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1. The Best Band in the World

[image: image]

When I was asked to write this book, I quickly saw the true potential and scale of the opportunity I’d been given – though it took me a couple of years to ease myself into the driving seat. Like anyone else, my story has been a succession of days that roll into each other, sometimes with direction, sometimes without. Though I’ve probably had even less of a plan than most.

When I was little, I used to get told off for pushing things too far. Things that seemed to bother other people came quite naturally to me. Like testing whether the goldfish bowl could balance on the edge of the kitchen table.

It didn’t.

Or whether I could pedal downhill with no hands and two flat tyres.

I couldn’t.

Injuries were painful and trips to the hospital frequent.

Yes, there was blood, but there was also an excitement that came shortly before the disaster. I got a taste for this kind of thing – not exactly danger for the sake of thrill-seeking, more just curiosity.

I don’t think like a book, in chronological thoughts; it’s more a question of ideas invading my head and then inviting others in. I suppose I think more like a magazine or a website: in short bursts, with pictures, charts and lists.

Perhaps it’s a mistake to announce this fact at such an early stage. I’m hoping for your sake that everything comes together in a book-like way.

Did they let me do any more after this confession? Are there any more pages?

They did? Cool, let’s get started then.

Occasionally in your life it seems like outside influences are sent as some kind of guide. You know the kind of thing: some badly behaved kid gets his comeuppance and you take it as a signal to slow down in your own delinquent ways.

At 15 I needed a guide and a path to follow. Something or someone to show me what was possible but with enough interest to engage my erratic temperament (a trait pointed out by Miss Gilchrist on my school report).

I was already of the mind that school wasn’t the place where I’d learn the best things to lead me through life, but in fact it was a school trip that first introduced me to the ramshackle parallel worlds of Factory Records and the Haçienda. They were to be my early guides.

For the life of me, I can’t now imagine for what reason a bunch of schoolchildren were being led around what would become the epicentre of a musical revolution. It was some time in 1982, and a forward-thinking teacher in the staffroom of Leftwich High School had seen fit, and had it cleared, to take class 5C to an as yet unopened nightclub that would, over the next decade, instruct the world in a new way of doing things.

When the Haçienda opened it showed no signs of being the cultural landmark it would grow into over the next few years. The likes of Graeme Park and Dave Haslam would usher in the house revolution in 1987–8, and with it came a drug called ecstasy and the unifying of a generation that a couple of years earlier had been knocking each other around on the terraces of Old Trafford and Maine Road. But the opening night saw local racist Bernard Manning on the bill, alongside South Bronx, post-punk girl funksters ESG.

So why were we there? I really can’t be sure, but I like to think that I was being shown the light. Not that my memories are entirely good. A girl threw up in the doorway. Let’s call that something sent from the future, to show me the flavour of things to come, a flavour I couldn’t quite put my finger on but one I knew I wasn’t fond of.

Anyway, just as some kids would have found their scientific future on our trips to the Jodrell Bank radio telescope or their condiment-calling at the Salt Museum in Northwich – thank God I didn’t see the light in there! – everything about the Haçienda and, in turn, Factory Records captivated me. Little we were shown through school had stirred much emotion in me, but Ben Kelly’s futuristic design mothership and Tony Wilson’s execution of his take on situationism left me open-mouthed, searching for more. I’d noticed catalogue numbers on the records I owned but they seemed to represent little more than an antiquated storage system. Factory made them into an art form.

In 1982 everything was different. Everyone was suited up and drinking away their wages in neon and pastel funk dens like Pips and Rotters – this was before any kind of nod towards metrosexuality. City-centre nightclubs were little more than weekend hunting grounds for a liaison with the opposite sex.

I grew up in a town called Northwich, twenty miles outside Manchester, which was our closest big city. Like many towns close to somewhere casting a cultural shadow, it’s safe to say that Northwich didn’t offer much to an inquisitive and bored teenage mind. It was definitely a case of looking to the bright lights of the big city. We heard that the best bands in the world would stop off somewhere near us, party and then leave for the next stage of their world tour.

