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PREFACE

So, here we are. My third book. The first was a fairly straightforward autobiography, and the second was a vinyl odyssey, listing record shops around the world. They say stick to what you know when you write, and the words that have been a constant in my life are song lyrics. First, the words of the songs I loved, and then the lyrics of the songs we wrote as The Charlatans.

I started collecting records after leaving junior school. I found myself memorising lyrics and singing along. Smash Hits printed pages of song lyrics and among the words for the latest single by Howard Jones or Nik Kershaw, you could occasionally find a gem from Generation X, The Jam or Prefab Sprout. I suppose I was learning how to write songs by some sort of osmosis, absorbing phrasing, timing and other elements.

Off the top of my head, around that time I knew the words to . . .


Honey Bane – ‘Girl on the Run’

Vice Squad – ‘Last Rockers’

Crass – all the singles; the 12-inch EP; Penis Envy; Christ; Yes Sir, I Will

Zoundz – ‘Can’t Cheat Karma’

Dead Kennedys – Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables

Discharge – Decontrol EP; Why? EP; Fight Back

EP; Realities of War EP; Never Again; Hear Nothing See Nothing Say Nothing

UK Subs – ‘Teenage’

The Exploited – Punks Not Dead

Sex Pistols – Never Mind the Bollocks, plus various singles

Cockney Rejects – ‘Flares ’N Slippers’, ‘Police Car’

Joy Division – ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’

Section 25 – ‘Girls Don’t Count’

The Fall – Bingo-Master’s Break-Out EP

Beatles – ‘Yellow Submarine’, ‘I Am The Walrus’

Red Turns To… – ‘Deep Sleep’

Buzzcocks – Love Bites

The Cult – ‘Spiritwalker’

Orange Juice – ‘Salmon Fishing in New York’, ‘Felicity’

Primal Scream – ‘It Happens’

Dorothy – ‘I Confess’

Throbbing Gristle – ‘Something Came Over Me’

Wire – ‘Outdoor Miner’, ‘I Am The Fly’

X-Ray Spex – ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’

The Jam – ‘A Bomb in Wardour Street’

The Supremes – ‘Baby Love’

The Byrds – ‘So You Want to be A Rock’n’Roll Star’

Pink Floyd – ‘Bike’

Big Audio Dynamite – ‘E=MC2’

Specials – ‘Too Much Too Young’

Madness – ‘My Girl’

Maxine Nightingale – ‘Right Back Where We Started From’

Siouxsie and the Banshees – ‘Christine’

R.E.M. – ‘It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel Fine)’

New Order – ‘Everything’s Gone Green’

The Small Faces – ‘Lazy Sunday Afternoon’

The Monkees – ‘I’m A Believer’, ‘Pleasant Valley Sunday’

The Pogues – ‘A Pair of Brown Eyes’

Echo & the Bunnymen ‘Rescue’

Julian Cope – ‘Bill Drummond Said’

Curtis Mayfield – ‘Superfly’

Barbarians – ‘Are You a Boy or Are You a Girl’

David Bowie – ‘Rebel Rebel’

The Cure – ‘The Caterpillar’, ‘Boys Don’t Cry’

Soft Cell – ‘What!’

Japan – ‘I Second That Emotion’

The Beach Boys – ‘California Girls’

The Carpenters – ‘Calling Occupants of Interplanetary Craft’

Gary Numan – ‘Cars’

Donna Summer – ‘I Feel Love’

Madonna – ‘Burning Up’

Fun Boy Three – ‘We’re Having All the Fun’

Grandmaster Flash – ‘White Lines (Don’t Do It)’



And lots more that don’t spring to mind just now but will come to me later.

Each song had a slightly different delivery and I knew I wanted to give writing a try myself. I wasn’t a naturally extroverted kind of person. I was quite shy, and still am. But seeing the singer in my favourite bands, leading their cohorts through a song or a live set, lit something up inside of me and I set about seeing if I had what it takes to be the frontman in a band.

I took my first steps in an outfit called Remagen Bridge (later to become Interzone), with Lee and Scott Turner – on lead guitar and drums respectively – and Avo on rhythm guitar, leaving bass duties and vocals to me. We played a handful of gigs, my first glimpse into the world I wanted to inhabit.

College commitments, lack of offers from Top of the Pops and general life/girlfriends/lack of transport conspired to put paid to Interzone. They remain mythical in the Moulton/Northwich early ’80s’ music scene – rumour has it that a cassette might exist with our versions of ‘Ceremony’ and ‘A Forest’.

