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Introduction



The juxtaposition is simple yet complex enough to be iconic: the monolithic swagger of war-winner Winston Churchill – as bulky as the cliffs of Dover in his army greatcoat – topped by a brow-to-nape mohican made out of Parliament Square’s finest lawn. This is not a tasteful cut, but a full-blown cider punk affair: a lurid green splash against the grey gun-metal sculpture. Conceived by anonymous artists during the May Day anti-capitalism protest in central London in 2000, it became the chief press image of that day, for some a symbol of violence and desecration, for others an example of creative protest – a national icon detourned.

The mohican has had a long journey from its native American beginnings. Indian stories by authors like Karl May, Buffalo Bill and Edward Sylvester Ellis were already a staple of boys’ literature by the last quarter of the nineteenth century, around the time that the last homelands were disappearing in the US. In these action tales, Indians were the underdog: vicious, exotic and savage – the perfect role model for teenage malcontents and all those who felt put upon. Indian trappings became popular among delinquents in 1890s London, 1900s Paris and 1930s Berlin, and of these, the mohican was the ultimate. It still is.

As Travis Bickle boils over with rage in Martin Scorsese’s 1976 Taxi Driver, his transition into a killing machine is symbolised by a brutal mohican: an idea that was not lost on the emerging punk movement –  which shared much of the film’s incandescent disgust. The shape of a strip of freshly shorn scalp, the mohican means war, pure and simple. There is a famous Robert Capa photograph of US paratroopers in Northern France, March 1945, with their hair cut ‘mohawk style for luck and esprit de corps’ for their next day’s jump over the Rhine into Germany. Clearly, like any potent symbol, this can work several ways.

Attended by 4000 protestors and 5500 police, the May Day 2000 riots provoked a furious national debate, with the punked-up Churchill providing a convenient rallying ground for all parties. One letter writer to the Guardian dared to suggest that, indeed, if Churchill had had such a mohican, he’d have kicked Hitler’s ass in two rather than six years. In an emotional article, Emma Soames wrote about the ‘photographs of my grandfather so defaced and dishonoured I could hardly believe my eyes’. There was even a prolonged discussion of the man’s life and crimes in the letter pages of the music press. And the Mirror pitched in with the simple question: ‘Where would these yobs have been if the Nazis had won?’

For the children of the 50s and the 60s, Churchill was the ultimate grand/father – his funeral in January 1965 was a national event on the scale of Princess Diana’s funeral. For the last sixty years, he has been held up as a national hero, perhaps even more sacrosanct than the Royal Family (until the Sex Pistols got involved, but you’ll notice even they did not question Churchill’s human-being status). He has thousands, perhaps millions of unquestioning admirers, and rightly so: for, as Michael Korda observed in the May 2000 Harpers, ‘it can truly be said of him, as of perhaps no other figure of the twentieth century, that he saved the Western world … without him we would very likely be living in a world dominated by Hitler’s heirs and Hitler’s ideas. Because of him we are not.’

And yet, like all heroes, he has feet of clay. An unreported but significant feature of the May Day painting, apart from the blood coming out of Churchill’s bulldog jaw, was a simple acronymic graffiti – TIKB – placed by the Turkish Communist Party, protesting the botched invasion of Turkey at Gallipoli in 1915 for which Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, was responsible. Then there were his actions during the 1926 Miners’ Strike when, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, he orchestrated what Robert Graves called ‘the news service of the Law-and-Order party’. For others, the sight of Churchill with Punk/anarchist insignia was delicious payback for the siege of Sidney Street in January 1911, when Churchill – as Home Minister – sent in the guns against armed police killers who, in the intervening press hysteria, had grown into an army of anarchists led by the Russian Peter the Painter.

For many protestors, Churchill served as a prime avatar of the ruling class. The sacking of his statue might well have served to obscure the global nature of the urgent demonstration at hand, but it also served to reintroduce the spectre of Punk as the bourgeois demon, the harbinger of the anarchist apocalypse – just like that 1911 bogeyman, Peter the Painter, who was never clearly identified and never found. And it plugs straight into a debate about national identity, between the haves and the have-nots, the included and the excluded, between those who accept or reject the dominant perception. As the Sex Pistols sang: ‘now is the time to realise, to have real eyes’.

A quarter century after Punk, England is still dreaming, its New Labour consensus brittle, fearful, beset by demons both imaginary and real. It is fair to relate the government to the country partly because of the sheer weight of the May 1997 election victory, but also because national identity has been an explicit project of New Labour – the ‘reclaiming of the flag’ for modern Britishness, the wresting of it away from malign, Thatcherite nationalism. You only need to look at the incidence of the Union Jack in political and pop iconography to see that national identity was a hot issue throughout the 90s: whether it be Neil Kinnock’s 1992 party platform, Noel Gallagher’s guitar, or Liam and Patsy’s pillows and duvet on the March 1997 Vanity Fair ‘London Swings Again’ cover.

The Union Jack is the symbol of the political union between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. It is far from being an equal partnership. England, and the South East in particular, dominates the economy, class system and perception of these islands. The Union Jack-strewn Britpop – a case in point – did not reflect Britain’s multicultural reality but highlighted, almost exclusively, white rock groups from the South East. So it wasn’t Britpop – because dance music is mainstream pop – but Engrock, and this is a small example of the problem. Yet this kind of unquestioning English superiority is under constitutional attack as never before, with the successful institution of assemblies in Scotland and Wales and with the increasing centralisation of Europe.

The reality of the situation is that England is going to have to reexamine some of its dearest shibboleths. Hugo Young is right to say (in the Guardian, March 2000), that ‘Britain can’t survive if England remains the centralised and dominant substate’. The mutual resentments will pull it apart. That little-island mentality that loathes Europe and will do anything to sabotage closer European links ignores both the wishes of a substantial part of Britain’s young and the fact that Britain’s ‘special relationship’ with an increasingly isolationist US cannot be taken for granted. History is on the side of devolution and monetary union, yet there are many, from Conservative leader William Hague down – with his xenophobia and anti-Europeanism – who stand like King Canute before the waves.

That old England erupted across the world’s media in June 2000, when a strongly nationalistic contingent ran amok in Brussels and Charleroi during Euro 2000. Despite the fact that they comprised a tiny proportion of England football followers, there was even talk about expelling the country from the championship. Football had been part of the new Britain ever since the ecstatic summer of 1990 – marked by New Order’s halfway decent official England theme, ‘World In Motion’ – but now the middle-class/media worship of the great game and its worst attitudes had run up against the reality of the hooligan rump. Within lad culture’s heavily marketed worship of sexism, alcohol and machismo, it was possible to see this splenetic bout as one logical conclusion to the whole rotten idea.