Famously, there was the Free Trade Hall, where someone had accused Bob Dylan of being ‘Judas’ when he ‘went electric’, and he’d replied, ‘You’re a liar’; where The Sex Pistols had played one of the most iconic gigs in modern music history – OK, it was the Lesser Free Trade Hall, but who’s judging? You are? Well, it still counts!; from where Granada regularly broadcast musical milestones into our semi-detached suburban lives.

Punk had made anything seem possible, and the possibilities were starting to become realities at the Haçienda. Bands ruled the roost during the week – groups like Psychic TV and The Jesus and Mary Chain – with worship switching at the weekends to the DJ booth. So began the rise of the DJ cult.

In the mid to late ’80s, I would be there most Tuesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights, making the twenty miles each way pilgrimage from the village of Moulton, near Northwich, to the corner of Whitworth Street West. Any given Tuesday or Thursday night I could pretty much guarantee a ride back home, but on Fridays and Saturdays it was a little more complex. I had to walk, a feat made all the more psychologically daunting by the fact that Northwich isn’t even in the same county! The club would close at 2 a.m. and we – always Ronnie, often Frank, and occasionally Chedder and Staggy – would set off down to Deansgate, through Old Trafford, past Manchester United’s ground. We’d pass by Morrissey’s old house in Stretford, then on through Sale, before arriving at Altrincham train station at about 5 a.m. The first train to Northwich was at 6 o’clock, and we might take it if we had any spare change. From Northwich the final leg was a four-mile walk to Moulton. I would do that at least once most weeks at this time.

I saw a lot of bands at the Haçienda: Death Cult, who were formerly Southern Death Cult and later became The Cult, The Fall, Orange Juice, A Certain Ratio, Section 25. But the most important band I saw there was New Order. They were brilliant at any time, but beyond belief on an otherwise ordinary Tuesday night. Thursday nights saw resident DJ Dave Haslam host the Temperance Club, and although it was thought of as an indie night, the playlists were varied: New Order again, The Rolling Stones, Public Enemy, The Smiths, Mantronix, Sonic Youth, EPMD and The Brilliant Corners. These nights, a really important part of the Haçienda story, are sometimes lost in the all too often rewritten history of the club.

They blazed the trail for the likes of Justin Robertson and The Dust Brothers – Ed and Tom – who began their DJ careers in Manchester but would later change their name and slay the world as The Chemical Brothers.

The Haçienda was like a new friend – recommending music, always being there for the good times and sometimes the bad. It was there I would witness the changing face of youth culture. Anyone who considered themselves anyone in Manchester’s fashion elite would be sprawled on sofas looking cool and being seen.

Another important factor in my musical apprenticeship was my mum’s youngest brother, Andrew. That would technically make him my Uncle Andrew, but he never seemed like a traditional uncle, more like an older brother. He was seven years my senior and my first musical guru, the first person I’d come across who was always in a band. He played mostly in Manchester and Bolton, which is where my mum’s side of the family are all from, and I would go to as many of his gigs as I could.

He was a vinyl junkie and a gifted guitarist. I remember pictures of Jimmy Page, Marc Bolan and Slade on his wall. He had an inspirational record collection: Hawkwind, Genesis, Jethro Tull, Tommy. And he had a few guitars: electric, acoustic and bass. He tried to show me some guitar licks, but that wasn’t how he influenced me, really – he just naturally and enthusiastically brought a variety of music into my life. It was listening to his records and seeing the thrill of what being in a band meant that made me take some steps towards being part of this exciting world. I armed myself with a bass guitar, as it seemed a little less complex than the other options.

The U.K. Subs’ ‘Warhead’ was the first song I learned to play, bass in hand, 7-inch brown vinyl on the turntable (a Boots Audio 2000, if I remember rightly). It wasn’t the actual playing of the bass that grabbed me so much. I spent a great deal of time just mastering the poses. That was the moment I really decided I wanted to be in a band.

