. It’s a good line, but one rooted in a wider truth. Old America was an unreachable past. New Europe was a tangible future. It offered new loyalties and alignments.

By the time they returned to Glasgow, forever changed in some subtle but significant way, punk was moving from the clubs and fanzines to the high streets and tabloids. The Damned released ‘New Rose’ in October 1976. The Sex Pistols signed to EMI the same month. ‘Anarchy in the UK’ was released in November.

For all that its legacy has become simplified and in many ways overstated, punk chipped away at outdated hierarchies and challenged the them-and-us idea of fandom. It freed up the likes of Kerr and Burchill, and thousands of others, to visualise themselves on the other side of numerous lines of division. It granted implicit permission to start creating in a way that the music they had enjoyed previously did not. ‘I loved my Yes and Genesis, but that was quasi-classical music,’ Kerr told me in 2012. ‘It certainly didn’t make me think, “Yes, I could do that.” They were the ones who made you think, “I could never do that in a million years.” Punk put all that in its place.’2

Punk was a shot of creative Dutch courage. More important than the music was the ethos: yes, you could start a band, or a fanzine, or a fashion label, or make documentaries. ‘Before that, there was a feeling of the gatekeepers,’ says Kerr. ‘People [would] say, “Who the fuck are you to go up on stage?” There was a lot of that: “You can’t do that here.” Think of the context.’

Punk provided a new permissive context for boys from Toryglen, but context requires purpose and action. An opportunity arose via John Milarky, a fellow former pupil at Holyrood, a year or two older than Kerr and Burchill. He and his schoolfriend Allan McNeill had been messing around together with a couple of guitars. They had formed a band, mainly in their imagination, called Johnny & The Self Abusers. They had yet to play anywhere, ‘but I think we’d seen it written on the wall and stuff,’ says Kerr. ‘Wow!’

Milarky looked the part and he had attitude. There was a bierkeller in the basement of the Doune Castle pub in Shawlands, where cover bands would play. Friends recall that Milarky would get drunk, barrel downstairs and heckle these brazen displays of competent mediocrity.

Kerr, Burchill and their group of friends, still underage, with skinny ties and dyed hair, bumped into the older teen one night in spring 1977 at the Doune. ‘We didn’t know each other at all, it was pure chance that we got talking,’ says Milarky. The conversation turned to bands they liked. Milarky mentioned that he had seen Doctors of Madness playing with Be Bop Deluxe at Strathclyde University. Burchill in particular was a big fan of Doctors of Madness, the theatrical, vaguely transgressive London protopunks formed in 1974 by Richard Strange. ‘It was one of those things where you think you’re the only person who has heard of this band,’ says Milarky. ‘Then someone says, “Oh, I like them as well!” It was kind of an underground thing.’

Milarky had badgered the manager at the Doune Castle for a gig, and he had got one. He just didn’t have a band. He learned that Burchill played guitar and that Kerr did something, and that they knew a drummer and a bass player. The date in the diary was 11 April 1977. Easter Monday. Just over two weeks’ time. ‘Wow again!’ thought Kerr.

They arranged to meet the next day, a Sunday, at Milarky’s family home in Crosshill. Both his parents were dead, and he and his brother shared the house. ‘Charlie and I went across, eleven o’clock,’ says Kerr. ‘John had a cool girlfriend, she was upstairs. He opened the door, and in my recollection he looked a bit like Richard Hell. Bare feet, a pair of jeans, nothing else. He smoked kind of camp. He had a Les Paul, a fuzz pedal, an amp, a microphone but no mike stand, so he had gaffer-taped it up on the ceiling.’

Milarky told them he had a song called ‘Pablo Picasso’. Jonathan Richman also had a song called ‘Pablo Picasso’ – covered in 1975 by John Cale and, much later, by David Bowie – which also rhymed the name of the Spanish artist with ‘asshole’. Milarky had used it as a springboard for his own form of self-expression. ‘I knew the Jonathan Richman song,’ he says. ‘It was a case of, I didn’t realise you couldn’t just steal people’s ideas for lyrics! I didn’t think any more of it. I thought it was a great lyric and I turned it into something else. It was that punk thing, swearing and all that.’

