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About the Book

‘… And then there was David Bowie, the uber-freak with the mismatched pupils, the low-tech space face from the planet Sparkle. 6 July 1972 was Bowie’s third appearance on TOTP but this was the one that properly resonated with its audience, the one that would go on to cause a seismic shift in the zeitgeist. This is the performance that turned Bowie into a star, embedding his Ziggy Stardust persona into the nation’s consciousness.

‘With a tall, flame-orange cockade quiff (stolen from a Kansai Yamamoto model on the cover of Honey), lavishly applied make-up, white nail polish, and wearing a multi-coloured jumpsuit that looked as though it were made from fluorescent fish skin (chosen by Ziggy co-shaper, the designer Freddie Buretti), and carrying a brand spanking new blue acoustic guitar, a bone-thin Bowie appeared not so much as a pop singer, but rather as some sort of transcendent alien, a concept helped along by the provocative appearance of his guitarist, the chicken-headed Mick Ronson, with both of them unapologetically sporting knee-length patent leather wrestler’s boots (Bowie’s were red). “Most people are scared of colour,” Bowie said later. “Their lives are built up in shades of grey. It doesn’t matter how straight the style is, make it brightly coloured material and everyone starts acting weird.”

‘Suddenly Bowie – a man called Alias – had the world at his nail-varnished fingertips, and in no time at all he would be the biggest star in the world.’
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‘Turn and face the strange …’
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13 January 1972: Brian Ward photographs Bowie in Heddon Street, London W1, for the cover of Ziggy Stardust. He was only alone because the rest of the Spiders wouldn’t brave the cold.




 

INTRODUCTION

‘I Think I Saw You In An Ice-Cream Parlour, Drinking Milk Shakes Cold And Long’

WHEN ZIGGY STARDUST CAME TO CALL, 1972

Many of those who saw David Bowie perform ‘Starman’ on the BBC in the summer of 1972 have never forgotten it, and it sits there, on a tatty old loop in our memory bank, reminding us that we were once both very young.

‘In memory everything seems to happen to music’ 

Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie

IT WAS A GOLDEN, ephemeral moment, and after that moment, on Thursday 6 July 1972, music would never really be the same again. This was the evening – a completely unexpected evening, at that; there was nothing inevitable about it – when David Bowie appeared on BBC One’s Top Of The Pops, playing ‘Starman’, the first single from The Rise And Fall Of Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders From Mars, and going some way to shaping a nation’s youth in the process. Recorded the day before at BBC TV Centre in London’s White City, it was broadcast as live, causing havoc in millions of sitting rooms all over Britain, changing the life of the performer as much as the lives of those watching him. The single had been released almost two months previously, but after this performance it would shoot up the charts as though propelled by stardust and Bowie himself.

This particular performance is one remembered by hundreds of thousands of my generation, an event that helped lure them into adolescence, the day that made many of us go out and get our hair cut, or dyed orange, or both – the day that helped kick-start punk, that would make many of us start peering over the horizon into our own futures, a pop-shock moment as important as watching Elvis Presley on The Dorsey Brothers Stage Show, or the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show. Or, later, as important as staring aghast at the Sex Pistols, acting like gibbons and swearing like parrots, on Thames TV’s Today, presented by the hapless Bill Grundy. In the same way that people can remember exactly where they were when they first heard Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Pink Floyd, Donna Summer, the Clash, or the Stone Roses, so they can recall when they first heard David Bowie. And for many of us it was 6 July 1972.

When he appeared on Top Of The Pops that night he would help nudge a culture of adoration that would be incubated in housing estates, garden suburbs, and bedsits all over the country. In short, Ziggy Stardust caused a tectonic shift in pop culture, providing, in the words of Rolling Stone, ‘a model of courage to millions who had never been embraced by a popular culture before. He helped set others free in unexpected ways, even if he couldn’t do the same for himself.’