The bass gave way to a classic hairbrush/badminton-racquet/mirror action technique I still use on stage at moments when I am not exactly sure what to do next. I’d seen the world I wanted to be a part of but it still seemed a world away.

Aged 15, I hung around the clothes and record stalls in the underground market in the centre of Manchester where there were some great shops, including the Roxy, where Johnny Marr used to work for future Smiths manager Joe Moss, and a record stall populated almost exclusively by Numanoids, a strange breed of Gary Numan obsessives.

At 16 or 17, when I started my long-lasting love affair with the night life and became almost nocturnal, my uniform was that of the Perry boy, a hybrid of the soul boy and the football hooligan. It made for an odd sight in the streets and on the terraces, as rivals would be dressed in salmon-pink cashmere sweaters and lemon-yellow and pastel-blue tracksuit tops while seemingly attempting to murder each other. I copied my look from my mate Richard Lynch, the cock of the school – I’m not sure how that expression sounds these days, but at the time it was a huge compliment.

My pride and joy was a second-hand navy-blue Fila BJ Mark-2 tracksuit top given to me by my mate Mark Stagg. Staggy had the word BOTH written on his knuckles. At first I actually thought he was bisexual, but no; apparently, while dating a girl called Ruth when he was 14 years old, and being ‘absolutely head over heels in love’, he felt he simply had to have her name permanently inked on his hand, tattooed for all to see. Sadly she dumped him, so he had it changed to BOTH, as you do. Ironically the dumping was possibly linked to the intense elements of his character that led to the tat in the first place.

I have never been jealous of Staggy’s crude four-letter branding, although once in a while I am offered an either/or situation and imagine myself raising Staggy’s fist. Or in a parallel world I picture an air hostess offering Mr Stagg the usual choice of ‘chicken or fish’, to which he silently raises his hand to reveal the legend that demands the two.

I wore polo shirts and gold: a St Christopher, an earring and a krugerrand on my finger. Please take my word that it was ‘on trend’ at the time, although lately it has become the look of choice for the weed-smoking paternity deniers that populate daytime punch-up TV. Stonewash jeans and Wimbledon trainers completed the look. I’ve never seen Wimbledon trainers since. They were similar to Adidas Trimm Trab but white with blue and red, and they were easily the coolest footwear ever, alongside black, eight-hole Doc Martens and my classic blue Kickers.

Only me and one other boy, Howard Clarke, had the footwear. He was my partner in crime at that age. Howard owned a 1960s Triumph Vitesse and a GT6, and listened only to ’60s pop, not so much The Beatles and The Stones, more The Monkees, The Searchers, Georgie Fame and The Dave Clark Five. He collected ’60s theme tunes, too, and had the best leather jacket in the world. I haven’t come across him since, but he certainly was a very cool teenager.

At this time my hair was a homage to – or rip off of – Bernard Sumner’s. I have always been a fan of the follicles, and it’s been an outward expression of my inner self since I saw a picture of Julie Driscoll on my mum’s cabinet. I have been told a time or two that people have gone into the hairdresser’s clutching a picture of me. As many girls as boys, I’m happy to say.

If these times can concentrate into one moment, like the alignment of the planets, it was 7 March 1983 and the release of New Order’s ‘Blue Monday’. I had no idea ‘Blue Monday’ belonged aesthetically to New York: I just thought it was right out of Manchester. I instantly became a huge fan because New Order took me somewhere else, onto what I considered a more serious level of musical consciousness. I realized music could be intelligent.

If you want to trace it, like some kind of musical genealogy, it goes all the way back to 1972. The first record I ever bought was Jimmy Osmond’s ‘Long-haired Lover from Liverpool’, not such a misdemeanour if you consider that I was only 5 years old. From there, it was Slade and The Bay City Rollers. I particularly noticed the effect that The Bay City Rollers had on the girls at Moulton County Primary School; it seemed like almost overnight everything turned tartan. Next I remember turning my attention to Thin Lizzy after watching them on Top of the Pops. I loved the fact that Phil Lynott had an earring. In his left ear one week, and his right ear the next. Disgruntled dads across the land would claim it was a subliminal, subversive, sexuality statement.

