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Frank Turner is an English folk/punk singer-songwriter from Winchester. He was the lead singer of post-hardcore band Million Dead, before embarking on a solo career with his band The Sleeping Souls.

Turner has released six solo albums as well as EPs and rarities, and has played thousands of shows across 38 countries. He sometimes lives in London, but mostly on the road.




About the Book

The brand new memoir from the Sunday Times bestselling author of The Road Beneath My Feet.

Taking 36 songs from his back catalogue, folk-punk icon Frank Turner explores his songwriting process. Find out the stories behind the songs forged in the hedonistic years of the mid-2000s North London scene, the ones perfected in Nashville studios, and everything in between. Some of these songs arrive fully-formed, as if they’ve always been there, some take graft and endless reworking to find ‘the one’. In exploring them all, Turner reflects with eloquence, insight and self-deprecating wit on exactly what it is to be a songwriter.

From love songs and break-up songs to political calls-to-arms; songs composed alone in a hotel room or in soundcheck with the Sleeping Souls, this brilliantly written memoir – featuring exclusive photos of handwritten lyrics and more – is a must-have book for FT fans and anyone curious about how to write music.




THE REAL DAMAGE

I woke up on a sofa in an unfamiliar house,

Surrounded by sleeping folks that I didn’t know.

On failing to find my friends, I decided that it was clearly time to go.

So I made my way out of the door as quietly as I could –

There was no one there I knew to say goodbye.

Squinting in the sadly sobering sunshine of the Sunday morning light.

I started the night with all my friends and I ended up alone,

Oh yes I started out so happy, now I’m hungover and down.

It was about then that I realised I was halfway through the best years of my life.

I scanned the local landmarks, trying to find out where I was,

And maybe even find a bus back home.

I was longing for a shower, and for clean sheets, and a charger for my phone.

Suddenly it hit me – I got paid this Friday last,

So I rifled through my pockets for some change.

But all I found was a packet of broken cigarettes and a sinking sense of shame.

I had to ask myself, well,

Is it really worth it? Is any of this worth it?

Well the whole thing’s far from perfect,

But I’ve yet to figure out a better way to spend my time.

Too many suits and dirty looks made me rack my brains –

The real damage started to sink in.

It’d been quite a heavy weekend but I could just about remember where I’d been.

Well I started the night with all my friends and I ended up alone,

Oh yes I started out so happy, now I’m hungover and down.

I stood on a street corner and I felt a little sick.

It was about then that I realised I was halfway through the first day of the week.

* * *

‘The Real Damage’ was far from the first song I ever wrote, but in a strange way, it feels like it should have been the first. It deserves that accolade, I think, because, in the process of writing it, I thought about songwriting for the first time, as an art form in and of itself.

Prior to the summer of 2005, I had, of course, made a lot of original music. On receiving an electric guitar starter kit for my eleventh birthday (‘guitar and amp – comes with strap and lead!’), I set about learning chords for the songs then in vogue on my cassette player – well, the easier ones, at any rate. Almost immediately, I started messing around with those progressions, and claiming the resulting hybrids as my own. I remember changing the third chord of ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’ from an A minor to an A major (which actually completely recontextualises the melody, as it goes), and feeling like I’d written something. It sounds ridiculous now (though not as ridiculous as the fact that, at the time, I thought the song was by Guns N’ Roses – tragic but true), but there it was, right at the start, a desire to make my own songs.

That said, I didn’t really think of songs as coherent artistic entities then, or for a long time to come. I could identify songs I liked, of course, and learn how to play an approximation of them, good enough for a singalong on our family beach holidays in Devon and Cornwall. But they just existed as sections of music bolted together like a cut-and-shut job on a car; I can’t remember thinking about any over-arching structures. The fact that the chorus reprised at the end of the song just meant there was one less bit to learn. A key change was a hassle because it meant the song required more chords.

This episodic, mechanical view of what songs were, and how they were put together, was given major reinforcement when I started getting into hardcore punk music. Hardcore songs (and I say this with affection) often tend to be built from an assortment of riffs laid out in a linear fashion, with little thought for overall coherence. The particular corner of the genre that captured my imagination in my teens actually made a virtue of this – bands like Cave In and Converge wrote long, rambling pieces that rarely came back to where they started. The only thing holding them together as ‘songs’ was the fact that they (usually) didn’t stop dead for any length of time in the middle, they were listed as a single track on the CD, and maybe that there was a single set of lyrics over the top of the racket to give the whole thing some shape.

That approach to making music was very much at the heart of how my first serious band Million Dead operated. I remember us in dingy Holloway practice rooms, taking pieces of riffs that different people had contributed and trying to find ways to get them into the same song, the whole thing feeling more like an engineering problem than anything else. That’s not to disown anything we did – I remain immensely proud of the music we made – it’s just that I still wasn’t really thinking about songwriting in any dedicated fashion.

Sometime around 2004 I started hanging out at a bar in north London called Nambucca. I’ve told that story in more detail elsewhere; for now, suffice to say that I encountered a new group of people who were making a new (to me) style of music. There was a lot of country and folk in the air, a lot of acoustic guitars, all of it centred around the Sunday night open mic called Sensible Sundays, which was hosted by Jay McAllister (who made music under the name Beans On Toast), who ran the bar along with Dave Danger. 