I retired from bass playing to fully concentrate on the duties of a frontman – with added hand gestures and microphone-stand work. My next band was The Electric Crayon Set (renamed The Electric Crayons, either by typo or by a graphic designer who thought it sounded better), another part of east Cheshire folklore.

This time my lyric skills made it to vinyl by way of ‘Happy To Be Hated’ (see p. 18) and ‘Hip Shake Junkie’. I didn’t realise it, but I was developing a style that would see me hit unseen heights with my next band – The Charlatans.


INTRODUCTION

To update a phrase from William Shakespeare: ‘Some are born lyric writers, some achieve lyric writing and some have lyric writing thrust upon them.’ I am firmly in the final category. When I joined The Charlatans there was no nominated lyricist and I took on the role as a challenge.

There is no training for this job. Music is more of a science that can be studied and bettered and honed over time, but there’s no standard yardstick for measuring the quality of lyrics. ‘I am an antichrist, I am an anarchist’ is an iconic line, but the ability to write it is natural and can’t be taught. Lyric writing is something that develops over time.

There are many reasons for being in a band. It can represent an escape from your life; you might want to spend time with like-minded people; and you may harbour the distant dream of travelling the world while doing something you love. You may also find it rekindles a teenage dalliance with poetry. For the most part that youthful verse might otherwise have remained hidden away, never to see the light of day.

Before I joined The Charlatans, manager Steve Harrison asked me if I could write lyrics. I wasn’t aware of any of the other members having a need to share their words with the world. I never had a burning desire myself until the role found me. I told him I would rather sing my own words than anyone else’s. I was very enthusiastic, despite my lack of experience and I was willing to have a bit of a stab in the dark.

I do have a technique, if you can call it that. I write as a stream of consciousness. I find any words at all that work with the music on a first run-through and use those as a pattern to follow. I go back to look at the words again and attempt to give them structure and meaning. As I do so, I’m considering the relationship between melody, phrasing and sound – the words will at last have to fit into the mould of the music before the whole song sets.

Over the years I have disciplined myself to recognise the moment when the lyrics have set. Think of a painter finishing a picture – it’s a question of instinct, to know when it’s finished, otherwise the balance can be ruined.

I record the lyrics and listen back, hearing and mishearing elements that form a new version of the words. Once there is a foundation to the song, the original words fall away.

I write songs grounded in feeling rather than in anecdote.


‘FLOWER’

SOME FRIENDLY, 1990

Don’t bring me flowers to my bed

I don’t wish you to know

It’s time to find myself again

As cold as houses on your street

As hollow as my own

I hope you wish them all away

Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

Don’t bring me flowers to my bed

She got what she deserved

I told her I am of my time

As cold as houses on my street

As hollow as my own

I hope you wish them all away

Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

It’s time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

It’s time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

It’s time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl

This was one of the first songs I wrote with The Charlatans. It grew out of a note that bassist Martin Blunt handed to me: ‘Don’t bring me flowers, I am not dead.’ The words resonated and ideas began running around my head.

What seemed strongest was the image of me standing at the end of a bed with a bunch of flowers in my hand and the intended recipient then rejecting my kind gesture.

I was constantly thinking about established lyricists and I had an ongoing list in my head of those that I liked the most. The Rolling Stones were pretty high up on that list. I loved how the lyrics of their best songs were quite abstract – and that’s what I wanted to capture, rather than songs about ‘Cars and Girls’, as Prefab Sprout put it. Reading the note brought ‘Dead Flowers’ by the Stones to mind. It has always struck me as a mean song and I guess I wanted The Charlatans to come across as a bit mean. The Sex Pistols were my heroes, but I’ve always imagined that if you ever got close to them they would come across as insulting. Maybe that’s the biggest change in my lyric-writing since then – my meanness has mellowed and I now feel I can let my guard down.

The song revolves around the line, ‘Time to say goodbye bye to the bad bad girl’. I felt I was on the cusp of something, maybe the biggest change of my life, but there were frustrations – I wanted to shed my skin but didn’t know if I could. There was a gap that at times seemed too big to close. On the other side was everything I could ever dream of, but all I could see from where I was standing was the post room at ICI, the chemical giant where I’d worked since I was sixteen, and my bedroom at my mum and dad’s. I didn’t want sympathy or kindness: I needed to do everything myself.