Top of the Pops was a yardstick and lifechanger for each generation and each style of music for a couple of decades. Many a Friday morning would see the youth of Britain adopting a sound or look only seen around 7.30 the previous evening. From Queen to Wham to Dexy’s, to the coupling of The Stone Roses and The Happy Mondays on possibly the most iconic edition in its history. My watershed moment came when The Vibrators played ‘Automatic Lover’. I declared myself a punk the next day at school and from then on I was on my path towards wherever it was I was going!

Top of the Pops mapped my every musical phase, from glam through early punk, through two-tone, New Wave and New Romantic, despite often being fronted by grinning goons like Dave Lee Travis, Mike Read and Pat Sharp. It also introduced us to the good guys, like Janice Long, John Peel and Kenny Everett. I was too young to remember when I first saw it, and I’m too kind to dwell on the day it limped out of existence. It just always seemed to be there.

But outside the mainstream that the TV chart rundown was giving me, I was developing a hunger for something extra. And knocking around with people who I considered much more sophisticated in their music taste gave me the chance to find it. While I was listening to bands like Discharge, Crass, Blitz, Vice Squad and Chron Gen, all of whom I still love, they were listening to Kraftwerk, Scritti Politti, Throbbing Gristle and Joy Division. I wanted to hang up my studded leather jacket and  bleached jeans and change into Harrington, loafers and Sta-prest.

The year was 1983, and New Order’s Power, Corruption and Lies was permanently on the turntable. New Order were ever-present, and I wanted to know all I could find out about them. The geekier side of my personality became a scrapbook junkie. I bought everything connected to them.

I had a vivid imagination and I even used to write up fictitious set-lists for imaginary gigs. I bought all the music magazines and cut out all the articles about them in Sounds, NME and Smash Hits.

They defied convention, opting for abstract images and anything but their faces on their Peter Saville sleeves. And their songs didn’t even mention their titles. New Order were everywhere. In my room. In my head.

I found The New Order Scrapbook for sale in a small ad in the Melody Maker. I was encouraged and relieved that there were other people out there like me. At the front of the book there was a photographic discography featuring all their releases, including bootlegs, and a list of every interview the band had done up to this point, the summer of 1983. Plus there was a whole section on Joy Division and Ian Curtis. Ian was the pinnacle of cool with the people I was trying to be like, but all I knew was that he’d died in 1980. I wanted to find out more about him.

Outside my new-found cool friends, who were the Northwich wine bar and regatta crew, I was still hanging around with the old gang. We were 16, slightly aimless but inquisitive.

We did a ouija board one evening round at Janet Moore’s, and naturally we asked to contact a spirit. The only people I knew on ‘the other side’ were my paternal grandfather, my much-missed nan and a recently deceased school caretaker. I wanted to contact someone more exciting.

The glass skidded around the letters and I asked if ‘the spirit’ knew Ian Curtis. The glass took off, spelling out Y–E–S.

‘How?’ I replied, with a mixture of giddiness and fear.

‘I share a room with him!’

I wanted to challenge whatever force we were talking to, to prove its credentials. ‘If you share a room with Ian Curtis, you’ll know which band he was in.’

The glass responded slowly: J–O–Y–4–T–I–M

Looking back and not wishing to belittle the excitement of my younger self, I think the naivety of those in contact with the spirit world was revealed by the fact that the eternal afterlife involved roommates, a situation uncannily similar to many of our domestic set-ups at that time! I’m a little less naive now than I was then, though only lately, and not necessarily for the better.

Anyway, back to the tangible world of my new scrapbook and its listing of tours that had taken place in Australia, New Zealand and America. It had never crossed my mind that bands played in such exotic places. I had got to grips with the badminton-racquet posing, and now world travel sat high on my agenda. This was a job I had my sights set on.