‘Fucking hell,’ says Kerr, eagerly reliving that Sunday morning solo show. ‘People were passing the window, going to chapel. I remember watching them. To this day, it’s one of the best performances I’ve ever seen. He was out of his mind! “Leather freak, leather freak, stay away from me . . . Pablo Picasso, all the girls think you’re an asshole.” It was kind of [Velvet Underground] chords. Fucking dynamite. Charlie and I were stunned at his confidence. It was so good.’*

Kerr thought the song related to some friction between Milarky and his brother, who was a biker. Not so, says Milarky. ‘There was always people reading different things into it. It’s about what I thought John Cale and Lou Reed’s relationship was. I’d always read about tensions between them, so I thought that was an interesting thing to write a song about. The ‘leather freak’ and ‘blonde boy’ is Lou Reed.’

The rendezvous at Milarky’s house precipitated the start of the band. The start of everything. ‘Punk was the catalyst, but had that meeting with John not happened, there’s a chance that we could be sitting in a pub now saying, “One day . . .”’ says Kerr. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever given John enough credit. That was a big, big thing in our lives. This can be done. We can write songs like this. That song was as good as anything I had heard that week. It was better than Generation X. Much better. By then the second wave of crappy bands was coming. John was better. The years leading up to that, we’d thought about getting bands, doing this and that, but John was the first person we’d met who had written a song. So there you are. You can do that.’

Johnny & The Self Abusers played their first show in April 1977 and didn’t quite make it to the end of the year. The band was a loose and slightly precarious proposition, punk with a whiff of the art collective. For a start, there were three vocalists.

‘Alan Cairnduff was the main vocalist,’ says Milarky. ‘He was a sneering person, he had a good image. He couldn’t sing a note but he had a good curled-up lip. He didn’t last very long, I’m afraid. I sang “Pablo Picasso” and another song. Jim sang the Velvet Underground songs: “Waiting for My Man”, “Sweet Jane” and “White Light, White Heat”. Jim was very much in the background. Looking back, I think he was biding his time to see how things worked out, and possibly learning from those around him, until he had the courage to think, I can do this better, and step up a bit. He wasn’t shy, he looked good and he was confident, but he was in the background a bit.’

When Kerr wasn’t singing he was stabbing at a keyboard, not terribly effectively, and attempting backing vocals. When Milarky wasn’t singing, he might be wielding a saxophone. ‘It was a mixed bag,’ says David Henderson, older brother of Jaine, who operated basic sound and lights for Johnny & The Self Abusers. ‘Lively, lots of fun.’ At first, it was a vehicle for a variety of forms of personal self-expression. There was no desire for everyone to be on the same page. ‘They were all just happy to be in a band,’ says Henderson. ‘It was the punk thing inspiring people to get together. I don’t remember it being too competitive. I think they got a bit of strength out of each other, the focus being spread across the three, and they each had their own style.’

‘It was very much a punk thing,’ says Burchill. ‘We had these other guys in the band who we thought were hilarious. Some of them went to the same school as us, but they were kind of middle class. They were pretty mad. There were two camps in Johnny & The Self Abusers [but] we were great friends.’

They entered a scene that was small and tight. When The Damned supported T. Rex at the Apollo, all the new Glasgow punks turned up. ‘There was about a dozen of them,’ says Glenn Gibson, at the time a Glasgow-based writer for NME and later The Face. ‘You saw the same faces all the time.’ The early bands included The Jolt, The Exile, The Rezillos, The Backstabbers, Restricted Code, Positive Noise and The Alleged. Most of them put out hit-and-hope singles, stocked at Graffiti Records on Queen Street, Listen on Renfield Street and Bruce’s on Union Street. Some local punk 45s appeared on the jukebox at the Mars Bar. Fanzines Trash 77 and Ripped & Torn took the temperature.

Kerr and Burchill never quite dived in, though they flirted with the de rigueur adoption of trashy nom de plumes. Legend has it that Kerr briefly became Pripton Weird, or did he? ‘Actually it was David who was Pripton Weird,’ says Jaine Henderson, which is also how her brother remembers it. It was a long time ago. Whoever it was, the name never stuck. Although neither Kerr nor Burchill chose to adopt full punk regalia – it was a little too brash and overt for their tastes – they already recognised the importance of image, of standing out. They wore statement shoes and Kerr cut his hair into a visually arresting pudding-bowl style. He bought a black frock coat, inspired by a production he had seen of Macbeth at the Citizens Theatre.