We also used to do a lot of partying, staying up for days and getting wrecked. One particular weekend, a friend of ours took acid and was convinced he was being followed everywhere by very small Chinese soldiers. The following Sunday, Jay had a new song about ‘Steve and the Secret Chinese Army’. The song was short, simple and funny – and a total revelation to me, on a number of levels. Firstly, the simplicity of the music was striking to someone who was lost in trying to overcomplicate things in the rarified atmosphere of a technical post-hardcore scene. Secondly, the lyrics were clear, direct and witty, and they told a simple story, which also told us something about ourselves as a group of friends. And most of all, the song was about something that had happened last week – to us. I was used to slaving over words for months at a time, putting complicated and deliberately obscurantist metaphors at centre stage. And yet it didn’t have to be like that – and we could be the heroes of our own stories!

The seed was planted; this was a new way of making music, a new approach, something radically direct and simple. It felt punk to me, but also like it was real folk music. And at the heart of it all was the idea of a song, a thing in itself. I started to wonder, idly, if I could write that way too.

So it was that I started thinking about stories I could tell in a simple song format. The universe was not long in providing. As mentioned, my time in and around Nambucca was pretty debauched. There were a lot of drugs, and not much sleeping. One weekend, apropos of not very much, a friend (let’s call him Paulo) and I started a session at the bar of the pub that quickly got heavy. We went clubbing, came back, went upstairs, went to house parties, generally said yes to everything we could, and ended up getting very, very trashed. The details of our progress slowly faded to black, until the cloak of intoxication overtook me completely.

The next thing I remember is waking up on a sofa in a room I didn’t know. Opening one eye at a time and squinting through smoky morning light and a headache, I saw that the floor around me was littered with comatose bodies, none of whom I could immediately recognise. It looked how I felt – like a bomb had gone off. I slowly gathered myself, realised I was still fully dressed, and had my phone and wallet with me (a relief – but then I was always a professional wreckhead), and decided to creep out without waking any of the strangers around me. Outside felt pretty challenging, but I set my mind to the most important task – getting back to my place in Finsbury Park for a shower and some proper sleep in my own bed.

I slowly figured out where I was by consulting local bus stops, and eventually got myself home, after enduring a journey studded by waves of nausea and the suspicious and judgemental glances of strangers – of whom there seemed to be rather a lot, given that it was, as I understood it, a Sunday. When I finally got back to my room, I was able to charge my phone, and to call Paulo, to try and piece together some of the missing hours. To my shock and horror, Paulo was at work. We had begun our adventure on a Saturday night, and it seemed reasonable to me to imagine that I’d passed out somewhere and woken up the following morning. Alas, no. I had actually somehow powered through an entire extra day, none of which I remembered. Paulo laughed at my predicament, while I felt pretty shady and shame-faced; as much as I enjoyed getting wasted, this was a new high – or low – in my career as a party animal, losing twenty-four hours. I still don’t know where I was or who I’d been with, to this day.

A few days later, I’d recovered from my weekend, and decided that my only course forward was to see the funny side of it. In fact, I decided to try out the idea of using this escapade as the basis for a song. The inspiration for a set of words was in. Now I just needed some music to go with it.

I’d been listening to a lot of stuff like Ryan Adams, Springsteen’s solo work and, in particular, Neil Young. The traditional country chord structures in the key of G that form the basis of songs like ‘Comes a Time’ had really taken my fancy; they were easy but satisfying to play, and in the key I know best. I started thinking of a melody and a chord sequence to underpin it, actively trying to keep things traditional. It begins with the root chord, G, working in the major scalefn1. The chorus starts on the IV chord (C major), which gives a feeling like the song is moving forward. The bridge section uses the III chord (B minor), which always sounds wistful to me. And then it all resolves again, back down to a I, a G major.

Over the top of all this, the lyrics fell into place. Again, I was trying to restrict myself, to hold back, and to make a virtue of simplicity by telling the story as it happened. That said, I felt like I wanted to make some kind of point with the song as well. I’d recently watched (and loved) the film The Football Factory. In a climactic scene, Danny Dyer’s character asks the pertinent philosophical question, after going through the wringer of drugs and violence: was it worth it? ‘Of course it fucking was!’ comes the reply. I hadn’t been in a fight on my lost weekend, but it kind of felt like it, and so the scene appealed to me. Despite the chaos and the damage done, it seemed like it had been worth it. After all, I had a story to tell, and now a song to sing.

The writing process was quick, and it was given extra impetus by the fact that I had a rare (at the time) solo show coming up. Towards the end of Million Dead’s time, I did a handful of these solo sets, usually for charity shows. In this instance, our young label, Xtra Mile, had a night on at the Underworld in Camden coming up. Label stalwarts Reuben were headlining, and I’d been asked to play some music on my own beforehand. I decided to use this as an opportunity to try out my new song (previous such solo outings had largely comprised of covers), not least because I knew Paulo was coming to the show. I took the stage – sitting down, as I recall – and rambled through the song, somewhere in the set. It seemed to go down well; Paulo in particular found it hilarious, and all in all, the experiment was a success.

Over time, Million Dead came to an end. I never made a move to do something else seriously before the band was over, but we agreed to see out our existing touring commitments after the decision to split was made, so by then, I had another route that I could explore opening up before me. I’d played ‘The Real Damage’, and a handful of others, at Sensible Sundays over the summer. When Dave and Jay heard Million Dead was done (a band they’d never much liked, not being hardcore punk fans), they enthusiastically encouraged me to pursue this new line of songwriting. 

I started booking shows around the country, travelling by train. But, as anyone at the bottom of the gig ladder will tell you, that’s not easy to do without a demo of some kind. Using some very basic recording software on an old laptop, I knocked out some recordings of four songs, the lead of which was ‘The Real Damage’. I kept the recorded version pretty simple – I tried double-tracking some guitars on the chorus, and adding a very simple piano line on the bridge – and started burning off CD-Rs to sell at shows. As time went by and things started to pick up, this song in particular became something of a crowd favourite (small as those crowds were). It moved from being my opener to being my closer, always the sign of a strong piece. I’ve probably played that song as much as any other in my catalogue.