The most revealing moments of the whole fracas came during a BBC Panorama special report: for the ‘fans’ profiled, the fact that Britain had won the war was justification enough for their behaviour. ‘If it wasn’t for England you’d be Krauts,’ they shouted in Amsterdam. As Billy Bragg noted shortly afterwards: ‘The mythology of 1940, fed by heroic war films and the soft stereotypes of ‘Allo, ‘Allo and Dad’s Army, is rooted deeply within our national consciousness.’ Yet it was this very Churchillian myth that, thirty years after VE Day, Punk set out to challenge across a broad front: England had not won the war but lost. There was no longer the cushion of empire, just dreams of historic glories, of Douglas Bader and Jack Warner, of the Silver Jubilee and all that red, white and blue bunting.

And so Winston Churchill looms up like a Kings Road punk from the early 80s. You know, one of those who’d charge you several quid to take their picture so you could make your very own punk postcard. Punks didn’t look like that in 1976, but nobody cares any more: it’s twenty-five years on – at least five pop generations – and the direct experiential link has gone. Today’s teens weren’t even born when Mrs Thatcher was elected: they are now as far away from the Sex Pistols as Punks were from Johnnie Ray. Punk is there as a past pop style to be sourced, just as it remains in the media as a casual cruelty which feeds the viciousness of the English élite, but its long period of dominance over British pop has passed, wiped out by the late 80s dance explosion. Punk insisted on living in a hyper-intensive present, but now it’s history – just another English dream.

This process was inevitable as soon as Punk occurred – as Wire sang in 1977: ‘don’t just watch, hours happen, get in there kid and snap them’ – and was confirmed by Fred and Judy Vermorel’s brilliant Polaroid of the Sex Pistols in early 1978. For a long time, the subject was off-limits – too close, everyone knew everything – but in the early 90s a cluster of books appeared, including Greil Marcus’s Lipstick Traces and this one, which helped to make Punk a publishing issue. The subsequent decade has seen many group biographies, revisionist histories (check out David Dalton’s hilarious El Sid: Saint Vicious), picture books (Nils and Ray Stevenson’s Vacant has the best words and photos) and autobiographies – of which John Lydon’s 1994 Rotten: No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs is mandatory reading.

Many of the principal Britpunk players – all now in their forties – have got to grips with the new technology and their past during the last decade. The Buzzcocks continue to perform new material and have the best official website. The Clash put aside their differences in 1999 to work on a double-headed history: the From Here To Eternity live CD and the From the Westway to the World documentary, directed by Don Letts. Premiered with a big media party, the film broke little formal or historical ground: the contradictions in the group’s position (which gave them much of their original power) were glossed over, the contributions of women like Caroline Coon ignored, that whole explosive moment tidied up within current laddish rock modes.

With their keen sense of rivalry intact, the Sex Pistols waited for the Clash package to pass through the culture before launching their own documentary in May 2000. Titled The Filth and the Fury after the famous Daily Mirror headline in December 1976 which made the group national scapegoats, the film reunited director Julien Temple and the group to retell the McLaren-inspired ‘The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle’ from John Lydon’s point of view. The fact that Temple was rewriting his own contribution to The Swindle didn’t seem to bother him at all, although it should have done: Lydon’s insistence on telling the story his way – which means ignoring McLaren except to insult him – is psychologically understandable (that terrible fight that pop performers have to get control of their work) but ultimately belittling.

Like the ‘Filthy Lucre’ tour, The Filth and the Fury continues to encode tabloid cynicism and criticism in its title. It’s as though the whole scandal that the Sex Pistols went through during 1976 and 1977 have so marked the participants, Lydon in particular, that they have never got over it. Well, could you? But it also marks the moment when the Sex Pistols became a national obsession, and The Filth and the Fury quite rightly tells the Sex Pistols story from a national perspective, relating them to that chaotic late 70s moment that became a pivotal point in late twentieth-century political and social history. Despite the film’s faults – an overlong prologue, several irritating directorial tics – The Filth and the Fury sees the Sex Pistols tell their own story, and what a great story it is.

‘No feelings’ was one of the Sex Pistols’ three great negations – the other two being ‘no fun’ and ‘no future’ – and, with the personal authenticity routinely required by rock, many people took this to apply to the group members themselves. The most memorable parts of the film – apart from the unseen archive footage – is the quiet way in which Paul Cook, Steve Jones, John Lydon and Glen Matlock unfreeze emotions long blocked. They talk about childhood traumas (Jones’s lack of father and family, Lydon’s severe meningitis); the difficulties they had in getting on with one another (JL: ‘a monkey’s tea party’); the national scandal (PC: ‘we were public enemy number one’); the problem of Vicious (SJ: ‘Sid was dark, man’); his awful death (Lydon cries on camera); and the legacy (GM: ‘it’s a big albatross, you know’).

Two quotes from Steve Jones cut to the quick. His pride in the group strips away the cynicism that the packaging implies: ‘We gave it fucking 200 per cent for two years and that was it. We ran out of steam. I loved being a Sex Pistol. I’ll always be a Sex Pistol. At least when I die I can say I’ve done something.’ And he reveals the human cost of chaos: ‘I didn’t have a life. I had nothing to lose. And I was a miserable sod deep inside. So the more havoc I created, the more I felt better at doing it because I was a tortured soul. I think the fighting came through lack of musical ability. It was like, “Oh, this is what gets you headlines”.’

Place ‘no feelings’ next to the Sex Pistols’ famous broadside in ‘Pretty Vacant’: ‘we know what we feel!’ From today’s standpoint – after a quarter century of therapy – the late 70s now seem like, to use Ian Curtis’s and Margaret Drabble’s phrase, the Ice Age. It wasn’t just the Sex Pistols who couldn’t cope: it was almost all of the people involved in Punk, as the pop culture that they loved expressed raging emotions from behind a blank sarcastic, hostile facade. In Ridley Scott’s Punk-saturated Blade Runner (just look at Pris’s costume and gesture) the Lexus 6 humanoids turn, Frankenstein-like, on their creators. What they want is directly Punk-relevant: a longer shelf life (‘the light that burns twice as bright burns half as long’), and, most urgently, past and present emotions. They don’t have feelings but recognise their necessity.

There was a great deal of unrecognised hurt and damage in Punk which, because unacknowledged, has taken several decades to work out – whether it be in The Filth and the Fury, Deborah Curtis’s memoir of her husband Ian and his group Joy Division (Touching from a Distance), or Paul Morley’s relentless Nothing, an unflinching examination of his father’s suicide in June 1977, the moment of high Punk. Much of this hurt and damage was standard teenage stuff: the usual problems that young people have in getting their voice and perception heard. But there were specific problems in the late 70s: the start of family break-up; the collapse of the 60s hippie dream; hard drug usage following patterns of supply; a new, harsh political and social environment.


[image: ]
Insane in the City: February 1977 (© Jon Savage)





The Clash located this in one of their most famous early songs, ‘London’s Burning’: ‘The wind howls through the empty blocks looking for a home/ I run through the empty stone because I’m all alone.’ Punk was an international outsider aesthetic: dark, tribal, alienated, alien, full of black humour. It spread from the US through the UK and France and through Europe, Japan, and Australia during the years following 1975. For anyone in the UK at that point who felt cast out because of class, sexuality, perception, gender, even choice, who felt useless, unworthy, ashamed, the Sex Pistols were an attraction/repulsion machine of, as Paul Morley notes, ‘infernal’ power that offered the chance of action, even surrender – to something larger than you – and thus possible transcendence. In becoming a nightmare, you could find your dreams.

