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A Bag Of Cassettes

 

A former Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion, wrote that what he enjoys most in a biography is information about ordinary matters, such as haircuts. I have all the encouragement I need. Already I’m thinking about one particular haircut, and the circumstances surrounding it.

It was the mid-1980s. I was in my early twenties, with a deep desire to meet interesting people, especially musicians, artists, writers. I’d been bewitched by the world of great music and electrifying ideas since my early teens.

I had started a fanzine called Debris. From the late 1970s to the mid-1980s, there were hundreds of fanzines: small, independent magazines, usually photocopied on A4 or A5, in which writers – often just one person, an enthusiast and an early adopter, or a small crew – would evangelise about music that wasn’t widely appreciated.

I had a little gang of mates, but I didn’t know anyone in ‘the media’; there was never an option to write for a ‘proper magazine’. I didn’t know who to phone. I carried with me a plastic bag full of cassettes, and a heart full of dreams.

I was floundering a little, but I expected one day not to be. I was under the impression that somehow, as you got older, things became easier; you’d feel comfortable in your skin, untroubled by anxiety. I expected to find a map of where to find happiness. Ask me now, and I’ll tell you: there is no map. But I always had music through the good times and the bad. I understand this from Maya Angelou: ‘Music was my refuge. I could crawl into the space between the notes and curl my back to loneliness.’

In 1985, I was a regular customer at the Haçienda, a club in Manchester that had been opened by Factory Records and New Order three years earlier and featured mostly, but not only, live music. In the early years, some gigs were busy and there was sometimes a queue, but many events, including a ‘Club Zoo’ night featuring a secret Teardrop Explodes appearance, were attended by just a few dozen people.

I was queuing outside the club once – it was a night Cabaret Voltaire were playing – and I saw NME journalist Paul Morley walk to the front of the queue. He had a confident stride, a long coat and a lovely, striking girl on his arm. It was Claudia Brücken from the group Propaganda; I think Paul and Claudia were engaged to be married at the time.

Prior to the opening of the Haçienda, the prevailing look of British nightclubs and discotheques included swirly-patterned, cigarette-singed and drink-sodden carpets, and a desperate and usually not very well-executed attempt at glitz involving yards of chrome and maybe a few plastic palm trees.

Factory called on the services of Ben Kelly, who had designed the facade of the Seditionaries shop for Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren. His Haçienda design made a feature of the ex-warehouse’s look. There were no carpets and no attempt at glitz.

Inspiration for the Haçienda came from the look and concept of New York venues like Danceteria and the Mudd Club. Tony Wilson, the co-founder of Factory Records, explained the club would be a ‘videotech’ and two large screens were installed either side of the stage. The video operator in the early days was Claude Bessy. Claude spliced, cut up and compiled idiosyncratic film montages, all on slightly wobbly VHS. These were projected onto the screens. He favoured shots of dancing girls, Nazi rallies and air disasters, and clips from films by the likes of Luis Buñuel and Kenneth Anger. It was the least MTV-ish video selection imaginable.

I’d be in the Haçienda to see the bands but also often to sell the fanzine. I took a pile of them out most nights. I’d walk around venues badgering the crowd at gigs by the likes of Orange Juice, the Fall and the Smiths, and start by trying to sell them to the queue. A few people would regularly volunteer to help me. There were a couple of girls who used to sell loads of them: Carol Morley, who went on to become an award-winning filmmaker, and Janet, who became a sex therapist.

Andrew Berry ran a hairdressing salon called Swing on weekdays in the basement of the Haçienda. His haircutting business wasn’t a nine-to-five operation; he would close Swing for the day, on a whim, or turn up three hours late. You wouldn’t expect to make an appointment. Friends of Andrew’s such as Johnny Marr would drop by for a haircut. Genesis P-Orridge from the group Psychic TV was a visitor. Multiple conversations would ensue. You willingly gave up half your day if you wanted a haircut at Swing.