Over time, two more versions were recorded. I did a bedroom session with a budding producer called Tristan Ivemy, who played some slightly more elaborate piano on the track; it was released on an Xtra Mile sampler CD, if memory serves. Later on, when we came to record Sleep Is for the Week, I tried to gather the best aspects of the previous recordings and get a definitive version down. The arrangement kind of works like that (although Matt Nasir, of The Sleeping Souls, has, over the years, added a much better piano part to the bridge). I have to say that, listening back now, the way I deliver the vocals sounds odd to me. It took me a long time to find a way to sing in the studio that matched how I delivered songs live. I also tend to slow down the broken-down final chorus when I play live. Ben Lloyd, as producer, later suggested we do that in the studio and I decided against it; not for the first time, he was right and I was wrong.

One point that I was specifically focusing on at the time was trying to sing in my natural English accent. Growing up listening to American punk rock and rock’n’roll, it’s an eternal temptation to sing with a Yankee twang – I certainly did so in Million Dead from time to time. Now, however, I was dead set on delivering my words in the same way I’d say them. I think I succeeded at that, and it makes the finished item feel more honest.

The song became a single at one point, and so had a music video made for it. My idea was for it to be a businessman arriving late for work and giving a PowerPoint presentation of why exactly he wasn’t on time, and what he’d been up to the night before. In the event, the plotline got kind of mangled by too many people trying to put their oar in – another lesson learned the hard way. It’s a little cringe-inducing in places, but nevertheless, I kind of like it. We spent a night at Nambucca ‘method acting’ the party scenes, and the video contains shots of The Automatic (who I was touring with around that time), plenty of witnesses to the incidents that had given rise to Jay’s song, and my terrible mini-afro haircut. A period piece, then.
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At Nambucca for ‘The Real Damage’ video shoot with friends

‘The Real Damage’ stands as a successful first stab at writing a folk song, in my mind. I’d never tried anything like it before. There are parts of it that sound naïve to me now, but overall I still love it. It stands me in good stead to this day – in most parts of the world, especially in the UK, I can drag that one out for a setlist and guarantee myself a singalong.




NASHVILLE TENNESSEE

From the heart of the Southern Downs, to the North-East London reservoirs,

From the start, the land scaped my sound, before I’d ever been to America.

And if I knew anybody who played pedal steel guitar,

I’d get them in my band and then my band would get real far,

But I was raised in middle England, and not in Nashville Tennessee,

And the only person in my band is me.

A simple scale on an old guitar, and a punk rock sense of honesty.

I cannot fail, when I’ve come this far with no knowledge of Midwest geography.

And if I knew anywhere where I could drive in a straight line

For hours in the desert, I’d drive for hours at a time.

But I was raised in middle England, not in Nashville Tennessee,

And the only person in this car is me.

And yes I’m in four-four time, and yes I use cheap cheap rhymes,

But I try to make a sound my own.

I know I don’t break new ground, many have travelled this sound,

But I try to make it sound like home.

Well I’ve been to Texas state, I didn’t think it was that fucking great,

And Nebraska is just a bunch of songs,

Holloway and Hampshire where I belong.

And I don’t know anybody who plays pedal steel guitar,

All the city roads are twisted and I do not own a car.

I was raised in middle England, not in Nashville Tennessee,

And the only thing I’m offering is me. 

* * *

In January 2007, I did my first tour with a band – that is to say, my first shows with other musicians standing on the stage and playing with me. Nigel, Ben, Jamie and Tarrant, from the Oxford band Dive Dive, had volunteered to step up to the plate. I’d met them when I was crewing for Reuben in between Million Dead tours, at a time when it was becoming clear that the latter band was not going to last long. I’d started mulling over the idea of a solo career. I mentioned it to Ben, who told me that they (Dive Dive) had their own studio set-up in Oxford. If I ever needed a place to record, and indeed musicians to record with, they were game. I took him up on the offer for the Campfire Punkrock EP in 2006, and by the start of the following year we were on the road as an unnamed (as yet) ensemble.

The London show of that tour – as per usual, the biggest show – was at the Borderline in Soho, on 13 February 2007 (don’t worry, I have my past shows written down on a list, I don’t just remember them, contrary to popular suspicions about my feats of memory). While it was a good show – 270 of 275 tickets sold, which gets announced as ‘sold out!’ after the event – my lasting memory of the show is actually of a heckle. In the middle of the set, the Oxford boys departed the stage for a while, leaving me to play some solo numbers. At that point on that rainy Soho evening, someone at the back of the crowded room shouted, ‘Lose the band!’

Back on that stage in 2007, it really pissed me off, and I vaguely remember responding slightly gracelessly, unpractised as I was in the art of dealing with hecklers. But the story raises a point about the format of what I’ve been doing that is worth addressing head on. Million Dead ended acrimoniously, and I felt at the time, whether justifiably or not, that I’d been let down by other people.fn1 I wanted to make music under my own name and my own authority, to not be vulnerable to that kind of disappointment again. I began touring on my own, partly out of logistical and financial necessity, and partly out of sheer bloody-mindedness. And most of the very first demos I recorded were solo affairs, for the same reasons.