Like the Adverts exulted in summer 1977: ‘I found some friends with a little faith/ Less money and no taste.’ During 1976 and 1977, Punk brought together suburban stylists, Bowie victims, teenage runaways, hardened sixties radicals, gay men and women, artists, disco dollies, criminals, drug addicts, prostitutes of all persuasions, football hooligans, intellectuals, big beat obsessives, outcasts from every class. It wasn’t just the groups: the power that they had came from their audience. (In taking this broad view, Paul Tickell’s 1995 Arena, ‘Punk and the Pistols’, remains the most ambitious filmed punk history). This broad church – repeated, with regional variations, throughout the US – makes a mockery of today’s thirtysomething nostalgia, the type you can see in witless travesties like BBC2’s Never Mind The Buzzcocks. Punk did not reproduce dominant lad modes: heretical sex and gender politics were key to its original impact.

Suddenly, you didn’t have to be alone. You submerged. You had a good time by having a bad time. You were full of the poison. You acted out Iggy’s edict in ‘Death Trip’: ‘sick boy, sick boy, learning to be cruel’. You attacked the generation of World War Two: all that they could not express you’d flaunt in their faces, stiff upper lip morphing into blank stare and violent gesture. ‘Gimme World War Three we can live again.’ This was tough stuff, telling England what it did not want to hear. Punk demanded a commitment that many pop fans and obsessives were not prepared to undertake, and indeed the dangers of such a dark aesthetic quickly began to play out in deaths, drug addiction, cynicism – a black cloud that has haunted many ever since. There was that awful, self-aware, headlong flight to destruction: ‘you can always tell,’ sang San Francisco’s Sleepers, ‘if you are going to hell.’

This emotional perplex is culturally specific to Punk – and remains an issue for those involved – but falls within pop’s general remit to explore the private. But Punk was also in the world: determinedly so as soon as John Lydon put those acronyms into ‘Anarchy in the UK’. The Sex Pistols had the most power when they remained undefined – ‘God Save the Queen’ was a grandstanding ‘fuck you’ to England that seemed to come out of nowhere – but what they set up was so explosive that, in the polarising political climate of the time, it soon required definition. Punk thrust itself into politics and politics came back to claim it, whether resolving into the far right, the left (Rock against Racism), anarchy (Crass), or a wider form of autonomy which stressed cultural and social independence.

It’s easy to forget, now that pop music is diffused throughout all media, that Punk was actively discouraged if not banned during 1976 and 1977, first by the music industry, then the newspapers and the politicians, then the public at large. This resulted in an underground distribution and production network which turned necessity into a virtue: it was easy and cheap, go and do it. These ideals of access – which have since been expanded by the internet – have become one of Punk’s enduring legacies. The Sex Pistols had sung ‘no future’ with such force that it seemed like a curse: doing it all yourself – making, producing and releasing your own record/fanzine/book/film (like Crass) – and federating with other like minds became the hidden positive to Punk’s much-flaunted negative, a practical decentralisation with infinite possibilities.

Another forgotten aspect of Punk is its anti-consumerism. ‘Don’t be told what you want/ don’t be told what you need’, warned John Lydon, while the Buzzcocks noted: ‘I used to only want, but now I need.’ On X-Ray Spex’s ‘Germfree Adolescents’ – a virtual reality concept album before its time, with songs about ‘Identity’ and ‘Genetic Engineering’ – Poly Styrene projected into a nightmare future. Although Punk turned into music industry business after early 1978, at its heart was a furious disgust with consumption, and the place of pop culture and Punk itself within it. As John Lydon said on the day of his last concert as a Sex Pistol, ‘I just wanna ruin everything. I don’t like rock music. I don’t even know why I’m in it.’

In Nic Roeg’s The Man Who Fell to Earth, a spring 1976 release that had a great impact on Punk, David Bowie as Newton begins to lose his precepts. He forgets why he is on earth and begins to succumb to the seduction of pleasure. In one of the film’s most memorable scenes, Newton lolls back in his chair, booze-blitzed, and becomes immersed in a vast ocean of white noise emanating from dozens of television sets with a myriad moving pictures. In 1976 England, this was definitely futuristic – simultaneously exciting and terrifying – and this duality of response corresponded to Punk’s simultaneous fascination with, and condemnation of, the media: a contradiction that would play out with predictable results as Punk became assimilated into the media industries. And now that we’re all Newtons, isn’t it a bore?

But, just as the hippie movement highlighted concerns about ecology and its own version of autonomy, so these Punk ideals remain vigorous because they remain unresolved. The contradiction on which Punk foundered was its attempt to critique and change consumption and media from within – an attempt doomed to failure. In the 90s, the nearest US equivalent to the Sex Pistols, Nirvana, foundered on exactly that contradiction, this time from within a global pop/media economy of unprecedented relentlessness, and with correspondingly more serious results. The central problems thus remain for those who want to question the basis of society: how do you avoid becoming part of what you’re protesting against? If everything exists in the media and you reject it, how do you exist?

This perhaps is the real message of the May Day riots which, like the 30 November 1999 anti-World Trade Organisation action, sprang from a thoroughgoing critique of global capitalism that has its roots in the Punk strands of anarchy, anti-consumption, federalised access and participation. While no organisation assumed full leadership, the ideals expressed by the participants had a common core: ‘A variety of protest groups are building on a growing unease about environmental degradation, the growth of big corporations, and what is seen as a widening global gap between the haves and the have-nots. There’s definitely something going on. People know that the world is threatened by an ecological crisis. Unlike in the 1960s, they despair of conventional political parties to do anything about it. So it is up to us. That’s what direct action is all about.’ (Observer, 30 April 2000). 

Despite the usual conspiracy theories bandied about in the tabloids, the May Day action lacked any overt leaders. The demonstration encompassed violence and vandalism, thoughtfulness and subversive play, if you can include Winston Churchill’s makeover and the planting of cannabis seeds in Parliament Square in the latter. The lack of an overall, defined ideology was heavily criticised but, just like Punk was at its most powerful when impossible to define, this is not a weakness but a source of strength. In sharp sentences like ‘capitalism at its core rewards the darker side of human nature – greed and egotism’, you hear the start of something big, something that echoes John Lydon’s climactic snap at the end of The Filth and the Fury: ‘All I want is for future generations to go, “Fuck it. Had enough. Here’s the truth.”’ Well, here you are.