I began to see the bands I liked more and more on TV. It was a great time for music, but New Order were special and there was the bonus that they were from near where I lived. They were my local heroes, and I was watching them grow. This incredible music was being made by four people, three men and one woman, two of whom were from Salford, where I was born, and two from Cheshire, which is where I was growing up. For the first time, that job with no application form seemed like it might be attainable. And on top of all this New Order managed to make the biggest-selling 12-inch record of all time.

In my mind there was always the possibility of running into them, and a little background knowledge suggested that the Haçienda would be the most likely place for this to happen. I became a regular. In time, it would become the hippest club in the world.

Tony Wilson spoke on behalf of the band, or rather he spoke instead of the band. Tony was a great orator, who loved the sound of his own voice. He had a lot to say and they had very little. The perfect team. He was their frontman in a lot of ways.

Everything about the band appealed to me: Peter Saville’s iconic sleeves, the catalogue numbers, the aloofness and their ever-changing manifestos, and the fact that Tony Wilson read the news on TV to me while I was having my tea. Their ownership of the coolest club imaginable was the icing on the cake.

There was one more thing which tied it all together. My mum used to work in a newsagent’s in our village, and Tony Wilson and Alan Erasmus, who was one of the partners of Factory Records, were regular customers. My mum would chat with them, Alan mostly. She said he was very charming. She told him she had a son who was really into music. One day Alan gave my mum a badge, an enamel beauty, a blue and yellow rectangle with three letters and two numbers: Fac 51.

From Alan, to my mum, to me.

As my mum handed me the badge my mind was awash with thoughts. Was this the best thing I’d ever owned? Was I part of the gang? Did they even know who I was? Did this mean I’d made it?

And why did my own mother have more connections with the music business than I did?

Later in the week, when Alan came back to the shop, she told him how excited and grateful I was.

For my 16th birthday, I received copies of Low-Life (Fact 100) signed by New Order, a ‘Confusion’ (Fac 93) 12-inch white label, The Durutti Column’s LC (Fact 44) and a 12-inch version of ‘Lips That Would Kiss’, which was on Factory Benelux – the catalogue number was FBN 2.

From that point on I collected everything that was on Factory, not so much as a geek thing, more as a taste thing. I knew that the records Factory were putting out were at best genius and at worst extremely interesting. I was falling in love with the label – and with the story regarding my mum’s acquaintance with Alan Erasmus. I was now part of the whole thing. According to me anyway.

On that birthday I went for a meal with my mum, dad and sister, and there was an extra place setting. I later found out it was meant for Alan, but he never showed up. He wrote me a letter apologizing for ‘his mad existence’ and dropped off even more records. Maybe he didn’t realize he totally had me from the moment he gave me the badge.

And maybe I joined a band just to see if he was telling the truth about the mad existence.

Although I had still never met Alan I received an invitation to the Haçienda for a live special of my favourite TV show, The Tube. The show was to include The Factory All-Stars, various artists on the Factory Records roster including Donald Johnson, Bernard Sumner, 52nd Street, Mike Pickering, Vinni Reilly, Section 25, Marcel King and The Wake.

Oh, and Madonna, making her British TV debut.

The invitation was for Friday, 27 January 1984. On Thursday, I was in the back seat of a mate’s car that hit a lamp post on the corner of Leftwich Green on our way back from a night out in Northwich. I’m not sure whether I broke my ankle on impact or when I jumped out of the rear window as the car was filling up with smoke. But on the Friday morning I was on crutches, in shorts and in plaster. I just couldn’t face the show.

Once fully recovered I told myself I would never miss out on anything again, even if I had to go to gigs on my own. I kept my promise to myself and went to London to see New Order at Heaven in August 1984 and at the Woolwich Coronet in April 1987.

I was also at the Macclesfield Leisure Centre, one of their most legendary gigs, in April 1985. I remember Hooky hitting someone over the head with his bass as a fight broke out at the front. I also remember giving Hooky a hug in the car park at Warrington’s Spectrum Arena!