But it’s a point of fact that I was never, at any time, intending to remain alone on the stage or on record for ever. My inspirations – Springsteen, Johnny Cash’s American Recordings, Ryan Adams and so on – might have tended to be solo figureheads, but they all used other players. Coming, as I did, from a background much more rock than folk, I’m not sure I could have made an entire album without any drums. I learned quickly on the road that playing entirely alone is a great discipline in many ways – it teaches you how to ride the dynamics of your own playing and setlist, because you have to keep things interesting, given the instrumental limitations you’re working with. But in a way that’s the point – it is limited, and if you have ambitions towards making art, sooner or later you’ll want to expand your available sonic palette.

So the fact of the matter is this; there was never really a golden solo age in my career, contrary to some of the more purist and backward-looking naysayers. Admittedly, I didn’t much help matters by singing the line ‘the only person in my band is me’ on the song ‘Nashville Tennessee’.

I find it hard, most of the time, to pinpoint exactly when a song took shape, or was finished. Partly that’s because, right here, we’re talking about a song I wrote a long time ago, on the road, when I used to get drunk a lot. But it’s also because some part of the process remains ethereal. When I finish a song, I feel like a sleepwalker who wakes up holding a bloody knife and surrounded by fresh corpses; I know I’m responsible for this, but I can’t remember actually doing it.

At some point in late 2005, then, the song came together (though not, hopefully, too much like a somnolent killing spree). I was enjoying playing with simple chords and simple words, trying to find a direct line on what I wanted to say and a melody to say it with. This song was built around a simple riff, which is essentially an open G5 chord, strummed consistently, while my index and middle fingers pick out the ascending and descending first six notes of a major scale on the bottom two strings, in the bass. The higher strings and smaller fingers keep a drone of melody and rhythm over the top, so that it’s almost like two parts, bass and rhythm, on the one guitar. Keeping that theme going, the second half of the verse riff makes a simple transition – from the IV (C major) to the V (D major) – more interesting by walking the bassline down the scale back to the resolve on the G. I was writing a lot of songs in that key at the time, so to top it off, I employed my new favourite tool, a capo,fn2 on fret 2 to take the whole thing into A major. Having written a lot of songs that were more simply chordal, I was quite pleased with something approaching an actual riff – after all, I was raised on Metallica’s James Hetfield’s dictum that ‘you ain’t got nothing if you ain’t got a riff’.

Sticking with the details of the musical form for a moment, we then get to a chorus. It’s a pretty simple country turnaround, by design, but I decided to complicate it a little. Admittedly, at the time, this was in part because I was still nervous about musical simplicity. Actually, there’s nothing wrong with using traditional chord structures. The idea that two songs are ‘the same’ because they have the same chords in a given section shows remarkably little understanding of the nuances, overtones and shades that actually make up a complete song; and that’s without saying anything about top-line melodies or, you know, lyrics. I digress. The chorus, as I say, has a conventional country feel, though I use similar but slightly different patterns on each repeat (something of a writing habit of mine, which tends to drive The Sleeping Souls to distraction). The bridge nods more in the direction of Counting Crows, one of my all-time favourite bands, and one whose songs I’d spent much of my youth learning. Thereafter the song hits a solo over a verse (a trick I learned from Nirvana and Weezer), returns to a chorus, and plays out. Pretty basic stuff, certainly not reinventing the wheel, but nevertheless pretty fresh territory for me as a songwriter at the time.

So far so predictable, in its way. The lyrics were another matter. So many of my influences in this new solo direction were American. But I was at pains, as I’ve mentioned, not to sound American, or to come across as trying to pass myself off as a Yank. My aim, then and now, was to filter my influences, wherever they might be from, through the prism of my own experiences. I loved hearing Tom Petty sing about Florida, or Springsteen about Jersey, but to be influenced by that meant that I had to sing about where I was from. And I was going to do it all in the simple, direct style I was developing. All these thoughts evolved, over time, into something of a personal manifesto, and somewhere in the sleepwalk I started putting that into rhyming couplets.

Back in 2005, my only direct personal experience of the USA was three short trips we’d made with Million Dead. Labels had flown us to New York and Los Angeles for (fruitless) showcases. And in March 2004 we flew to the South by Southwest (SXSW) festival in Austin, Texas, under our own steam, paying for the visit with T-shirt money, fudging our visa statuses and sleeping on some random guy’s floor in the suburbs. We’d entered into that last trip with such enthusiasm and optimism, DIY warriors setting out to conquer the States. So it had been something of a let-down to play to about fifteen disinterested English industry types in a bar on a side-street. America remained resolutely unconquered, mysterious, unrequited. That experience found its way into the bridge of the song, though I was unaware, at the time, that the formulation ‘Texas State’ is generally used to refer to the university.

In terms of lyrical technique, three things spring to mind here for me. Firstly, the way the choruses vary within a set structure, in particular the resolve in the last chorus. A song has to take you somewhere (unless you’re consciously circling back to where you started, and even then, the statement wants to feel recontextualised). Landing in the final play-out with an answer to the questions raised in the first two choruses was satisfying to write, to sing, and hopefully to listen to. Secondly, at this moment in time I was quite taken with sloganeering as a stylistic tool – the standout line that has sass and would look good on a T-shirt. Billy Bragg is one of the kings of that style (‘How can you lie there and think of England / When you don’t even know who’s in the team?’), and I’d started listening to a fair bit of his stuff at the time.fn3 I think it has some severe limitations as an approach; after a while it feels like a word game more than an expression of anything and it starts to grate. But saying things like ‘the only person in my band is me!’ fell into that category of writing, and it really did make for a fun shirt design in the early days. And finally, I was clearly quite comfortable with swearing, even back then, in my lyrics. It’s something I’ve done a fair bit over the years, and some people regard it with distaste, or as an affectation of some kind. The truth is simply that I swear quite a lot when I talk, especially if I’m relaxed; I always have and there doesn’t seem to be much I can fucking do about it. But it does, or can, raise the issue of radio edits . . .