A guy called Neil worked alongside Andrew, and two girls were employed too: Tracey and Heather. Swing would advertise in Debris, but Andrew’s adverts were curious. He wanted me to put in a big photo of Charles Manson with ‘Hair by Swing’ as the strapline. I wasn’t 100 per cent sure Charlie Manson was the right person to represent Andrew’s salon. It wasn’t just that he was a nutcase and a murderer but also Manson’s hair was a mess. Andrew backed down and said he’d come up with a new idea. The next day, he gave me a picture of William Shatner playing Captain Kirk, which he had doctored by drawing a swastika on Shatner’s face. As a piece of PR I wasn’t convinced that this was an improvement, but I needed that £40 for the full-page ad.

Andrew and his Swing contingent weren’t the only people I knew who worked at the Haçienda in the early days. Susan Ferguson, my housemate and best mate, worked behind the bar. I knew Sue because we’d been to school together in Birmingham and then both moved up to study at the University of Manchester in 1980. She got a job at the Haçienda two years before I got a regular DJ job there. She was far more sociable than me, had a fantastic smile, and lots of people would take a shine to her. We had a hundred mutual interests and we looked after each other.

The first time I met Mark E. Smith, I was introduced to him as a friend of Sue Ferguson’s and it was the same when I met Terry Hall. She particularly enjoyed the shifts she worked alongside Glen and Brendan in the Haçienda’s cocktail bar – the Gay Traitor, as it was called. I’d be bored some evenings and get the bus into town and take Sue a snack or a gift. I remember one time being stopped at the door and having to explain my mission to one of the doormen. ‘It’s Dave from Debris,’ I explained. ‘I’ve come to bring a banana to one of your staff.’ I showed him the banana. He let me in.

In addition to cutting hair, Andrew was also a DJ. He used to DJ at the Haçienda, usually under the name Marc Berry; he’d be employed to play records before and after bands, and I’d go stand with him in the DJ box to watch the bands. Overlooking the dancefloor, and with a great view of the stage, the DJ box was only accessible from a corridor running from the back of the balcony down to the main bar. Next door was another wooden box, where the lighting boys sat, and that’s also where the videos were operated from. The door into the DJ box was similar to the kind you might find in a stable; the top half could be opened (inwards) but you could lock the bottom half of the door. (The DJ box will be the site of several episodes later in this book, including one featuring a naked girl and another featuring a man with a gun.)

Andrew had three things I didn’t have: a girlfriend, a successful business and a busy social life. Some evenings he was too busy or simply couldn’t be bothered to do his DJing, so he’d call me and I’d fill in for him. It was never discussed with the Haçienda management. I enjoyed the challenge of finding the right selection of music to help build up expectation before a live set, and then choosing something to play immediately the band had finished in the hope that, instead of leaving, some of the audience would stay, have a drink, improve the bartake and maybe even get on the dancefloor.

The Haçienda was ahead of its time. It was on the outskirts of town and, like most pioneering ideas, on the edge of culture. Being on the edge of culture wasn’t much help commercially. On plenty of occasions, taxi drivers would respond to my request to go to the Haçienda with ‘The where? The Hassy-what?’ That it wasn’t in the public eye made no difference to me – in fact, I liked that it was semi-secret. The notion of having a high profile wasn’t imaginable or even interesting.

Tony Wilson was probably the one person who imagined, and chased, the idea of the club having historical significance. A graduate of Cambridge University and a presenter on Granada TV, he was a strong-willed visionary and an amazing propagandist for all things Factory and Manchester. He had numerous qualities and quirks. He was fond of saying that Shaun Ryder was as great a poet as W. B. Yeats (Tony studied Yeats in his third year at Cambridge). One of his favourite words was ‘praxis’, which he especially enjoyed using in front of audiences who weren’t likely to understand it. He was always far more interested in the big picture rather than the detail. Instead of worrying exactly what music the DJs were playing, he’d be paying more attention to nurturing the ‘aura’ and feeding the mythology.