Despite their contrary marketing ways, New Order proved that having good songs was the key. This led to a headline slot on the main stage at the 1987 Glastonbury festival. I remember Bernard smashing his guitar and putting it through his amp during the encore – a cover of ‘Sister Ray’ by the Velvet Underground. Joy Division used to play it, and their live version is on side 2 of the album Still.

Andy Liddle was New Order’s lighting guy, and on the BBC recording of the Glastonbury show you can hear Bernard growl some strobe command over the microphone, leading to an overwhelming laser spectacle. Andy now does the lights for The Charlatans. As I once collected their records, we now appear to be collecting New Order crew: Dian Barton, Oz, Roger Lyons and the much-missed Rex Sargeant.

New Order live was no easy ride. One minute they were electrifying and self-assured, the next thrillingly confused. They were working with very advanced, state of the art technology which could and would go wrong at any second. Remember, at this time a calculator was the size of an iPad and could perform little more than the basic + − ÷ × operations, and they had early versions of drum machines, sequencers and samplers which were wheeled on stage resembling
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Epilogue: Sworded Tales

When I started writing Telling Stories I wanted to take the chance to let everyone know where I came from musically: the first songs I ever listened to and the beginnings of my record collection. Certain albums and bands have had a profound and obvious effect on what I’ve done as a musician – before I was in a band, Sandinista! by The Clash showed me what could be done by going back to the drawing board as far as albums were concerned. So I wrote a chapter about what that meant to me. New Order got me to thinking that it was possible to be in a band, and Bob Dylan and The Doors threw in lots of ideas we played with while we were making albums.

Perhaps the least obvious influence would come from hip-hop – I doubt too many people would have The Wu-Tang Clan high up on a list of who I’d listen to, but in some ways they had the biggest effect.

I had an idea of how many pages I’d like in Telling Stories – I wanted it to be like a chat in the pub rather than a document of every move I’d ever made. For those reasons only, one chapter got the chop. In fact, it was cut before it was fully completed. It was like a demo, and here it is.

You might think there’s nothing further from the West and East Coast hotbeds of hip-hop than the sleepy Cheshire village where I grew up, but the advent of The Beastie Boys sometime around 1987 joined the dots between the latter-day bass-driven beat of The Clash and the first hip-hoppers out of the blocks, like Run-D.M.C. I was aware of what they were doing and had bought the odd 12" and tried to like rappers like Schoolly D, but it was all just a bit misogynistic and laddy for me. It wasn’t until I heard De La Soul’s 3 Feet High and Rising that I became fully drawn into the world of hip-hop. I loved their mind-melting, flower-power twist on a genre that I never expected could get psychedelic – they seemed to be channelling Syd Barrett via a patchwork of samples and recorded skits that totally redefined the genre. In Manchester at one point it seemed that everyone had bought The Stone Roses’ debut album and 3 Feet High and Rising – that part of the world turned into a daisy age dayglo love in, with ecstasy replacing booze as the fuel. Dancing replaced punch-ups in clubs, and Manchester seemed to be at the centre of it all.

De La Soul’s lyrics, look and beats made up a whole that was bigger than the sum of its parts. With the first Charlatans album, Some Friendly, we wanted to allow all our influences in, just like they had, and hoped it would have as much appeal on the dancefloor as on the radio that people listened to at work. We even approached Prince Paul for a remix. It didn’t happen. Ah well.

With the exception of records by Boogie Down Productions and A Tribe Called Quest (both of which I picked up from 550 Madison Avenue, NY, when The Charlatans raided the RCA/BMG vinyl cupboard), and, a couple of years later, Check Your Head by The Beastie Boys, hip-hop wasn’t much present in my music collection from 1990 to 1996. For such an important genre, I just wasn’t – how do I put it? – I just wasn’t feeling it!