In 1972, the world was a place that was best seen through a television, then at the very height of its power, and the only way that most of us could vicariously experience a world on the other side. For me, and for the many other innocents who saw Bowie perform that night, the world we were shown was transgressive: sexual androgyny, impious glam rock, the edge of all we knew. It was thrilling, slightly dangerous, transformative. For me, and for those like me, it felt that the future had finally arrived. It may have been dystopian (which at the time was rather confusing in itself), it may have been slightly confusing, and have come in the form of a flame-haired, sapling-thin scarecrow from Bromley, but when you’re a callow twelve-year-old you take your cultural salvation in any shape it comes. And at 7.25 that evening, it came in the shape of twenty-five-year-old David Robert Jones. Thirty-five minutes later, life was rather different; a screen door had been opened, one through which many of us ran as fast as our skinny little legs would carry us.


[image: images]
Bowie redux: Ziggy’s visage and persona were impossible to exaggerate – no matter what you projected onto him, his image was resilient enough to cope with it.
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With his shock of flame-red hair, jumpsuits and custom-made platform wrestler’s boots, Ziggy could easily have been a caricature, yet Bowie was simply too sartorially savvy.



Britain at the time still felt like it was immersed in the Fifties, a long slow black and white film that wasn’t quite finished. London in particular was full of post-war prefabs and pre-war sensibilities, a grey city apparently even in springtime. Not that 1972 was uneventful. This was the year of The Godfather, the year of Frederick Forsyth’s Day Of The Jackal, the year of M*A*S*H, the year Stan Smith beat Ilie Nastase in the Wimbledon Men’s Singles Final, the year Carole King cleaned up at the Grammy Awards (taking Record, Album, and Song of the Year), the year five White House operatives were arrested for breaking into the offices of the Democratic National Committee, and the year the Black September group hijacked a Lufthansa Boeing 707 over Turkey, demanding the release of three comrades still held for the massacre of Israeli athletes during the Munich Olympic Games a few months earlier. As a snapshot of global attrition in the Seventies, July 1972 was as good as any: India’s Indira Gandhi and Pakistan’s Zulfikar Ali Bhutto nervously signed an agreement to peacefully negotiate future disputes; North and South Korea negotiated a futile agreement to discuss reunification; and the much anticipated chess match between the Soviet Union’s Boris Spassky and the US champion Bobby Fischer finally began in Reykjavik, nine days after the official start date. No decade was better at binary conflict, and any subversive cultural behaviour seemed to happen in spite of it, rather than – as had happened in the Sixties – because of it. The space race provided the greatest conflict of all, a metaphor for the global struggle of the free world’s way of life against whatever it was that was happening behind the Iron Curtain. When Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin bobbed along the lunar surface at one-sixth normal gravity on 20 July 1969, the race was won, which back on Earth only made the cold war worse.

American television history was made on Saturday 19 February, when, towards the end of an episode of the most popular show of the time, All In The Family (which had been loosely based on Johnny Speight’s hugely successful UK series Till Death Us Do Part), Sammy Davis Jr planted a kiss on the right cheek of Archie Bunker, the show’s extraordinarily bigoted lead character, played by Carroll O’Connor. This split second made headlines all over the country, and instantly became the stuff of television legend. The script demanded that Davis joke that he had a clause in his contract requiring him to kiss white celebrities and, as he did so, Bunker was sent reeling.

It was a busy year in music. On 17 January, Highway 51 South in Memphis, Tennessee, was renamed ‘Elvis Presley Boulevard’. Three days later, a year before it was actually released, Pink Floyd attempted the first performance of The Dark Side Of The Moon at The Dome in Brighton, only to fall foul of technical difficulties, forcing the band to abandon it and play it in its entirety the following night. That same night, Keith Richards jumped on stage to jam with Chuck Berry at the Hollywood Palladium, but his idol ordered him off for playing too loud. Berry later claimed that he didn’t recognise Keith, and would not have thrown him off the stage had he known. On 9 February, Paul McCartney’s new group Wings made their live debut at the University of Nottingham; it was McCartney’s first public concert since the Beatles’ performance in San Francisco’s Candlestick Park in August 1966. Ten days later he would cause a furore when Wings’ debut single, ‘Give Ireland Back To The Irish’, was banned by the BBC. On 31 March, the official Beatles fan club closed down. This was also the year in which the term ‘Krautrock’ was used for the first time, by Ian MacDonald in his piece ‘Germany Calling’ in the New Musical Express. On 2 May, Stone the Crows guitarist Les Harvey was electrocuted on stage during a show in Swansea by touching a poorly connected microphone, and died in hospital a few hours later. Led Zeppelin’s untitled fourth studio album, the ‘Runes’ LP, which was released on 8 November 1971, was already on its way to becoming the best-selling album of 1972, as well as the fourth best-selling album of all time.