The simple, temporary reclaiming of Winston Churchill’s statue for Punk radicalism is one of those freeze-frame moments that reveals a profound gap of perception: between 1940 and 2000, between those who think it a desecration and those who think it the perfect metaphor for a country, England, that refuses to squarely face the present, indeed, even to admit that the present exists. It also asserts the continued vigour – twenty-five or so years after its heyday – of the Punk DNA, not as music or culture or one group, but as a global symbol for youth disaffection, rebellion, sheer trouble. After all, if nothing gets challenged, nothing gets changed. 
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430 King’s Road, London, October 1976 (© Bob Gruen)
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In the city we can change our identities at will, as Dickens triumphantly proved over and over again in his fiction; its discontinuity favours both instant heroes and instant villains impartially. The gaudy, theatrical nature of city life tends constantly to melodrama.

Jonathan Raban: Soft City (1974)

 

We wander through London; who knows what we may find?

Lionel Bart: ‘It’s a Fine Life’, from Oliver! (1960)



It is the early seventies. All the participants of what will be called Punk are alive, but few of them know each other. They will come together during 1976 and 1977 in a network of relationships as complicated as the rabbit-warren London slums of Dickens’s novels. The other beginnings of Punk – the musical texts, vanguard manifestos, pulp fictions – already exist, but first we need the location, the vacant space where, like the buddleia on the still plentiful bombsites, these flowers can bloom. 

That space is a small, oddly shaped shop at 430 King’s Road, at World’s End; the extended ground floor of a four-storey, late Victorian house, it was cheaply converted in the early years of the century. An iron pillar in the middle of the floor supports the roof. The only natural light comes from the front window. There is no inside toilet. It stands at a commanding position at the end of a row of similar, slightly larger shops; directly to the east is the local Conservative Association.

The building’s changes of function illustrate the social shifts within this marginal area, a microcosm of what Malcolm McLaren has called ‘the human architecture of the city’. The corner on which it stands is the first major deviation in the King’s Road. World’s End itself is named after a large pub that stands nearby. This name in turn derives not from the apocalypse but from the fact that, at the time when it was built, in the eighteenth century, it was the last house on the outskirts of the city, a boundary moving inexorably westwards from the World’s End of Congreve, near Markham Square.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, this area of dead roads became associated with Cremorne Gardens, a stretch of land bounded by Lots Road in the south west and the World’s End in the north east. Initially fashionable, the gardens degenerated, as public urban spaces will, into harbours of prostitution and low life of all types, and were closed in 1877. During the last two Victorian decades, World’s End became a poor area, creating an atmosphere which, despite gentrification, lingers in the World’s End estate of seventies tower blocks.

After the First World War, 430 King’s Road was occupied by Joseph Thorn, who carried on a pawnbroking business there for over thirty years. By the early 1950s, it had become a café, run by Mrs Ida Docker. The World’s End was still a down-at-heel area belonging to the poor, the Bohemians, the transients of Pamela Hansford Johnson’s 1937 novel World’s End, whom Evelyn Waugh described (reviewing in Graham Greene’s Night and Day magazine) as people ‘economically, politically, socially, theologically, in a mess’.

As the upper reaches of the King’s Road became fashionable in the mid-1950s, boutiques, coffee bars and other meeting places slowly spread down the street’s eastern stretches. As a part of this process, number 430 ceased to be a shop that served only its immediate locality. For a time, it was a yacht agents, then the premises of a motor scooter dealer called Stanley G. Raper. In the winter of 1967, when Michael Rainey moved Hung On You from its previous site on Chelsea Green, it became chic.

Hung On You is a good example of the social mix that fuelled the synthesis of fashion, music and politics which has become London’s principal export to the world. Along with David Mlinaric, Tara Browne (immortalized in the Beatles’ ‘A Day in the Life’), and Christopher Gibbs, Michael Rainey had been one of the original, aristocratic Chelsea stylists: an elite based, not on breeding or manners, but on pop values like style and glamour.

By the mid-1960s, the English music and culture industries were increasing exponentially – a process officially marked by the Beatles’ investiture as MBEs in October 1965. Pop groups like the Beatles, the Animals and the Rolling Stones – with roots ranging from the suburban to the truly poor – were not only becoming rich and famous, but the new aristocracy: in John Lennon’s phrase, ‘the kings of the jungle’. They had few better role models than the Chelsea Dandies, whose taste for exotica was already well developed.

One can see the clothes on the Beatles or the Rolling Stones in early 1966: narrowly cut, high double-breasted suits in velvet or stripes, worn with garish, hand-painted forties ties, or thirties crêpe-de-Chine scarves. This was the pop modernism of the mid-1960s on the cusp of hippie collage. As this style spread, it was principally sold in Carnaby Street or on the Portobello Road. Too remote, the World’s End didn’t directly profit from the bonanza. Although other shops like Granny Takes A Trip had opened in 1966, the corner was not a mass-market thoroughfare but a place for drugs, eccentricity or special pilgrimages.

Michael Rainey closed Hung On You early in 1969. He had helped to originate the idea of multiple identity in fashion – of clothes worn not in a uniformity of caste or taste, but in a riotous confusion of colours, eras and nationalities – but the next occupants of 430 took the idea of ‘Fun Clothes’ to a sickly conclusion. Trevor Miles had supplied Hung On You with kaftans; more recently, he had made waistcoats for Tommy Roberts’ Kleptomania. They decided to set up a shop together, with a new name taken from an underground movie title.

Mr Freedom was like a gigantic playpen. Once inside the ice-cream-sundae, Deco frontage, customers were greeted by a giant stuffed gorilla dyed fun-fur blue. While a revolving silver globe in the ceiling gave an authentic Palais feel, they could buy jars of sweets from the counters with inset televisions twinkling away. Influenced by the 1950s, the clothes were trivial, garish and fantastic, pastiching the past thirty years of ‘comic-strip, Hollywood vulgar’.

‘I did appliqué lightning bolts, long T-shirt dresses with rockets coming up them, Mickey Mouse T-shirts and all that,’ says Miles. Other items included Lucie Mabel Atwell-style print dresses, appliqués with catchphrases like ‘Slip It To Me’ and ‘Pow’ worn by deliberately ugly models, Superman jackets and fake leopard skin everywhere. From the outset, the shop was a success. ‘I’ve never seen so much publicity on anything‚’ muses Miles: ‘there was nothing else for them to grab onto. It was all very, very groovy.’

This was one source of a pervasive mood in early seventies pop culture: a mixture of camp and infantilism triggered by the hippies’ celebration of childhood as the ideal state. Evocations of the thirties environment characteristic of the babyboomer childhood – a process which would peak with that palace of fun, Biba’s superstore – went hand in hand with the fine-art codification in 1968 of thirties styles under the term Art Deco. As the sheer drive of pop modernism faltered, the era of decade style-revivals began. Style replaced content; clothing became costume.

Popcult phenomena like Mr Freedom shook loose individual items from time referents like ‘the 30s’ or ‘the 50s’ and ran wild with the past, like a child in an antique shop. To aesthetes like Nik Cohn, this cheerful plunder was total anathema: ‘for the moment, Fun reigns supreme. At middle-aged joint-smoking parties, balding fatties come on as Johnny Weismuller and their wives play Rita Hayworth. It is not a pretty sight.’