But then The Wu-Tang Clan came straight outta Staten Island, went for the jugular, and I was smitten. Their attack on the world was hardcore, as opposed to De La Soul’s flowery punches, but their impact on me was like no other. They were like some kind of massed league of superheroes – each with a different superpower. Their habits and demeanour made them more like supervillains, but that gave them even more appeal. New York gang culture restyled as ninjas and with the best names in hip-hop thus far. Like a crack team assembled for a bank job, they had everything. RZA was the brains, GZA was the lyrical mastermind. Ol’ Dirty Bastard was like the demon in everyone with tales of ingesting, fighting and fucking, Raekwon the Chef, Inspectah Deck, U-God, Ghostface Killah, Masta Killa, and the super-charismatic blunt-smokin’ pin up Method Man. They had songs that matched Shaolin mysticism with American Psycho cool. It was pretty overwhelming.

First out of the blocks after their debut was RZA with Gravediggaz. They even got their own genre, horrorcore. I was biting. Prince Paul was involved, the album was called 6 Feet Deep, and I was going in. Poster boy Method Man was next. He had his good looks, velvet tones and vampire grills – Tical was the name of the album; odd title, odd guy, odd album. But amazing. The singles featured remixes from The Prodigy and Chemical Brothers – they were getting closer to my radar.

These songs, played by Jon Carter, fuelled a trip with the Heavenly Social mob up to Nottingham. Daft Punk, Tom and Ed from the Chemical Brothers and Death In Vegas were in the van too. It was an important journey in every way. Fists were bumped, pumped and gyrated. It was still as out there, but it was almost pop music too. The second Method Man single, ‘All I Need’, even featured multiplatinum unit-shifter and Grammy hoover Mary J. Blige, and was produced by Sean ‘Puffy’ Combs. Believe it or not, I got the style for the chorus for ‘North Country Boy’ from that. Yeah, I thought you wouldn’t believe it. How far to come? Method Man used to sell PCP on the streets of NYC. Thug life indeed.

Next? Ol’ Dirty Bastard’s Return to the 36 Chambers: The Dirty Version. It just happened to be the most mental LP I’d ever heard in my life: lyrical psycho comedy freestyle, paranoid and scary at the same time. ‘Shimmy Shimmy Ya’ and ‘Brooklyn Zoo’ are up there with the craziest recordings I have ever heard. If De La Soul represented pyschedelia, this shit was on crack.

GZA’s Liquid Swords and Raekwon’s Only Built 4 Cuban Linx were the masterpieces, though, featuring guest spots from all of the Clan members. Rumour has it that Only Built 4 Cuban Linx was actually meant to be a Wu-Tang Clan album, but Rae bagsied it for himself. It is a sprawling record, almost a concept album, like a film soundtrack with Raekwon as the lead, Killah as the co-star and RZA as the director. I’m listening, and you can almost see the film it’s trying to be. I imagine Quentin Tarantino setting out to make that film. The album was a permanent fixture on the stereo in the Jag I had while living in Didsbury. Yeah, it’s not the Bronx, but some of those Sunday drives to Marks & Spencer could get a bit tasty. Finally, series one ended with Ghostface’s solo Ironman cartoon punk.

Method Man did a song for the Batman soundtrack – they’d done things their own way but were now in the mainstream, and of course they then launched their Wu-Wear clothing line before continuing to release amazing solo records. Ol’ Dirty guested everywhere: Big Daddy Kane, Funkmaster Flex, Blackstreet, and most notably on Busta Rhymes’ ‘Woo-Hah!! Got You All in Check’ and Mariah Carey’s ‘Fantasy’.

Boom!!!!!! We are up to date – did I mention I bought all of these? The more they made, the more I loved them.

I once saw an ace pic of Method Man wearing Cazal frames. I needed a pair of glasses so I got me some. They were cool – pricey, too, at £600 and apparently a status symbol if you were black or Jewish and living in NYC. I was neither, but it made me smile that I was now buying bling.

A friend of mine, Emma Forrest, interviewed the band in Germany, and she called me up excitedly after she’d spoken to them. I’d borrowed a song title from Method Man & Redman’s ‘How High’. The Charlatans’ ‘How High’ wasn’t exactly a foray into rap, but it was a song done at breakneck speed that definitely shared something with the genre. Emma called to tell me that she’d played it to Method Man and that he’d loved it. That one of the Wu-Tang Clan had heard a song of ours was just about the best news I’d had for years, and still makes me smile now.