The previous six months had been tumultuous in other ways: George Harrison had organised the first all-star charity concert in the form of The Concert For Bangladesh, at Madison Square Garden, and starring Bob Dylan, Ravi Shankar, Leon Russell, Ringo Starr, and Eric Clapton; the second Glastonbury festival had taken place (the first to be held over the Summer Solstice), featuring Traffic, Fairport Convention, Hawkwind, and a relatively subdued David Bowie; and the Doors’ Jim Morrison had been found dead in a bathtub in Paris at the age of twenty-seven.

Black Power had yet to fracture, and, inspired by the civil rights movement and the increasing number of Vietnam protests, black activism was on the rise. In musical terms, Eugene McDaniels (once called ‘the black Bob Dylan’ by industry legend Jerry Wexler) was one of the lower profile exponents of the movement, and while he would go on to write Roberta Flack’s massive 1974 hit ‘Feel Like Making Love’, his 1971 album Headless Heroes Of The Apocalypse would become renowned less for its songs (which would have to wait twenty years to be appreciated, and sampled, by the likes of A Tribe Called Quest and the Beastie Boys), and rather more for its political influence. Atlantic Records were forced to stop promoting the album when 39th US Vice President Spiro Agnew contacted them, protesting about the album and demanding to know why they had released such a disturbing and seditious record.
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Bowie’s Ziggy face was his game face, embellished and improved every two to three weeks as he grew more confident.

Thirties decadence was given a Hollywood sheen in the shape of Cabaret, Bob Fosse’s somewhat extraordinary evocation of Berlin during the Weimar Republic in 1931 under the cloud of the National Socialist Party. The film made stars – rock stars – out of Liza Minnelli and Joel Grey, both of whom were so well groomed, spangly, and libidinous, they made Mick Jagger, Lou Reed, and Iggy Pop look like mime artists in rep.

Elsewhere, The French Connection won Best Picture at the Academy Awards, Gloria Steinem launched Ms. Magazine, and Apollo 17, the last manned moon landing to date, returned to Earth with 250 pounds of lunar samples. Time Inc. transmitted HBO for the first time, the first pay cable network, Pulsar produced the first digital watch, Atari introduced the arcade version of Pong, the first video game, Idi Amin expelled 50,000 Asians from Uganda, Bangladesh gained independence from Pakistan, and John Lennon began his long battle to stay in the US when his immigration visa expired. In Laguna Niguel, in California, a group of seven men from Ohio broke into a branch of the United California Bank and looted the safe deposit boxes, making off with thirty million dollars, at the time an unprecedented amount. They were eventually apprehended by the FBI.

And Clint Eastwood became the biggest box office star in the world.

In Britain – where the likes of Clint Eastwood, Robert Redford, and Burt Reynolds represented a world that could only be imagined – there were two debilitating miners’ strikes, the sort of industrial action that would eventually go some way to defining the decade. The first strike began on 9 January and soon involved a quarter of a million miners, systematically mobilising themselves and using flying pickets to successfully disrupt coal supply. Eventually Ted Heath was forced to declare a state of emergency, resulting in power cuts and the infamous three-day week. During 1972 alone, over twenty-three million working days were lost due to industrial action by civil servants, firemen, building workers, railwaymen, and ambulance drivers. We all ate by candlelight, listening to our battery-powered transistor radios. Heath’s government was unable to successfully deal with the increasing militancy of the unions, and the impasse made industrial relations the worst they’d been since 1926.

Sectarian violence was escalating in Northern Ireland, reaching a sickening crescendo when, on 30 January, thirteen unarmed demonstrators were shot dead in Londonderry by members of the Parachute Regiment. Bloody Sunday helped feed anti-British sentiment (the Guardian called it ‘Britain’s My Lai’), a colonial battle of wills that would keep percolating throughout the rest of the decade and beyond.
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The more successful he became, and the more his days were eaten into by exposure to the press and the public, so his wardrobe expanded accordingly.