‘All the great live bands we saw, the front guy always cultivated a persona,’ says Kerr. ‘That’s the way it had to be . . . Alan McGee talks about how he used to come into town and go to the Modern Art Gallery on a Saturday and see all these goth-looking guys hanging out there. One guy used to have on red winklepickers and a priest’s coat, and he found out later it was me. The other guy was Charlie. So we already had a cut to our jib, a bit theatrical. I loved the idea of goth. Didn’t know what it was, but loved it. I identified with that kind of blackness.’

By day they tended to gather around Graffiti and the nearby Gallery of Modern Art on Royal Exchange Square. By night, a few venues tolerated them. Prominent among the set they formed were David and Jaine Henderson, who became Simple Minds’ ‘invisible members’. In the early years, they were regarded as integral non-playing components of the band.

The Hendersons were from East Kilbride, a new town just outside Glasgow. David worked weekends in the imports section, downstairs at Graffiti. The shop was run by Scott MacCarthur, who had taken on the management duties, such as they were, for Johnny & The Self Abusers. Milarky recalls that Graffiti stumped up the money for the band to record its first and only demo tape. David had a knack for working with electronics and began doing sound and lights for the shows. Jaine would often hang out at the shop. She came along one night to a show at Saints & Sinners, the St Vincent Street club that later became King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut. ‘Eight people on stage, John on the sax, very punk,’ she says. ‘It was quite funny.’

On or around her eighteenth birthday she came to another gig and met Kerr for the first time. Soon they were romantically involved. Not long afterwards, Jaine started doing lights for their shows, leaving David free to concentrate on the sound.

‘I was a bit proud, I suppose,’ she says. ‘I liked being the lighting engineer, and not just a girlfriend. Jim and I never really said we were a couple, particularly, but I suppose everybody just assumed. We would go to the Citizens together, or the pictures, or I would stay over at Toryglen. I loved his parents. His mum was great. He would stay over in East Kilbride sometimes.’

The Hendersons were tall, cool, reserved, well-travelled, arty. Their tastes not only deepened the pool of influences from which Kerr and Burchill, in particular, drew, but helped cultivate a context in which such ideas could develop and flourish.

‘We introduced some stuff to Jim and Charlie,’ says David Henderson. ‘We used to go to the GFT [Glasgow Film Theatre] quite a lot, watching arthouse films. Maybe a wee bit pretentious. When you’re that age, all that stuff is opening up for you. Reading arty books, discovering stuff that was just a bit different. Everybody was looking for new things. I think Jim definitely was getting stuff from literature, maybe discovering things he hadn’t been taught at school, stuff that would be [regarded as] a bit pretentious for somebody from Toryglen. He created an environment where he could indulge in these arty European things a wee bit more.’

They all spent time together at a flat John Milarky moved into at 18 Wilton Street in the West End, which he shared with various band members – and a whippet. Brian McGee lived there for a spell. Kerr was supposed to move in but never quite did, though he sometimes stayed over. ‘Jim didn’t like smoky atmospheres, and we all smoked, which might have been the reason,’ says Milarky.

At first, Johnny & The Self Abusers played mostly covers: Chris Spedding & The Vibrators’ ‘Pogo Dancing’, The Ramones’ ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’, ‘Waiting’ by Doctors of Madness, Eno’s ‘Baby’s On Fire’, vamped up versions of songs by The Sex Pistols and The Kinks. Its throbbing riff building tension before exploding into noise and rage, Milarky’s ‘Pablo Picasso’ was a centrepiece, sung with drawling malevolence by its composer. Even after the band split, it made semi-regular appearances in Simple Minds sets until early 1980. The song felt precious to Kerr and Burchill. It lifted a veil on the art of songwriting. Maybe it wasn’t an art at all. There was no secret initiation process. It was simply a matter of doing it.

‘It was a mental leap, really,’ says Burchill. ‘We might not have been aware of it at the time, but quite often people ask me about writing, and my stock answer, which I still really firmly believe, is that it’s just that single one moment when you decide you’re going to do this. That in itself is how you write a song. Before you’ve even got the parts. A bit of vanity, a bit of
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