She interviewed them all, but hung out with ODB. He was as paranoid as he was talented and had become convinced the CIA were after him, spying on his every move. He told her he was the father of hundreds of babies and called himself Big Baby Jesus. It was all getting a little freaky.

I’d watched Sergio Leone’s masterpiece Once Upon a Time in America more than any other film. It tells the tale of a gang of Italian immigrant friends growing up in New York and making a life for themselves. What touched me most was the relationship between Max and Noodles. They were name-checked in Raekwon’s ‘Wu Gambinos’, on Only Built 4 Cuban Linx. All of this was a far cry from my life in The Charlatans, but Mark Collins and I had always thought of ourselves as having something similar to Max and Noodles. I was beginning to feel like a deleted scene from my favourite movie with full-on outlaw persona. My bling purchases had stopped at the glasses, but I still felt an affinity with the Wu.

They’d become vinyl superheroes. That’s how Wu-Tang Forever became the most highly anticipated record of my collecting life. A sprawling double CD and quadruple LP, like Sandinista! by The Clash, this wasn’t for the faint-hearted – ambition was high on the agenda and variety the key. I bought it on CD and vinyl. It had me. First up was ‘Wu Revolution’, a spoken-word piece reminiscent of Gil Scott-Heron’s ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’ over a massive sub bass. ‘Reunited’ gives familiarity, GZA starting, followed by Ol’ Dirty and the final verse knocked out of the park by Meth. But it’s Track 3, ‘For Heaven’s Sake’, that is the first stand-alone knockout. Inspectah Deck, the sleeper hit(ter) of this record, starts it off, followed by Master Killa and Cappadonna’s first introduction to the album. ‘I put the best work in,’ Cap says in the final line of the song. Maybe that’s a message to the potential slackers in the band. If RZA was manager, he was now calling Cappadonna his Super Sub.

‘Cash Still Rules/Scary Hours’ is my favourite track on the LP. Actually, it’s probably my favourite hip-hop song of all time – simple in melody, sexy in execution. It sounds like it could have fit on Cuban Linx. The moment when Ghostface joins in is one of the most epic entrances in hip-hop ever. ‘Dog Shit’ is ODB at his comical best, or worst – I haven’t worked that out yet. But save the best till last with ‘Hellz Wind Staff’ (featuring a sample from my favourite Arthur Lee song, ‘Signed D.C.’). During the riots in Tottenham (where I live) it was one of the only tracks that kept my head clear as I was trying to walk past bins on fire and shops with smashed windows and helpless owners.

It was the solo LPs and aftermath of the Wu’s debut that inspired me to attempt to rap on Tellin’ Stories, especially on ‘How High’, ‘With No Shoes’ and ‘One to Another’. ‘Be my spider woman/I’ll be your spider man’ – I imagined ODB could say something like this. I also imagined Method Man saying something like the chorus of ‘North Country Boy’ and ‘How High’. Method Man definitely did say something like this. Wu-Tang Forever gave me the confidence to get cinematic on Us and Us Only. So that’s what the Wu-Tang Clan did for me.

I ran into RZA at T in the Park in 2004 and was surprised that he knew who I was. His advice was, ‘Always keep your third eye open.’ Since then I have – it’s not that I would do everything RZA told me, it’s just that I thought it was a canny bit of wisdom. Not only that, it sounded fuckin’ ace too, spoken like a Jedi, Samurai, Magi.

At the Primavera Festival in Barcelona I hooked up with Ghostface Killah. He told me to ‘Keep it real, kid.’ The fact that I am three years older than him didn’t seem to matter – it still sticks, don’t know why, I guess he just meant it. They all did – that’s why I love them. They brought us hip-hop from the Slums of Shaolin, they threw it in the face of the world. I am making a W with my hand right now.
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