The picket line was not producing great art – unless you counted ‘Part Of The Union’ by the Strawbs, and few did – and any musical zeitgeist wasn’t the result of, or a response to, the agitprop of the time. Rather it was born in a vacuum. There was little appetite for the aftershocks of the Sixties among a new generation who were already taking the counter-cultural victories of the previous decade for granted. Squint, and we could have been back in the Fifties, where orthodoxies had yet to be challenged, and where consumerism was king. ‘The A-bomb’s apocalyptic revelation precipitated a new kind of global consciousness and a new kind of psychology,’ wrote Jon Savage in Teenage: The Creation Of Youth 1875–1945. ‘Faced with the prospect of instant vaporisation, many began to focus totally on the present, if not the instant. The new psychology – soon to be culturally interpreted as existentialism – privileged living in the moment and was materially oriented.’ Faction fighting was everywhere, as there was also a war of attrition developing between the cultural radicals of the Sixties and the flag-wavers of the traditional left, a split between idealism on the one hand, and the pragmatic matter of household economics on the other.

Closer to home, Paul McCartney had just released his second solo album, much to the ire of the critics (his ‘Irish’ single still being some months away). Ram was a collection of half-baked whimsical sketches that appeared to pay no mind to his legacy. He even had the audacity to credit his wife Linda on some of the songs. ‘Obviously I was used to having a collaborator and I felt the pinch after John,’ said McCartney in his defence. ‘I was used to writing solo stuff too, of course, but some of them I’d get a bit stuck on – like I would with John – and Linda would change some of the words, alter a little piece here and there, write a line or two, give me ideas. It was just me and her in the studio most of the time, there together all day.’ He was attacked as much as Lennon had been for daring to involve his wife in his creative output, the world not being ready for a former Beatle singing about domesticity and sheep.

This is the world that Ziggy Stardust landed in, beamed down to a sullen, punitive, disgruntled grey country that hadn’t been Great for some time, a country full of sullen, disgruntled people who by rights shouldn’t have taken too kindly to a pop singer dressed up as a gay alien in a quilted jumpsuit. But take to him is exactly what they did.

‘No one has seen anything like this before,’ Bowie boasted, just a few weeks after the release of Ziggy Stardust. ‘That’s what’s missing in pop music right now, entertainment. There’s not much outrageousness left.’

Bowie’s performance on Top Of The Pops was a very personal rite of passage, one seen by millions and shared by hundreds of thousands of people – a moment in the culture that would go on to define its time. It had an effect on a generation that would grow up to define their own music in their own times – the Clash, the Sex Pistols, Boy George, Duran Duran, U2: all were influenced by watching David Bowie and the Spiders From Mars that night, shocked out of their teenage stupor, and giddy with a sense of relief that none of them really understood. Suddenly, we all had a shared mythology, one we could call our very own. As for Bowie himself, 1972 was the year in which he started to straddle his constituencies, appealing to both the long in tooth and the short of trouser, to the pubescent consumers of seven-inch singles and the greatcoat-wearing longhairs who carried their albums under their arms like the next generation would one day carry man bags.

Bowie not only had scale, he had depth. Ziggy Stardust introduced an era of fashion, theatricality, sex, and intelligence to pop, themes and attitudes that are still copied today. Not only did Bowie’s success with Ziggy properly launch the Seventies, but he inadvertently set in motion a generational shift that would see an extraordinary commodification of pop culture, one that accelerated like greased lightning throughout the Eighties, helping create a hydra-headed consumer lifestyle in the process. Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust years – with the glamour shock and three-minute blitzkrieg pop – are some of the most enduring in British youth culture, emerging during a time of excessive musical indulgence, sartorial apathy, and increasing American cultural imperialism, while predating punk rock by a good four years.