I had a sense of not belonging. At twenty-one I was not quite ready for the big wide world but I was too big for the confines of the four walls of our family home. If I had been more comfortable in my own skin, I might not have had the necessary angst to write songs. People have different ways of making sense of the world and for me it was through music: punk was all about bands finding a way of articulating rebellion, boredom and a need to overthrow what was around them, while The Smiths painted a picture of isolation and encouraged listeners to take comfort in being an outsider. I loved The Fall and how Mark E. Smith used the phonic elements of words to construct a world that unfolded over thirty years for their audience.

‘Flower’ has recently been on my mind again. We have just lost a very good friend and it was to this song that I returned, one that comes from a lifetime ago, after it happened. I’d been planning to play solo for a while, to celebrate Independent Venue Week and to give me a chance to play the songs from As I Was Now. Label mates Average Sex were supporting and would become my backing band – The Anytime Minutes. We were able to keep things simple. We just needed a van, a tour manager and a friend did the merch. Touring is everything that’s good about being in a band. We spend time together, play songs we love and stop off at motorway services. There are in-jokes, late-night drives and we meet some amazing people along the way.

Our London show was a sold-out gig at The 100 Club. I texted The Charlatans guitarist Mark Collins to see if he wanted to play on a couple of songs and he arrived in time for the soundcheck. It was a perfect kind of day. Many of our friends were on the guest list, including Darryl Weeks, who worked in music PR. His spirit could light up a room and he would have an effect on everyone around him. He’d flown in from Toronto for the gig and headed over for The Charlatans’ North By Northwich homecoming festival. He didn’t just watch, he jumped in with both feet, setting questions for the quiz that we thought would be a fantastic excuse for our fans to spend time together and get involved in something a bit different. We needed someone with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the history of the band to be quizmaster and Darryl was the most obvious choice. He came up with detailed questions that flummoxed not only the most ardent fans but even actual members of the band. He stepped in as a panel member at a conference and for ten days he was indispensable. Darryl went on to join The Charlatans on our dates in Canada and New York that year. He offered to help at my record label, O Genesis. I emailed him ideas and songs and the names of potential new artists and his enthusiasm knew no bounds.

But then came the news that Darryl had died. He had been in his hotel room for a music conference when a heart condition, that we don’t think he was aware of, took him from us far too early. He was young and a husband and parent. The cruelty of this world knows no bounds sometimes. I miss him, but I cannot imagine the devastation that his family feels.

When we were writing the set list for my solo dates I had planned to do a Charlatans’ song. Sam O’Donovan, the guitarist in Average Sex suggested ‘Flower’, one of Darryl’s favourites too. I’ll always think of him whenever I hear it. Once songs are out there, it’s for people to construct their own stories and relationships with the words and the music. Time and again people will tell me about lyrics that I’ve written taking on a personal significance that gives my words new meaning.

‘Flower’ started off being about meanness and the desire to move on and now it’s a reminder of someone who meant so much. Lyrics can be redefined over time and everyone has their own way of translating them.


‘ALWAYS IN MIND’

1990

Have I been too long

Well how was I to know

Have I let you down

These days are silent now

This one is always on my mind

Is always, always on my mind

Why do I swim so far from the shore

Is it hard enough to catch me don’t you fall

This one is always on my mind

Is always, always on my mind

I’m getting off my behind

Why do I swim so far from the shore

Is it hard enough to catch me don’t you fall

This one is always on my mind

Is always, always on my mind

I’m getting off my behind

This one is always on my mind

This bag is always on my mind

This one is always on my mind

I was thinking back to songs like ‘Sound of the Suburbs’ by The Members and the frustrations of being tethered to my old life. ‘I am getting off my behind’ is me desperately wanting and willing to do anything to move on to the next stage of my life. ‘Why do I swim so far from the shore’ was me expressing the nerves I felt at the thought of having to leave behind pretty much everything that I knew in order to create a new identity.


‘INDIAN ROPE’

1990

When all is wrong we have no right

Who am I to fade away

Sometimes I can tell you

What does it mean

Who am I to question why

Who am I

We come together

Follow the signs

Have you seen the size of mine

You take the blame and I’ll take the fame

Who am I to sometimes say it’s easy that way

You missed a good one

Give me a break

You risk your neck for something safe

You take the fame and I’ll take the blame

Who am I to sometimes say it’s easy that way

When all is wrong we have no right

Who am I to fade away

Sometimes I can tell you

What does it mean

Who am I to question why

Who am I

I’ve always loved ‘Indian Rope Man’ by Julie Driscoll, Brian Auger and the Trinity, and we wanted to base a song around that sound. It had a heaviness that appealed to us. The members of The Charlatans came at music from different angles and had different influences, but this was a band we all appreciated. And we had Hammond organ maestro Rob Collins in our line-up – we wanted songs that showed his strengths.