I finished the song, added it to my live solo show, and it became a set highlight with the small but dedicated audience I was building straight away. However, more so than any song I’d worked on up to this point, I just knew, in my heart, that the finished version of the tune would be a full band arrangement. I was implying other instrumentation with the guitar parts that I was playing, and most of all I wanted it to be louder and heavier. 

Before connecting with the Dive Dive folks, I was stuck for anyone to actually make these sounds with. I’d decided that I wasn’t going to play with anyone from Million Dead or the scene around that band (in order to make a fresh start), but I didn’t know too many players in the new style I was exploring, and those I did, didn’t seem to have much interest in what I was doing just yet. So I sat down with my laptop and some cheap demoing software and started trying to build an arrangement on my own. Bass guitar and drums were an obvious starting point. The drums sounded obviously artificial – that technology has come on a long way since – but it was a demo, a sketch. I laid over some basic electric and Hammond organ parts and listened back. It wasn’t a terrible start, but it also wasn’t something I particularly wanted to share with the world. So it was slightly ironic that the demo version ended up being on a Rock Sound magazine cover-mounted CD not long afterwards, thanks to the faithful efforts of Xtra Mile, Million Dead’s old label, who had agreed to start working with me on the new music I was making. I massively appreciated the extra exposure that brought me, but I was jarred by the low quality of the recording, and set about trying to improve that.

I took Ben up on his offer of a place to record and people to play with, and in February 2006 found myself at Tarrant’s house in north Oxford, rehearsing three songs with those two and their drummer, Nigel, in the basement. Immediately it was clear that this would be the lead song for what would become the Campfire Punkrock EP. Their musicianship – not just the fact that they were real players, rather than algorithms – brought the song to a whole new level. We laid down the basics, Nigel added real keys parts, Ben played an instrument he found in a pile of junk that sounded like a mandolin but definitely wasn’t,fn4 and added vocals to finish it off. It sounded light years ahead of anything I’d put on tape to date, even if the lyric about being the only person in the band jarred in a way that became less funny and more uncomfortable as time went by. We also didn’t find a pedal steel player for the bridge (until the first Lost Evenings festival in 2017, when Paul Sayer finally took that solo). 

The EP was released in May 2006 and quickly sold better than expected. Not long afterwards I had an email from John Kennedy at what was then XFM, saying he was going to play the song on his show, and asking me in for a session. Steve Lamacq joined the clamour, even showing up in the front row of one of my shows at the Barfly in Camden, singing along with ‘Nashville Tennessee’ at the top of his voice – every word. I learned that I’d need to figure out an alternative, swearing-free lyric for radio performances, and we mixed a clean edit of the song for the supportive DJs to play – not a move I regard as artistically compromised, incidentally; radio is a tool, it serves a purpose in getting people to tune in to the art you’re making. Steve, John and Mike Davies at BBC Radio 1 gave me a lot of support and encouragement in this period, and I’m eternally grateful for their faith in what I was doing.

Eventually I had the wherewithal to put a live band together for that tour in 2007, and the Oxford boys – with Jamie, the singer of Dive Dive, valiantly playing a keyboard with two fingers – brought the song to life onstage. It sounded great, whatever that heckler might have thought, though we tend to play it a fair bit faster these days – a natural bit of evolution.

One final note on this song. I learned a lesson about taking care with my rhetoric thanks to ‘Nashville Tennessee’. At a show somewhere in the UK, I casually introduced the song – by then a known entity for most of the crowd – as being about how I ‘fucking hate Americans’. It’s not a true statement, obviously, and I just kind of threw it out there before launching into the tune for a cheap laugh, which it got, from the British audience. However, after the event, I got an email from an American who’d been in the crowd, explaining how upsetting and alienating my quip had been, not least because it was one of their favourites. I was mortified, apologised profusely, and learned to try to be more precise – not to mention more forgiving – in the things I say into a microphone. As if to rub that in, I have, over the years, been nervous about playing this song in the USA, not least in Texas, a place known for its prevalence of gun ownership. I’m pleased to report that, contrary to what some of my London friends assume, I have never had anything more than a self-deprecating laugh, from even the toughest of Texan crowds.




THE BALLAD OF ME AND MY FRIENDS

Everybody’s got themselves a plan,

Everybody thinks they’ll be the man, including the girls.

The musicians who lack the friends to form a band are singer-songwriters,

The rest of us are DJs or official club photographers.

And tonight I’m playing another Nambucca show,

So I’m going through my phonebook, texting everyone I know,

And quite a few I don’t, whose numbers found their way into my phone,

But they might come along anyway, you never really know.

None of this is going anywhere –

Pretty soon we’ll all be old,

And no one left alive will really care

About our glory days, when we sold our souls.

But if you’re all about the destination, then take a fucking flight.

We’re going nowhere slowly, but we’re seeing all the sights.

And we’re definitely going to hell,

But we’ll have all the best stories to tell.

Yes I’m definitely going to hell,

But I’ll have all the best stories to tell.

* * *

Probably the most popular and enduring song I wrote in this era was ‘The Ballad’.fn1 That’s satisfying to me, because it was a quite conscious attempt to capture a place and a moment in time in amber; a feeling and an attitude that, even at the time, I knew was fleeting.