For Miles, this total visibility brought rather more pressing problems: the rip-off. It happened with his most celebrated design, the ‘Star’ T-shirt, instantly copied by the established rag trade, which then flooded the market with cheap imitations. This is a perennial problem for the successful yet small entrepreneur: Tommy Roberts went for broke, opening a bigger, better shop at the bottom of Kensington Church Street, while Miles, less of a businessman, remained in 430: ‘We fell out and I took the Mustang and the shop.’

It was time for a new concept: Pacific exotic. Miles went off to New York with £5,000 and bought piles of used jeans, Oshkosh dungarees and Hawaiian shirts. To suit 430’s new incarnation, the shop front was done in green corrugated iron, with Hawaiian-style bamboo lettering, and featured an antique petrol pump. Inside, the Electric Colour Company put bamboo everywhere, rush matting on the floor and covered Miles’s Mustang with flocked tiger-skin fabric.

Paradise Garage was one of the first shops to do pop retro and assemble a collection of old clothes with some overriding taste. Miles was ahead of his time again, but the familiar problems reappeared. Not only was the shop undercut by more businesslike dealers, but he was getting bored, ‘I thought, “Right: used clothing, done that, next idea.” So I sprayed the floor black, put a jukebox and a mobile floor in so that people had the option of going in there to dance. Then I just left for a few months. It seems extraordinary now, but that’s the way you did business in those days.’
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Trevor Miles outside number 430, 1970 (courtesy of Trevor Miles)





By 1971, the gloss had gone off the King’s Road and the shop faced strong competition from immediate neighbours like Alkasura and Granny Takes A Trip which hit the spot, selling crushed velvet finery to the English musicians touring the lucrative American market. As hippie bottomed out, the World’s End became awash with drugs, a market centred on the ‘Golden Triangle’ of pubs that followed the chicane: the Roebuck, the Man In The Moon on the corner with Beaufort Street, and the Water Rat, right opposite the shop.

It was into this jaded environment that Malcolm McLaren drifted one summer day in 1971. McLaren had just left Goldsmiths’ College without completing his degree; his final-year project – also uncompleted – was a psychogeographical film about Oxford Street, which had led him into a fascination with fifties Rock’n’Roll in general and Billy Fury in particular. In his account: ‘I’d used my grants over 1969, 1970 to collect various records from the fifties and sixties from all the markets like Portobello Road and Club Row. By the time I left I had this enormous collection. I didn’t know quite what to do, and I had this idea of selling these records and hooking up with an art student friend of mine called Patrick Casey, who had this great taste and flair for finding used clothing of a unique kind – particularly old leather jackets and strange zoot jackets that related to the period of those records. No one in those days – 1970, 1971 – knew that was a style to do.’

On his way to an open market near the corner of Edith Grove, McLaren was accosted by a man who was struck by his lurex trousers: these had been made for McLaren by his friend Vivienne Westwood. The man was 430’s manager, an American hustler called Bradley Mendelson. Once inside the shop‚ McLaren was impressed: ‘They were obviously down in the dumps; the guy inside was looking for money. But they had a jukebox blazing away and it was all black, they had no sign, no front at all. I was thrilled because it was so fifties.’

In October 1971, McLaren moved into the back of number 430 with Vivienne Westwood and Patrick Casey. When Trevor Miles returned from his honeymoon, he was not pleased: ‘Bradley Mendelson rented out half the shop without me knowing. When we came back, I found myself in a shocking state. I declared myself bankrupt and literally walked away from it. Malcolm took over the shop; he took the jukebox and the whole thing and did Let It Rock.’

For Miles, it was the end of an era: ‘Malcolm and Vivienne were probably very down to earth, but they felt like aliens to me. I’ve always been fascinated by Malcolm’s attitude and approach – the way he gets away with things. I find Vivienne’s way of getting her message across almost embarrassing sometimes, very intense. But then it was early days: they had very strong convictions and the sort of clothes they were doing there were really out on a limb.’


Apart from the twitching rock’n’rollers, who often resemble Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times, we are becoming a nation of spectators.

Nina Epton: Love and the English (1960)

 

Frustration is one of the great things in art; satisfaction is nothing.

Malcolm McLaren: college notes (winter 1967/8)



Despite the fact that they were of a similar age and had dipped into a similar pop culture, McLaren and Westwood had very little in common with the beautiful people of the King’s Road. In 1971, they both hated hippies with a vengeance: ‘hippos’, McLaren called them. Their interest in fifties clothes had nothing to do with fun or camp. ‘It goes without saying’, writes Susan Sontag, ‘that the Camp sensibility is disengaged, depoliticized – or at least apolitical.’ In their different ways, Westwood and McLaren were politicized: this gave them a morai purpose in their approach to clothes.

Both deeply mistrusted the apparent social progress of the free and easy hippie culture that was all around them. McLaren liked the guilt that flaked off the busty magazines, like Photoplay and Fiesta, which he sold at the back of the shop. With their peroxide coiffures, large breasts and leopardskin costumes, these Evas and Audreys were anachronisms, yet their sheer exaggeration highlighted the real dynamics of desire, exchange and sexual repression which were being fudged in an area where a shop could be called Liberated Lady.

England wasn’t free and easy: it was repressed and horrible. Both felt that the claims of hippie culture to have changed the world were false: it was just window dressing, like the façades so quickly erected and demolished in consumer enclaves like Oxford Street. Consider the music of the time – then called ‘Rock’ in a bid for respectability. What a pompous, middle-class facsimile of the anarchy that was fifties Rock’n’Roll! The music industry was now in control and conning everyone: how could that industry’s ‘Rock’ retain any trace of Rock’n’Roll’s original teenage revolt?

Their solution was to turn, not just to the music, fashion and accoutrements of the 1950s, but to the people who lived out the style: the Teddy Boys who, in the early 1970s, were experiencing a resurgence. They were the descendants of those youths from Tottenham, Clapham and the Elephant and Castle who had created the very first English youth style. Although organized along traditional class, criminal, and territorial lines, their dress had marked them out as being something different: harbingers of a new age.

The original Teddy Boys had grafted the shape of an American gangster’s suit or zoot suit – with its exaggerated annexation of space – onto details stolen deliberately from a specialized Savile Row fashion of 1948: the Edwardian look. Originally floated as a nostalgic evocation of the pre-First World War Edwardian era, this precise, rather mannered style failed to catch on amongst its target market but, in one of those ill-documented shifts that happens in urban culture, had passed into London’s criminal vernacular by the early 1950s.

In the hands of ‘petty criminals’ like Colin Donellan, profiled in the Picture Post in 1953, the effect was simultaneously brutal and foppish. The ‘Edwardian’ quickly caught on: in assuming an upper-class style, it had the added spice of subtly cocking a snook at its betters. The Edwardian was smart, flash and advertised his profession – petty criminal – by his clothes. In an era when everyone knew their place, vulgarizing what the nobs wore was a definite act of class warfare.