Once the music began to come together, the pressure was on to come up with some words, which I wrote during my lunch break at ICI Runcorn. ‘Indian Rope’ was only a working title – and if you listen to the lyrics, you’ll notice that the phrase never actually crops up – but we needed to write something on the cassette. It’s surprising how many of those stick, not just with us, but with other bands. I’m guessing that ‘Song 2’ by Blur and Nirvana’s ‘Radio Friendly Unit Shifter’ were probably not intended to be titles on records but then they just stuck and are now perfect for those songs.

I was late to worship at the shrine of Bob Dylan. I’d been given the Biograph box set in the mid-’90s and, apart from his best-known songs, I’d not listened to his back catalogue in depth. But I was smitten and snapped up his albums and talked to my friends who had ‘got’ Bob way before I had. That’s the beauty of brilliant lyric writers. Those words are there, ready in cold storage, for whenever you want to discover them. The power doesn’t fade over time.

Bob Dylan most certainly had a message – I’m not as skilled with words as Dylan is and I’ve never been able to capture the spirit of the protest songwriter. My words have adapted to fit in with melodies and have a fluidity that allows them to be more of an extension of the music.


‘TOTALLY ECLIPSING’

TOTALLY ECLIPSING EP, 2018

Remembering

All my lines to sing

Sincere in delivery

Ah-ah

Used to be

That part of me

Was in everybody else’s hands

Ah-ah, ah-ah

Is this our time again

A time we really can achieve

Becoming what we could become

Or am I being naïve

We continue because we get along

Totally eclipsing from the start

Absolutely nixing on my part

When I realised it was meant to be

I fell from grace

In the same place you fell right on your face

Less speed just haste

How long has it been

Since I had a cigarette

I’m not counting

But has it been an hour yet

We continue because we get along

Totally eclipsing from the start

Absolutely nixing on my part

Is this our time again

A time we really can achieve

Becoming what we could become

Or am I being naïve

We continue because we get along

Totally eclipsing from the start

Absolutely nixing on my part

Totally eclipsing from the start

Absolutely nixing on my part
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Often creativity inspires creativity. In May 2018, The Charlatans held our own ten-day festival, North By Northwich, in our spiritual hometown. The idea had first taken root in November 2017, while we were doing production rehearsals for a UK tour.

We hired the Northwich Memorial Court venue rather than just run through things at our studio. By the time we’d spent a morning setting up, we realised that it was inevitable that we’d be playing at least one live event there. We ended up playing four shows with other events taking place all around the town.

In August of that year we had toyed with the idea of recording an EP. Our last album, Different Days, had good reviews and sales; we felt that the band was firing on all cylinders. Our label agreed to put out an EP if the songs we produced were strong enough, so it was just a simple case of writing four great songs. We headed to Konk Studios, home of The Kinks, with producer David Wrench. We’d wanted to work with him for ages so our spirits were high.

Sometimes it isn’t until you finish writing a song that you grasp its meaning. I always trust my instincts but that’s not to say that every song makes it through to the recording studio. My wastepaper basket has always been as important a friend as my pen and the key has been knowing when to use which of them.

I sang through ‘Totally Eclipsing’ in my head and it struck me that although it could be about anything, it seemed to be about the band. The opening line was about getting everything together for rehearsals or a tour or a trip to the studio, while ‘Used to be/That part of me/Was in everybody else’s hands’ referred to my old self. I had often felt like I was a commodity when I heard record company people speaking about ‘shifting units’ and touring ‘strong territories’. It had sometimes been hard not to lose focus on what being in a band was about. I have since come to terms with the business side of things and I know that I have the most brilliant job in the world.

Part of that job is racking my brain for song-worthy material and the process can be conscious or subconscious. I have a notebook filled with words and phrases that I like the sound of. I look through it when I’m writing lyrics. There is a definite place that they come from and some find a home in a song more quickly than others.

I don’t have time in a song to explain everything I am trying to convey, which is probably a good thing as otherwise they would all be twenty minutes long.

The lyrics of ‘Totally Eclipsing’ are upfront, positive, hopeful – a celebration of where we were as a band.
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