Blade Runner. Grace Jones. The Face. i-D. Madonna. Lady Gaga. None would have happened without Bowie. If postmodern style was a gestural symphony of absurdity and retro-futurism, then this was Bowie incarnate – the ultimate hyper-real star. And if your idea of postmodernism was simply ‘Anything goes’, then this could hold true, too. (Without Bowie, there would have been no Eighties: ‘The Americans are very confused by the sex of the new British bands,’ spluttered an editorial in the Daily Mirror in 1983. ‘First they thought Boy George was Girl George and that Yazoo’s Alf was really an Alfred. Now they are convinced that Eurythmics’ lovely Annie Lennox is actually a he.’) Before 7.25 p.m. on 6 July 1972, the world looked relatively straightforward. At 8 p.m., after Top Of The Pops had finished, we all wanted to be rock stars. And, ridiculously, some of us thought we deserved to be rock stars, too.
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Bowie wallowed in the idea of artificiality. Because Ziggy was a construct, so elements could be added or taken away at will.



We didn’t know it at the time, but this was a moment that would almost immediately be enshrined in adolescent folklore, a moment that just popped out of the box, like a free plastic toy. There was no nobrow in 1972, and the chasms between the familiar categories of high and low culture were not bursting with content; instead of carefully drawn lines in the sand there were deep, brick-lined trenches, huge empty cavities guarded by armed blue-stockings wielding fountain pens and frosty looks.

On 6 July, all that went.

Ziggy Stardust was the first real postmodern pop star, a bisexual beat messiah, a flame-haired yob in lip gloss and mascara, silver jumpsuit and platform boots – a strange hybrid of androgynous spaceman, rent-boy Elvis, and rock ’n’ roll glitter queen. Bowie was a combination of thin-lipped calculation and burning vocation, to borrow a phrase from James Wolcott, like Bob Dylan after he had outgrown his Woody Guthrie breeches and began playing his personas like a cardsharp. He could commune with the past, present, and future, and do it differently each time.

‘There’s not much outrageousness left any more, apart from me and Marc Bolan,’ said Bowie in January that year. ‘The Beatles were outrageous at one time, and so was Mick Jagger, but you can’t remain at the top for five years and still be outrageous … you become accepted and the impact has gone.’


[image: images]
A Clockwork Orange was far more instrumental in Ziggy’s creation than anyone outside the band knew at the time.



It was Bowie’s time, and the silver saxophones weren’t about to refuse him. Ziggy’s ambidextrous android was the forerunner of punk’s glam savages and the first pop star with genuine built-in obsolescence. He was a star in quotation marks, crossing barriers of gender and genre in an attempt to capture the signs of the times.

‘I took the idea of fabrication and how it had snowballed in popular culture,’ said Bowie in 1990. ‘Realism and honesty had become boring to many jaded people by the early Seventies. I think the band only half understood what I meant, but I thought it would be such great fun to fabricate something so totally unearthly and unreal and have it living as an icon. So the story of Ziggy came out of that thinking. A lot of it came out of my own problems. It was a way of creating myself.’

Bowie had an innate ability to plunder – some would say it was a defining characteristic – and with his latest creation (he’d been at it for years, not that any of us knew) all that work, all that digging, had paid off. Ziggy Stardust was the jigsaw man, created out of bits of this, and pieces of that. And then dressed up in some fancy satin and tat. Bowie didn’t care if he came across as phony, and was even boastful about creating the first fabricated pop star. ‘I wasn’t at all surprised Ziggy Stardust made my career,’ he said. ‘I packaged a totally credible plastic rock star – much better than any sort of Monkees fabrication. My plastic rocker was much more plastic than anybody’s.’ Flippancy was all the rage: ‘I’m an instant star,’ he said with a smile, ‘Just add water and stir.’ There was a 2-D quality about Ziggy that Bowie was extremely proud of, maybe because he figured he couldn’t compete in any other way. This was one of the reasons we all liked him so much – we liked the artificiality of it all. To those a tad older, to the folkies and beardies for whom insurrection was a lifestyle choice as much as a by-product of the age, Bowie was confrontational. He was an affront to the virtuoso industry, to the Deadheads, and to those for whom the Sixties were an end, rather than any kind of beginning.