In the early 1950s, the Edwardians were clothes obsessed, as maniacal as the Mods who would follow them: they would think nothing of spending all their money on an embroidered waistcoat, a dark suit with finger-tip length sleeves and fourteen-inch trouser bottoms. As the name was edited into Teddy Boys, and then Teds, the style became degraded and brutish – a process captured by Colin MacInnes’s description, in Absolute Beginners, of racist Teds at the Notting Hill Gate riots of September 1958. With the onset of new, cooler styles – ‘The Italian Look’ of 1958 – Ted dropped from sight.

But Teddy Boys never stopped reproducing. Their original composition had been working class and many hung onto the style as an act of cultural faith and class solidarity, bringing up their children in the same dress. Occasionally, they came up into the glare of the media spotlight – as in 1968, when Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around The Clock’ made the Top Twenty. Or when, as Richard Neville describes in Play Power, with a sharp eye for class detail, Teddy Boys rioted at the Albert Hall in July 1969: fired up by Chuck Berry, they revolted when the Who came on stage.

This was the sort of culture gap that McLaren and Westwood wanted to explore. By the early 1970s, the second Teddy Boy revival had already gathered some steam. Its focus was the Black Raven pub in Bishopsgate where, ever since 1967, the original Ted landlord, Bob Ackland, had been keeping the faith. The jukebox stocked Richie Valens, Billy Riley, Carl Perkins, Elvis; the bar soon stocked a regular, large following which, by the autumn of 1970, was getting mass-media attention.
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Malcolm McLaren outside number 430, December 1971 (© David Parkinson, courtesy of Valerie Olins)





McLaren and Westwood were greatly impressed by the Teds’ foppish brutality and their hard style, which seemed like a subversion of the status quo. But both of them were from a different class: educated, Bohemian, even thinkers. It was Vivienne (as would often happen) who put theory into practice and went down to the Black Raven. She quickly found that these Teds had to get all their clothes hand made – a costly and time-consuming process. There was a gap in the market. And what better place was there to exploit this gap than the World’s End, right in the heart of enemy territory? 

How had this combustible pair come to this point? Obtaining coherent biographical data from McLaren and Westwood is not easy: both tend to rewrite their history according to the demands of their current project. The question of authorship that bedevils the whole story of Punk doesn’t help either. Westwood will only draw out biographical data if they fit the point she wants to make at that particular time. Her accounts of the life she and McLaren had together are now coloured by their bitter break-up in 1983.

McLaren’s accounts of his life and feelings, in the abstracted world of the mediated personality, are a shifting, constant parade of mythologizing, selective perception and acute self-analysis. He is quite capable of delivering devastating self-criticism, yet at such breakneck speed that it could be taken as just a spasm of his celebrated hyperactivity. Myths and dreams play a large part in McLaren’s life, as he adheres to the First Pop Law of Andrew Loog Oldham: ‘I believe that if you lie enough it becomes a reality.’

McLaren’s fantasies, or even his half-lies, are as revealing as the truth, As he has managed to turn many of his fantasies into reality, it is worth giving them credence. This is, after all, pop, the modern Hollywood: the one place in English society where you can reinvent yourself, where the donning of a new jacket can appear a political act. ‘Never forget that clothes are the things in England that make your heart beat!’ he says. ‘There’s a constant attempt to step out of that class structure of the two-piece suit.’

For all the propaganda of classlessness – whether the sixties popcult model or the eighties entrepreneurial model – England is a highly static society, with a strongly defined ruling class and a narrow definition of the acceptable. If you fall outside it for any reason, you’re marginal. As with any cluster of minorities, if you put them together, you make a majority: pop – a marginal industry in itself – is a place where many of them meet, as dreamers and misfits from all classes, to transform, if not the world, then their world.
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Malcolm McLaren, circa 1950 (courtesy of Stuart Edwards)
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Modern society puts every child in a straitjacket.

R. D. Laing and A. Esterson: Sanity, Madness and the Family (1969)


30 September: To use a kid’s eyelevel to describe ordinary situations and to get the utmost out of these situations. Showing the structure of Oxford Street thru the eyes of a child and the effect it has on him and his elders. The child is unknowing of the media and thus the basis for being there is to see it without commenting on it. Cut into this an older person’s viewpoint, equally subservient to it but serving it. That one has no control over one’s life. Showing how an adult is still a child still no control. Important then to relate how he combats that predicament.

Malcolm McLaren, notes for Oxford Street (1970)



A constant echo through McLaren’s rhetoric is the ideal of childhood: whether in the voice-over for his projected Oxford Street film, in his 1984 Fans album, or in the figure onto whom his fantasies were projected, Sid Vicious, that he placed in the heart of pop myth. These were not original ideas: they were current during the underground that existed in the time of McLaren’s studenthood, whether in the radical psychology or the pop songs of the age.

What marks out McLaren is the particular intensity with which he has pursued these ideas; this has much to do with his own life story. Celebrity suits him, being ‘the one adult mode that inhabitants of the adolescent mode can imagine living in – because it is not really an adult state but is rather the ultimate adolescent fantasy of adulthood’. Born marginal, of a marriage between religions and cultures, and further subjected to a bizarre childhood, he has enacted the best revenge of all: that of an outsider on society.

McLaren was born on 22 January 1946, the younger son of Peter McLaren, a Scottish engineer, and Emily Isaacs, who came from a proud Jewish family. The pair were ill-suited in age, race and intellect and they separated just over eighteen months later. After one further meeting with his two sons in 1948, Peter McLaren was ‘wiped out of history’ by Emily and her powerful family.

It was as though he had never existed. It took McLaren another forty years, some psychotherapy and a private detective before he found his father again, in 1989. ‘It happened by letter,’ McLaren says. ‘He lives in Romney Marsh, right by Old Romney Church. He’s had six wives, and now looks like those pictures of W. H. Auden near the end of his life. I’ve got another family that I never knew existed: when I was in England last, I met my half-sister and half-brother, who’s a fellow of King’s College, Cambridge.’

The separation was a shattering event for Malcolm and his brother. ‘I was very angry and resentful,’ says Stuart Edwards, who retains the surname of his stepfather, ‘I carry those things today.’ Although only two and a half years older than McLaren, there could be a whole generation between the brothers. Whereas McLaren can, on occasion, be as quicksilver as a spoilt adolescent, Stuart is solid: a balding family man with two daughters and a steady job as a night-time taxi-driver. Yet if one scratches the surface, one can see the similarities between the brothers: the voice, the imaginative intensity, and the thirst for knowledge.

Both brothers retain considerable hostility for their mother. ‘She hurt us‚’ says Stuart: ‘Sir Charles Clore had a big relationship with my mother; why I don’t know. They had liaisons in the Hotel du Paris in Monte Carlo, then she married my stepfather Martin Levi, who later changed his name to Edwards, and she changed her Christian name to Eve. He was Jewish, of course, which made him acceptable, but my grandmother didn’t really like him. He was very limited, but he was clever enough to open a clothing factory, Eve Edwards Limited, which became quite a big concern … It happens to a lot of people, but my mother never spent any time with her children. She went off and furthered her career, and left us in the clutches of our grandmother who I now realize was imposing on us her values and her outlook. Which was weird anyway. We missed a generation. We were being brought up by a woman whose childhood was in the Victorian era.’