Jay Beans On Toast’s approach to songwriting was rubbing off on me over the long nights and further days at Nambucca – not just ideologically, but stylistically as well. Jay’s songs, particularly his early works from this era, tend to pick through simple chords in differing variations in a particularly sing-song way, skipping between bass notes on the lower strings and a mixture of drone and melody in the upper register. I suppose it’s a ragged version of a pretty standard country guitar technique that you could trace back to Johnny Cash or earlier, but I essentially picked it up from Jay. More than one of my songs from this period of time use that right-hand approach, but this is the archetypal example.

Musically, the song uses both inversions of a very popular chord sequence – I / V / VI / IV, or otherwise VI / IV / I / V. To the less technically minded, that’s a chord sequence like the one in Green Day’s ‘When I Come Around’ and The Gaslight Anthem’s ‘Old White Lincoln’, respectively. It’s a chord sequence that has a natural drama to it, an internal narrative arc that is incredibly satisfying to the Western ear. It’s been used as long as pop music has been around, but in recent decades (starting, I’d argue, with nineties pop punk) it has become ubiquitous to the point of cheesiness. Chris T-T has argued (to me, over a beer, in a bar, somewhere in Europe) that it’s the modern version of the standard blues twelve-bar. I have mixed feelings about using it. On the one hand, a song is so much more than just a string of chords – the melody, the arrangement, everything else lies on top of this. On the other hand, this specific chord sequence has become a lazy shortcut to a halfway decent tune, in a way that often ends up feeling manipulative to me. In the end I can’t really criticise because, as I say, I’ve used it myself here and there, not least in this song. But I always try to make sure I’m justified in using it, rather than just taking the easy road.

So the music is pretty simple, standard stuff: G chord shapes with a capo on the second fret, leaving us in the key of A – a key I find very comfortable to sing in, as my happy top note is a high A. Lyrically, the initial jumping-off point for me was actually the NOFX song, ‘I’m Going to Hell for This One’. It’s a typically acerbic piece of commentary on religion by Fat Mike, but the phrase (which doesn’t appear in the song) struck me as tragically under-used in this instance. I decided to borrow it for myself. The rest of the phrase – ‘all the best stories to tell’ – fell into my lap, and I worked backwards from there.

I was trying to capture the vibe of those endless, formless, limitless nights in the pub. I think the creative process was eased by the fact that, as I worked on it, I was out of
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FOOTNOTES

THE REAL DAMAGE

fn1 A note for the uninitiated (and don’t panic; this stuff is only barely comprehensible to me, after nearly two decades of playing music!). A normal scale has 8 notes, from the first note (or root) up to the same note, an octave above. In a given key (here, G major), the chords are named as roman numerals (to distinguish them from individual notes), so G major is I, A minor is II, B minor is III and so on. Using the numerals makes it easier to think about how the chords sound relative to each other. There are also rules for which chords in a key would be major, minor, diminished, and probably other, fancier things in other keys. But for now, that’s what you need to know, when you start seeing me write about I, IV, V chords and so on.

NASHVILLE TENNESSEE

fn1 I’m old and wise enough now to see that I should accept my share of the blame for what happened; water under the bridge.

fn2 Pronounced, my American friends, with a short ‘a’ – like ‘happy’. Fact.

fn3 For the record, I was not particularly aware of Bill’s work before I started playing solo shows. Reasonably quickly, people began telling me I reminded them of him, so I went and checked out his stuff – and loved it. I can count him as a friend as well as an inspiration these days, and we’ve shared a lot of stages. I get compared to him a fair bit, even now, and I’ll take it as a compliment. But he wasn’t on my radar until well after I’d started working out my style.

fn4 I still have no idea what it was. An oud maybe?

THE BALLAD OF ME AND MY FRIENDS

fn1 Which many, many people perplexingly insist on spelling as ‘Ballard’. Like J.G., I suppose? 

fn2 The Nambucca 4 a.m. version did eventually surface, on the collection Ten for Ten, in 2015.

fn3 We spent an annoying amount of time mixing out the drunken idiot – an acquaintance, I might add – who’d decided to try to spoil the one-off recording by yelling his girlfriend’s name in the gaps between lines. I’m pleased to say we were largely successful in erasing him.

I KNEW PRUFROCK BEFORE HE GOT FAMOUS

fn1 Everyone and their dog wants to know where. It was a Pizza Express, I think. Nowhere fancy.

fn2 Justin is now the singer in The Vaccines, so I wasn’t totally wrong about him making it.

fn3 And so we would be, no doubt, if the bar hadn’t burned down in 2008.

PHOTOSYNTHESIS

fn1 I had the shit kicked out of me by the singer in one of my favourite hardcore bands in around 2001, in response to me criticising his violent dancing at shows as being ‘macho’; not perhaps the most well-thought-through response.

fn2 A mandocaster, for those wondering, is an electric mandolin, based on a telecaster guitar.

LOVE IRE & SONG

fn1 From the acoustic finale to a song called ‘Everything Starts to Melt’, the last track on our second album, The Half Life of Kissing; you can probably find it somewhere on the internet, and that little outro might sound a little familiar, in the context of this chapter.

fn2 There is a brief passing G major chord (a major second) at the end of the verse, which is momentarily more musically interesting – I’d been fascinated by the use of the major second by a lot of country writers, like Gram Parsons, at the time.

fn3 A song I had quickly stopped playing, as it brought out the very worst in the political music scene – intellectually fossilised old blokes (almost always blokes) who would praise you to high heaven for repeating their pre-existing opinions back to them in song, and crucify you for ever making them think.

LONG LIVE THE QUEEN

fn1 Well, it does change in the bridge, to a descending D major / A / C# major, B minor section, but then it goes back happily to Plan A.