Some artists are diminished by the fuss surrounding their work; others, like Bowie, are energised by it. He certainly was at the time. And after his performance on Top Of The Pops, he was a star.

What was it that Brian Eno once said? ‘Some people say Bowie is all surface style and second-hand ideas, but that sounds like a definition of pop to me.’

Great pop Ziggy Stardust most certainly is, music that not only defined an era, but jump-started a generation, music made by pop’s most enduring alter-ego, one we continue to embrace; Ziggy still graces magazine covers, still gets played on the radio, still initiates feisty conversation. When Marcel Duchamp said that art is created partly by its maker, partly by its audience, he was unwittingly anticipating the whole Ziggy hysteria. Ziggy Stardust is undoubtedly Bowie’s greatest creation, but the durability of his legacy, and the almost impertinent way in which he dropped into our lives that night begs one very important question: Does David Bowie own Ziggy Stardust’s death mask, or do we?





[image: images]
20 July 1969: Neil Armstrong makes one small leap for man, creating the most widely anticipated apotheosis of the decade.




 

ONE

‘Didn’t Know What Time It Was, The Lights Were Low’

LONDON, DEAL, THE MOON, 1968–1972

‘Space Oddity’ accompanied the saturated television coverage of the Apollo 11 moon landing, turning its writer into a one-hit wonder in the process. Back here on Earth, life was slow, often tense, and monochrome.

‘The future cannot be predicted, but futures can be invented’ 

Dennis Gabor, creator of the hologram

LONDON IN 1972 looked not so different from how it looked in 1952, even to eyes that hadn’t seen it first hand. The city was anthracite, smoke-grey, the belching chimneys and London fog lending a gauze to everything from Tower Bridge to Earls Court. I don’t remember anyone ever having a suntan, even if they’d just been abroad (not that I really knew people who went abroad, to be honest, not unless they were posted there, and even then they never returned with a tan), and most of the time it was like living in black and white. It was as though the Sixties had never happened, as if the decade of colour, social upheaval, psychedelic drugs, and free love had actually only been a film, a film that was no longer showing. Not at any cinema that I knew of, anyway, and certainly not where I lived. I have vivid memories of wandering around London with my father in the early part of the decade, and all the memories are grey. I distinctly recall going to a Lyons Corner House near the Strand, and even that memory – the bustle, the excitement, the almost exotic nature of the food – now seems as though it was filmed completely in black and white, by a second unit BBC film crew, for broadcast on an early evening local news programme. Even the West End I remember as pallid, wet, and pretty much without sensation.

In the early Seventies, a lot of London was still covered in weed-filled bombsites, and if you travelled across the city you would see Edwardian pubs sitting proudly in the middle of acres of wasteland, or Victorian tenements forlornly lining holes in the ground the size of football pitches, or maybe they were guarding them. Elegant stucco rubbed up against towering new office blocks which bordered huge swathes of urban scrubland. In central London, Westminster Council and the GLC were starting large slum clearance and rehabilitation schemes – glacially, you felt, as while the landscape filled with armies of cranes, few of them appeared to be making much difference to the mess around them.

Even the advertisements in the Radio Times hinted at a different age, when aspirations were far more tempered than they would soon become: Nescafé instant coffee, gas fridges, electric fridges, smokers’ toothpowder, Pyrex jars, Army Junior Leaders, National Savings Certificates, the NatWest Bank, a Lucky Strike mint competition (‘Win two Hillman Avengers and a Mediterranean holiday courtesy of Lunn Poly!’), Sanatogen multivitamins, the Vauxhall Victor Transcontinental, the Provincial Building Society, Halfords, hearing aids, the Leeds Permanent Building Society, savings bonds, and furniture stretch covers. Just about the only ad that hinted at a world beyond the square walls of the room containing your television was one for Schweppes dry ginger ale.

London in the early Seventies was like the Bakerloo Line – all brown and Bakelite and dark even when lit. Decimalisation, which was meant to hint at the white heat of modernisation, had only encouraged us to think that we were all slightly worse off than we’d been before it was introduced the previous year. A gallon of petrol was 35p, a pint of beer 13p – figures that were still new to people. A pensioner interviewed on the BBC News couldn’t understand ‘why they didn’t wait for us old people to die out’ before changing the currency.