The prevailing ethos of Factory, as I understood it, was to be different and not to chase dollars. I assumed this from the moment I first bought records released by the label and first walked through the doors of the club, way before I became a DJ there. There was no point doing the Haçienda if it was the same as everywhere (or even anywhere) else. DJs were appointed who relished adventuring beyond the obvious. Once we were given the chance, we were left to our own devices.

I only ever had one conversation with Tony Wilson about the music I was playing. One Thursday, he knocked on the door of the DJ box with a record in his hand. He had just come back from London and a record company had given him a promo pre-release of a twelve-inch single, which he was dutifully delivering to me as one of his DJs. After taking it out of the brown manila mailer he was carrying it in, he looked at the record, looked at me, and said, ‘Do we play reggae, Dave?’

‘No, Tony, not really,’ I said.

‘Thought not,’ he said, gave me the record anyway, and then moseyed on downstairs towards the bar.

The owners and management would no more tell the Haçienda DJs what to play than tell Bez what to wear or Bernard from New Order what he should sing about. We never had meetings about the music the DJs should play; we just got on with it, we did what we felt was right.

We just trusted our instincts. Debris wasn’t part of a grand plan and it was the same when it came to choosing what music to play when I was behind the decks at the Haçienda. Afterwards, I might rationalise why I did things in a certain way. That’s when I learned what Tony meant by praxis.

Among Tony’s ambitions for the club was for it to make a significant contribution to Manchester, and not just to its music scene, but to its sense of identity and self-worth too. He explained that one of its aims was ‘to restore a sense of place’. It was always about more than music; it was about ideas, art, fashion, cities, communities, life.

In due course, Tony’s ambitions would be achieved. In the last four years of the 1980s, the Haçienda helped to power the astonishing surge in Manchester’s music scene. The city’s transformation was so conspicuous that Manchester was redefined and dubbed ‘Madchester’.

In the late 1980s, I watched from the DJ box as the Haçienda grew in intensity, the music evolved and electronic dance music exploded. The club became internationally known, bands like the Stone Roses and Happy Mondays became hit makers. In July 1990, Newsweek devoted a front-cover feature to Madchester and the Haçienda. Manchester is a ‘dank industrial center, 185 miles north of London, once known for high unemployment and sandwiches made of French fries and butter,’ the magazine explained, before announcing in ultra-excitable tones that a new movement had broken loose in the city. It quoted Danny Kelly, deputy editor of NME, declaring, ‘This is the most important music since punk.’ Activities at the Haçienda were also discussed in British broadsheet and tabloid newspapers, the influential French arts/music magazine Les Inrockuptibles (Les Inrocks) and the Chicago Tribune (which reported from ‘England’s music capital’ on ‘the abundance of mild hallucinogens’ in the club).

But back in 1985, to anyone sitting in Swing or even queuing waiting for a Cabaret Voltaire gig, there was no awareness of history being made. I was working one day a week at a clothes stall called Identity in Affleck’s Palace. I was a fanzine editor living off a diet of John Peel, the NME and sandwiches made of French fries and butter. Far from chasing blue plaques or a place in the history books, in the mid-1980s the attitude among most of my friends was let’s get up in the morning (or the afternoon) and do something that makes us feel alive. Like getting my head shaved.

I was living on Great Western Street in Moss Side, just around the corner from an all-night club called the Reno. There, one of the most played albums was an electro hip-hop compilation called Crew Cuts, and certain tracks from it were played elsewhere too to the extent that it was inescapable as 1984 slid into 1985. The vinyl included Nuance ‘Take A Chance’ and Malcolm X ‘No Sell Out’. The front cover featured a photo of two shaved scalps. The time was right to take all my hair off.

Apart from the first seven or eight years of my life, when my hair fell straight and benefited from a parting, until 1985 it had always been bushy. It was softer than an afro, but wiry and light brown. As with other things, this hair ran in the family, specifically my mother’s family, but where exactly these curls came from was a bit of a mystery. My mother came from a family of Methodists, and she could trace her family line a few generations back to West Bromwich in the West Midlands. Her great-grandfather was a baker on the High Street and a director of West Bromwich Albion FC in the 1890s.