JET LAG

fn1 I should add that working out how to write all of this down takes me a fair amount of time. My understanding of the music I write, and the theory that underpins it, is much more instinctive than schooled. Someone, probably Matt Nasir, will likely explain how some of this isn’t technically correct. Whatever.

fn2 I suspect that actually the reaction we most usually inspired would have been people pointing at us behind our backs and saying, ‘How the hell is he with her?’

fn3 Take a bow, Chris Lucas – incidentally, the guitar player in Kneejerk, the band I was in at school.

fn4 Well, pressed stop on ProTools on the computer.

LIVE FAST DIE OLD

fn1 Arguably much less so now that (most) people’s preferred method of listening is digital; and yet, to date, the average lengths of songs and albums hasn’t changed much, which might just be a case of old habits dying hard. Or maybe there really is something in that three-minute paradigm after all.

fn2 There’s a nice idea for a song lyric or title . . . Quite often, ideas will reoccur for me over time, though hopefully always in new configurations. Certainly, the subject matter of ‘Going Nowhere’ and ‘The Ballad’ are pretty far removed.

THE ROAD

fn1 I challenge anyone to know less about sport than me. Come at me!

fn2 I know that makes six players, but (a) I’m singing and playing guitar, (b) fucking sports metaphors, and (c – related) this is my book.

fn3 We call this the ‘eins, fünf’ – German for ‘one, five’ – mainly because, as we’ve noticed over the years, German audiences in particular go absolutely fucking crazy for any song that features this pattern on the bass.

ISABEL

fn1 Until now . . . dammit!

SONS OF LIBERTY

fn1 The Sons of Liberty were a pre-revolutionary underground militia in the Thirteen Colonies that went on to become the USA after 1776, who fought against the authority of the British crown.

fn2 I’d hope it would go without saying that I have zero truck with any nationalist or fascist ideas – in fact, I’d probably say that my political motivation is to be as far away from any form of authoritarianism as possible at all times. But then I never cease to be surprised by the bad faith with which some people interpret my politics and differing opinions in general, so, for the record: fuck fascism, fuck Nazis.

EULOGY

fn1 For my overseas readers: a brand of bread that famously, in the 1980s, had a successful run of TV adverts featuring maudlin brass band music and sepia-tinted footage of urchins pushing bikes down cobbled streets.

I STILL BELIEVE

fn1 No, I never fucking saw the sailboat.

fn2 Quite a few people over the years have said that they initially thought the next lyric was ‘Kanye! Kanye!’, as if the song was some bizarre call-out to everyone’s favourite delusional rapper. It’s not, alas, though that’s kind of a fun idea.

I AM DISAPPEARED

fn1 The Door, 14 November 2009, show number 744, to be precise.

fn2 Also, a rarely spotted reference – the line about life weighing 10,000 tons is a slight nod to the opening line of the Weakerthans song ‘Everything Must Go!’

fn3 She was to surface for a final and unhappy time in the song ‘Telltale Signs’. I’m done with writing about her now.

fn4 Vaguely based on the feel of the Radiohead song ‘Weird Fishes’.

fn5 Titled, at the time, ‘Bob Dylan’. The actual title came right at the end, and I have always loved its slightly archaic grammar.

ONE FOOT BEFORE THE OTHER

fn1 I had briefly dipped my toe into these poetic waters on ‘Journey of the Magi’ – another example of me prefiguring a big idea on one record with a relevant experiment on its predecessor. 

GLORY HALLELUJAH

fn1 A song that has become infinitely more poignant since Scott’s tragic suicide in 2018. I miss that man every day.

fn2 The line in the song about a ‘liberation beat’ is a nod to my favourite hardcore band, Refused, fact fans.

fn3 Though having now worked with actual gospel singers, on ‘Brave Face’, I can appreciate how amazing the real thing is.

fn4 The actual album title, a quote from the lesser-known Shakespeare play King John, was suggested at the eleventh hour by my friend Ben Morse. I’d been through about a hundred other suggestions in the meantime, of varying quality. 

BALTHAZAR, IMPRESARIO

fn1 Another one of these was the main riff to the song ‘If Ever I Stray’.

RECOVERY

fn1 Her obscure nickname for me, which would take too long to explain properly here.

fn2 Rich clinched the deal by enthusiastically agreeing with me that albums should be a maximum of forty-five minutes long, so that they fit on one side of a ninety-minute cassette tape. The album title was lurking in there somewhere.

THE WAY I TEND TO BE

fn1 I have told a story on stage many times over the years about the actual olfactory culprit being a koala bear, in an animal sanctuary in Brisbane, Australia. It is true that my ex used eucalyptus-scented shampoo, and that koalas tend to smell of the only food they can eat, but the story is basically apocryphal, a fun bit of stage banter. Sorry to ruin it for people.

fn2 It’s a chord shape that also features in the song ‘In Hope’ by BoySetsFire – one of my absolute, all-time favourite songs.

fn3 While we’re here, a quick word on the subject of James Blunt. The line about ‘catching your scent on someone else’ was written, as mentioned, about a very real incident. Nevertheless, after I’d finished the song, it struck me that there was a passing resemblance between that final breakdown in my song and Blunt’s execrable (but very successful) ‘You’re Beautiful’. It’s completely unintentional, and I’m satisfied that there’s enough clear artistic water between the two ideas for me to remain credible, but nonetheless, I suspect this may have contributed to my hesitations about this song.

fn4 ‘Artist and Repertoire’, since you ask. No, me neither. And yes, ‘guy’, habitually. Personally, I have not encountered a woman working this job in my time in the industry, which actually says quite a lot about how fucked it is.

fn5 Something that Nigel actually remembers as being very much against his instincts, a last-ditch attempt to salvage the arrangement of the song. Sometimes the best ideas are the last and least likely ones.

fn6 And all this despite the fucking worst video of all time. It would take a significant chunk of another book to explain just quite how much I hate that video with the stupid fucking sandwich board that makes no sense at all and the hole in the ground and the shitty news report and AUUURGGH. My bad.

fn7 I know, I know, I’m an idiot; I was young! Well. I was thirty-one.