‘When I was first manager of the Sex Pistols it was like returning to my childhood with my grandmother,’ Malcolm says of the dominant influence in his life. ‘She was a woman who created her own world and everybody else had to live in it or live without it. Her world was far better than the world we live in, because it had a lot more soul and a lot more passion. It was a world that was fairly inventive but that had brilliance. It shone and I felt for it, because it was the world that I was protected by.’

Rose Isaacs was born Rose Corré in 1887; her father, Abram Corré, was a diamond merchant who had emigrated to England from Holland sometime in the middle of the nineteenth century. ‘His ancestors had come from the landowning Sephardic community in Spain,’ says Stuart, ‘but they had to leave the country after the Inquisition.’ Born into some wealth, Rose married Michael Isaacs just before the First World War: the family house in Carysfort Road was a wedding present. There’s no doubt who was the stronger character: ‘I remember that my grandad never used to sleep in my grandmother’s house,’ says Malcolm, ‘he hardly lived there. He had to come and visit.’

‘I thought my grandmother was a total idiot,’ says Stuart. ‘She adored Malcolm, she didn’t like me very much. She saw in me the reflection of my father, who had upset her life. I was very like my father, while Malcolm was the image of his grandmother. Mannerisms, everything. She was a very strange woman, an eccentric for her time. She wanted to be an actress and took elocution lessons, so she had an affected way of speaking. During the First World War she and her other sister, who was quite pretty, cavorted with officers; she was a Bohemian and had strange friends.’

Rose spoilt the young Malcolm. ‘She made me challenge every notion of the established viewpoint because that’s what she wanted to do,’ he says. ‘I think Stuart must have felt pretty bad because I was lavished upon and he was starved. But I was never allowed to play or to have friends. I had to stay inside. He was allowed to run amok, because she didn’t care about him. We had no idea what family unity was. But my grandmother had such a strong alternative world that I could exist by creating my own in the same fashion.’


[image: ]
Rose lsaacs (centre) and Emily Edwards (right) during the 1950s (coultesy of Stuart Edwards)





The brothers entered William Patton school in Stoke Newington in 1954. Malcolm lasted one day: ‘I was an obstreperous little bastard. I couldn’t understand why the school was so full of rules and laws.’ He was then taught by a private tutor, who, by his own account, force-fed him Jane Eyre and A Christmas Carol. When the Edwards began to make money, they moved out to Cheyne Walk in Hendon and sent Stuart and Malcolm to a private Jewish school, Avigdor, in Lordship Lane, which both hated. Stuart was asked to leave at fifteen, while Malcolm went on to a grammar school at Burnt Oak called Orange Hill.

Neither boy was a good student. ‘I could have been academic at school,’ says Stuart, ‘but I rejected that life totally. My rebellion was a total withdrawal.’ Malcolm, however, found that his bad behaviour got him attention and, perhaps more importantly, his grandmother’s approval: ‘She used to write these wonderful letters to the headmaster which always ended with the phrase “Boys will be boys”. I got away with murder. I was such a snob, really fucked up in those schools. Refusing to listen to any kind of authority and refusing to learn anything.’ 

One refuge was the pop culture now flooding in from America. ‘The first pop we had in the house was Bill Haley and the Comets,’ says Stuart. ‘You’d had Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby, then suddenly we had this wild music. I wasn’t really interested in the velvet collars and the long jackets that the Teddy Boys wore; I liked the creepers and the drainpipes and the Italian box jackets with the little collars and the three buttons.’

‘Stoke Newington, Clissold Park and Stamford Hill – that was a very potent place to be,’ adds Malcolm, ‘because it sported some of the first Teddy Boys, and Tottenham, which was close by, had this enormous ballroom, the Royal, where Rock’n’Roll gathered a lot of momentum. I often remember crossing the road going to school, because I went to a Jewish school and had a cap on. These Teddy Boys would come up and they’d put their hands in their jackets as if to motion that they might be carrying something dangerous. I was always terrified.’

These were neighbourhoods fierce in territorial loyalties, inner-urban enough to be city-wise, yet not poor enough to be a ghetto: English pop was a product of comparative affluence. Marginal zones, such as these areas of London, promised the illusion of transformation. ‘Dressing up was always a big part of going out,’ McLaren remembers. ‘My parents were always involved in fashion, and I was always inspired by my brother. Every Saturday night he would take over the bathroom, and you couldn’t get in. No matter how desperate you were: it was his domain.’

These were the London suburbs that produced the very first Mods. If anything, their parents’ move to the more genteel Hendon increased both the brothers’ restlessness and the range of movement open to them. ‘We used to go all round North London and Soho,’ says Stuart, ‘all these suburbs had to do with Jewish society, and no matter how he tried to break away, Malcolm was always linked with that. There was a night club in Swiss Cottage called the El Toro and one in St John’s Wood called the Coronet, where I met my wife. In Soho, I used to go to a club called the Poubelle and to St Anne’s, a disco in a church.’

Soho was multi-racial, and had traditionally harboured outcasts and oddities. Its caste system was not the standard elitism of class. It didn’t matter who you were – you could be criminal, existential, homosexual, vicious or teenage – as long as you had an interesting angle, or a good story. The hustler, immortalized in Wolf Mankowitz’s Expresso Bongo, was king. In the early 1960s, there was a brief period when French, existential-style coffee bars coexisted with all-night raves. 

‘I’d get the Bakerloo Line to Charing Cross and just hang around the coffee bars,’ says Bernard Rhodes, whose thirty-year, on-off friendship with McLaren began with a meeting at Stamford Hill Bowling Alley. ‘I saw Paul Simon for half-a-crown: it was a working class, Bohemian thing and there was no media, you just locked into it. You met people who were on your wavelength, and you could actually go out Friday night and come back Monday morning. There was no stopping you: there was everywhere to go.’

After leaving school in 1961 with three GCEs, Malcolm was confronted with the problem of what to do with his life. His mother made him take a job with Sandeman’s, the wine merchants, in Piccadilly. ‘I was with all these boys from public school,’ he says. ‘They thought I had much better clothes than they did. When Sandeman’s asked me to go to Spain and work in the vineyards, I decided that I really did have to spend my life in Wardour Street.’ Various temping jobs followed, from which he was fired almost as a matter of policy.

In autumn 1963, Malcolm started evening classes in life-drawing at St Martin’s School of Art on Charing Cross Road but his mother objected to the nudes on display, so, still under the thumb of his family, he transferred to three-D design and graphics. To be accepted by the new system of art education, Malcolm needed two extra O levels, and enrolled in an Edgware school for a booster course. He passed, but was in the wrong educational area for St Martin’s: instead, he was accepted by Harrow Art School to begin a Dip. AD in autumn 1964.