It wouldn’t be enough to say that every day in London in the early Seventies was like Sunday; specifically they were like any Sunday in November between the hours of four and five o’clock in the afternoon. It was almost as if the country had been brushed with a charcoal wash. On our small black and white televisions, in our over-inked black and white newspapers, in magazines that only sparingly used colour, the world was held at a safe monochromatic distance. As the writer Chris Bohn pointed out in the New Musical Express, when looking back at 1972, ‘Psychedelic colour had fast faded into uniform blue denim and fledgling heavy metal; love and peace had come to stand for passiveness and eventual apathy; the spirit of ’68 was doused once it was channeled into the conventional left.’


[image: images]
The British high street in 1972, waving goodbye to a black-and-white world for good.



Perhaps my memories have been tainted by the fact that the only photographs I have of the period are black and white. I’m not sure why, as nearly all of our family photographs from 1965 onwards are in colour, but the pictures I have from 1970 to 1972 are all monochromatic.

Prime Minister Edward Heath’s 1972 budget (delivered on Tuesday 21 March) was a critical moment in his government, as he tried to reflate the economy to reverse the rise in unemployment figures (which passed one million in January that year), making the generation who had been told by Harold Macmillan fifteen years earlier that they’d never had it so good, feel as though they’d never had it so bad. Even the new slavishly aped the old: in 1972 the two best-selling cars in the country were both made by Ford – the Cortina and the Escort, both ugly versions of old American cars.

Yet if you put your ear to the ground, or had your finger on the pulse, you might be able to tell that change was afoot. ‘What makes 1972 special goes beyond folk memories of a glorious summer lived out to the sound of a then-hip Rod Stewart singing “You Wear It Well”,’ wrote David Lister in the Independent not so long ago. ‘What makes that year special is that it marked a borderline between the Sixties – the years of affluence, experiment, sex and drugs, and hippie, idealistic, and, yes, flaky politics – and the real Seventies, the years of inflation, unemployment, changing attitudes to gender and sexuality, radicalisation, and the first mentions of words that were much later to become commonplace: terrorism and terror.’

I didn’t know anything was afoot.

At the time of the 6 July broadcast I was living eighty miles from London, in Deal, sitting uncomfortably between Sandwich and Dover on the south coast. Kent was meant to be the garden of England; in my mind it was more like the scullery. Deal had a pier, although to me it looked too much like an unfinished underpass, the sort you might find in the Elephant and Castle, only pointed instead at the dishwater sea. Deal didn’t even have a proper beach, as it had shingle instead. The local ice cream won lots of awards, although for some reason it was granulated; here, even the sand was in the wrong place. Deal had its fair share of seagulls, obviously, sad weather-beaten birds that always gave me the impression they’d be much happier living in Brighton. We all did. I’m fairly sure both my parents felt that the place was beneath them, although to be fair, I never knew a time when this wasn’t the case.

All you could smell was brine, wafting across the town like cheap cologne.

There was the Deal Beach Parlour, the Rock Shop, some small amusement arcades (how arcane that expression sounds now), a few teashops and a parish hall, an angling association and plenty of stray dogs. There were the caravan parks that looked identical to the parks the caravans were bought from (why did their owners bother attaching them to their cars and moving them?). When Caesar first came to Britain, he landed at Walmer, which sits directly next to Deal on the coast, and frankly it’s a wonder he ever came back. By the eighteenth century the town had become a notorious haunt of smugglers and thieves, and you can still find local magazines publishing two-hundred year-old gazette pieces trumpeting the fact: ‘There are said to be in the town of Deal not less than two hundred young men and seafaring people, who are known to have no visible way of getting a living, but by the infamous trade of smuggling … This smuggling has converted those employed in it, first from honest industrious fishermen, to lazy, drunken and profligate smugglers.’

In 1972 there may have been fat red-cheeked men in the fish and chip shops, but outside in the rain there were leaden seas and washed-out skies. Turn around and walk into the streets, and mostly what you’d find was Anaglypta and pebble dash.

We lived in Middle Deal, in the centre of town, not far from the
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