FOUR SIMPLE WORDS

fn1 I still have no idea what to call that decade, and I’m not having ‘noughties’. For shame.

fn2 Hello, Billy Idol.

fn3 Hello, Against Me!

fn4 In the song ‘I Was a Pre-Teen McCarthyist’ from their album Less Talk, More Rock, a real life-changer for me.

BROKEN PIANO

fn1 The last part of that was something of a nod to the title of a Nirvana live album, From the Banks of the Muddy Wishkah. 

GET BETTER

fn1 Enormous props to Graham Kay, Johnny Stephenson and Dougie Murphy here.

fn2 Examples: ‘Polaroid Picture’ is too slow on the record; ‘The Way I Tend to Be’ needs a piano part in the final chorus, which Matt now does live. And so on.

fn3 I also realised, after the song was finished and the album was being pressed, that I’d subconsciously borrowed the actual title from a song by Dan Le Sac Vs Scroobius Pip (who, among many other things, opened up the Wembley show in 2012). I messaged Scroobius and begged his blessing, or at least forgiveness, and he was nothing but charming about it. Thanks, Scroob.

fn4 It really annoys me when people don’t mention PiL when talking about Lydon; they are easily the Pistols’ equal, possibly their superior.

fn5 Which always, with one exception, worked. Bands, you don’t need to put up aggressive signs around the venue about photos and filming, you just have to treat your audience like adults and ask them nicely.

fn6 Which is helpful, because it hits a high B at the end of the song, which is a stretch for me on a good day.

THE NEXT STORM

fn1 Can you turn a drum kit up to eleven? Or indeed any other number? I’ll ask Nigel.

fn2 Which was also eventually released on the Ten for Ten compilation.

fn3 Yet more sporting metaphors! Nurse!

THE OPENING ACT OF SPRING

fn1 Come for the thoughts about songwriting, stay for the obscure bitchy comments about nineties metal! Sepultura’s ‘roots’ were classic death metal; they had released four albums of it.

fn2 And again! Also, Pantera were the best metal band of the nineties, hands down.

fn3 On the record, Butch had me and Matt both on acoustic guitar, one with capo and one without, standing around a single stereo microphone, creating a lovely folky blend – that’s why, on the record, it’s hard to work out the chord shapes that we’re using.

fn4 A technique apparently much used by Chris Cornell in Soundgarden. OK, OK, I’ll stop now.

JOSEPHINE

fn1 Or so I thought. A long while later, after the song was out, my friend Josie (ahem) pointed out that, in fact, I did. I’m an idiot.

fn2 Of course, ‘Josephine’ is a better title. On that note, ‘Four Simple Words’ should, obviously, have been called ‘I Want to Dance’. You live and learn.

SILENT KEY

fn1 It comes from the Morse code prosign ‘SK’, which signals the end of a transmission. 

fn2 The label got a bit excited about this and it started a rumour about the whole thing that I’m happy to put to bed here.

THERE SHE IS

fn1 Complete with reference to ‘Substitute’ from Love Ire & Song – ‘I stumbled . . . I fell in love . . .’

fn2 Who, small world, had briefly been tour-managed by Tre, my tour manager, once upon a time.

BLACKOUT

fn1 And the birth of hip-hop was hugely accelerated by all the, uh, liberated DJ and audio equipment.

1933

fn1 I’m a Brexit agnostic, for the record. I had very smart and compassionate friends on both sides of the divide, so I kind of sat it out. That said, I think we can all agree that, at the time of writing, our political class has collectively demonstrated its utter uselessness since the vote, and I’m pretty worried about where we’re heading.

fn2 Sean Penn, for example, certainly has no fucking clue about anything, at all.

fn3 Also, 1933 was the year Prohibition ended, making the line about ‘hitting the bar’ something of a joke. Geddit?

fn4 It was going to be a song about seeing Joseph Grimaldi’s ghost running down Clerkenwell Road, which I still think is a good idea; I just haven’t found my way into it yet.

fn5 Alongside the middle part of ‘Four Simple Words’, of course.

MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN

fn1 Incidentally, a small political bugbear of mine. The fact that something or someone fails to live up to an ideal doesn’t invalidate that ideal; it just means you need to try harder. This seems screamingly obvious to me.

fn2 I know, I know, it’s fucking ridiculous.

fn3 Everyone that I know personally who has posted on Facebook about the merits of ‘punching Nazis’ looks like someone who’d lose a fight.

BE MORE KIND

fn1 The lyric in the verse about a cat is a nod to this influence.

fn2 Any ideology that posits an end state in which there is no disagreement is either childish, totalitarian, or usually both.

CONCLUSION: TRY THIS AT HOME 

fn1 And rarely a lone figure at that. At this late point in the manuscript, I’d like to highlight one more time the contributions made to so many of these songs by Ben, Nigel, Matt and Tarrant, The Sleeping Souls. They have influenced and shaped all my work in the time we’ve been playing together, and have brought the songs to life on stage and in the studio in a way no other group of musicians could have done. Thanks, boys.
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