Before that, however, there was a break with his parents. ‘The anti-establishment side of him started to come out,’ says Stuart. ‘He spent his time at a club called the Witches Cauldron at Hampstead which was a place for beatniks, Bohemians, subversives. Then he decided to bum around the world, sleep on beaches. What was emerging was something we didn’t understand: I supposed it was a throwback to my grandmother.

‘My parents thought this was all too much. Like all Jewish parents, they thought in terms of doctors and lawyers. Their customers were the foremost thing in their lives. They were all Jewish men with stores up north, and they’d say “My son’s been called to the bar, what does your son do?” My parents would say: “One of them’s rejected everything and has gone to work in a men’s clothing store.” That was me.

‘But Malcolm had BLACK FRIENDS! He mixed with all kinds of low life. He got arrested in the south of France for being a vagrant. How could my mother tolerate that when she was cavorting with Charles Clore in Monte Carlo? So she completely disowned him. The only link with the family was with the grandmother, and there were secret meetings. Always these meetings meant that he was in dire straits and needed money and she would give him money. This went on until he found a niche with Vivienne Westwood.’


*



‘I have an in-built perversity,’ Vivienne says, ‘a kind of in-built clock which always reacts against anything orthodox.’ In person, Vivienne Westwood can be single-minded to the point of obsession. She has a similar verbal pattern to both McLaren and Bernard Rhodes, often changing mid-sentence in a logic that is hard to follow but which, after a while, begins to make sense. Often, the patterns revolve around her project of the moment: beneath an apparent diffidence, Westwood has a very definite view of the world and is confused when people do not share it.

This is born from her own moral authority – a mixture of radical and class certainty that has paralleled Mrs Thatcher’s thrifty, polarizing certitude. In April 1989, Westwood posed as Mrs Thatcher for the cover of the Tatler in an ‘eerie resemblance’. Westwood and Thatcher are mirror images of the same national archetype, an impression further reinforced by Vivienne’s obsession with the Queen as national symbol – either negatively (1977) or positively (1987). As a fashion designer, Westwood has been insistent that her clothes connect with the English psyche.

In Gillian Greenwood’s 1990 South Bank Show profile of Vivienne Westwood, a child wanders through her many outfits, trying them on, as in a dressing-up box. Like Malcolm, Vivienne is fascinated by the child, but with a deeper-rooted innocence: ‘A good idea is a perfect surprise,’ she has said, and she retains a childlike wonder about the world that reflects the isolation of her early life.

Born on 16 April 1941, Vivienne was the first child of Gordon and Dora Swire, and was raised in Hollingworth, a small village near the Snake Pass in Derbyshire. Her grandfather had died very young and her grandmother turned the family shop into a greengrocery, which she ran all her life. Dora (née Ball) was a cotton-mill weaver who married Gordon Swire during the war, while he was working in aircraft munitions. After the war, they ran the Tintwistle Post Office, eventually moving to Harrow in the late 1950s. 

Vivienne had a sheltered adolescence, imbued with a Calvinist insistence on hard work. ‘My parents were not uncultured,’ she said in 1990, ‘both were very bright, clever people with lots of initiative.’ All three of the Swires’ children – Vivienne, Olga (born in 1943) and Gordon (born 1946) – went on to higher education in art colleges and universities, although Vivienne’s course was less straightforward than those of her siblings.

After leaving school, Vivienne held temporary jobs, such as a stint in the local Pickering’s pea factory. She was already wearing clothes in an individual way and had developed a taste for nightlife which led to her marriage in July 1962 to Derek Westwood. ‘My dad Derek used to run a night club and that’s where they met,’ says their son Ben Westwood, who, unlike many of those closely involved with McLaren and Westwood, seems free of bitterness. ‘He did clubs in different places with his brother and some friends. My mum used to do the cloakroom, my uncle would be on the door. They married, had me, and divorced in 1966.’

Before Ben was born, Vivienne had entered Harrow Art School, near her parents, to study silversmithing. Her first love was painting but to do a foundation course would have been too simple. She left after a term: the other students were ‘still at the titillation stage’. Her independent streak reasserted itself: after working in a factory to put herself through secretarial school, she then decided to become a teacher. After a spell at St Gabriel’s Teacher Training College in Camberwell, she left Derek Westwood and returned to Harrow with Ben in 1965.

At this point, she met Malcolm McLaren (or Edwards as he was still known) and so began, according to Fred Vermorel and Malcolm himself, a period of pursuit. Westwood claims otherwise. McLaren was more interested in himself, and romantic notions of art as lifestyle: bound to his grandmother, he was a virgin at twenty. By 1966, he had enrolled in drama school: ‘My grandmother always had visions of being an actress and she was going to support me if I took drama seriously,’ he says, ‘so I went to drama school and there I also took piano lessons, studying Bartók.’

Malcolm had already met Vivienne at one of Derek’s club nights – at the Railway Hotel, Harrow and Wealdstone. ‘I was sharing a house with a friend of mine from Harrow,’ he says, ‘and with Vivienne’s brother Gordon Swire, and a bunch of American draft-dodgers who were all going to film school. Vivienne was running away from her husband, and she came to live there, to my shock and horror, because I hated the idea that girls should come and inhabit this house. It was boys only, as far as I was concerned, and girls coming in made it all look dreadfully slimy. I brought her to tears and she had this little kid who I hated and loathed, and I brought him to tears as well. This turned out to be Benjamin Westwood.

‘I almost persuaded her to leave, but because of her northern stubbornness, it defeated that end, and instead, three or four weeks later I decided to feign sick. Curiosity at the thought of being inside a woman’s bed – even though I was twenty-one, God knows why I didn’t think of this before – I decided I would try this out on Vivienne. It was very slow and uncertain. She was a schoolteacher, and I felt I was in bed with one. There was something harmlessly perverse about the whole notion of this spoilt brat being in bed with a schoolteacher.’

Westwood was by no means committed to any relationship and was mildly appalled by McLaren’s juvenile behaviour: although only five years younger than her, sometimes he seemed like a child, particularly when jealousy reared its head: McLaren couldn’t control his emotions at all. Vivienne quickly became pregnant. Risking the end of relations with Rose Isaacs, who disapproved of the whole affair, McLaren and Westwood failed to go through with a planned abortion, and their son Joseph was born in 1967.

After the birth, Vivienne made a more definite emotional commitment to Malcolm. ‘She appeared warm and in a sense more practical and maternal and stable and I think those were the attributes that attracted Malcolm,’ says Robin Scott, who lived with them both in 1969. ‘I always think the only stable relationship he seemed to have, the only person he seemed to trust was his grandmother. Vivienne helped to wean him off that strange relationship with his grandmother. I always saw Vivienne as the woman behind the man.’ Before he committed himself to Vivienne, Malcolm was experimenting with a variety of costumes, situations and artistic styles. Within an art school context, his eccentricities
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