I guess the softness of the curls could have been the result of some Jewish ancestry; I’ve heard people talk of a ‘Jew-fro’. It’s also possible that there is some Caribbean connection somewhere buried in the family. Occasionally there would be a family discussion about all this and my mother would look at my curly hair, shake her similarly curly head of hair, and tell me, using a phrase you stopped hearing in the 1980s, that I’d inherited ‘a touch of the tar brush’.

My head of soft curls was never fashionable, in any scene, in any sense, in any era, ever. Through my curly teenage years, the only person who shared my haircut was Art Garfunkel. He had a higher forehead, but I remember seeing Art Garfunkel in Nicolas Roeg’s film Bad Timing and that was my hair he was wearing.

So, late one morning in Swing, Andrew and Neil stood behind me, supportive and excited. They were adamant I was doing the right thing. I guess they were thinking this; if we can persuade him to put a photo of William Shatner defaced with a swastika in his fanzine then we can persuade him to have all his hair shaved off.

It was shorn, totally, down to the scalp. A big moment: the years of the curls were over. They shaved the sides down to the scalp first, and then we stopped for a discussion about that week’s NME. I’d gone from Art Garfunkel to Travis Bickle of Taxi Driver in less than ten minutes.

Andrew and Neil completed the job. I took to the new look well and when the hair had grown a millimetre or two, I liked the feel of it when I, or someone else, stroked it. It worked well with my clothes too. I didn’t wear jeans much. I wore black trousers and a jacket, usually dating from the 1940s or 1950s and bought second-hand from Oxfam or the Salvation Army. With my head shaved, in my more deluded moments, I thought I had the look of the Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. I developed an obsession with him that lasted for at least three weeks, long enough for me to include a full-page photo of him in an early issue of Debris.

Some people grow up admiring Jim Morrison and basing their look on him. Guys dress like Liam Gallagher (and walk like Liam Gallagher). I had some offbeat role models. I make no apology. It’s how I was; full of fanciful ideas.

I was idealistic. I had marched carrying a ‘Rock Against Racism’ placard in the late 1970s and danced to ‘Free Nelson Mandela’. In the mid-1980s I wore a ‘Coal Not Dole’ sticker on my coat and organised two benefit gigs for striking miners. I liked hanging out with other people with fanciful ideas or, better still, people who wanted to change the world. Boys with earrings who liked Tarkovsky films or were in a band, or both. Girl poets on ‘Reclaim the Night’ marches who looked like Siouxsie Sioux or Patti Smith, who had a girl-crush on Anna Karina, maybe, or Valerie Solanas, or both.

Years after I no longer had Art Garfunkel’s haircut, I was mistaken for Fatboy Slim a few times. In 1998, I got semi-mobbed at the first Creamfields when I was walking across the field carrying my record box. I also had a few months of looking a little bit like Neil Tennant. I once got a postcard from someone who was in a band in the early 1990s – he always wanted to be famous and he never was – on which he wrote, ‘Hey Dave, I knew you would get on Top of the Pops before me.’ I’ve never found out who he had mixed me up with: Neil Tennant or Fatboy Slim. Maybe someone else. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t me on Top of the Pops, not that I ever told him that. Sometimes I think it’s OK to pretend to be someone you’re not.

In The Falling, one of Carol Morley’s films, one of the characters declares; ‘We are all three people. The person we think we are. The person other people see. And the person we really are.’ That might be right, but these things are fluid. If we are three people, all these identities change, grow, develop or regress. There’s a relationship between who I am now and the twenty-three-year-old me. Perhaps one day I’ll work out exactly what it is.

Self-knowledge, though, is hard to attain. On some level you can get it as wrong as a clubber at Creamfields. You can mistake yourself for someone else. Thirty years later I was talking to Tracey Donnelly about my trips to Swing. I told her that I felt a bit reserved, shy, when I was there, a bit out of my depth. ‘No, definitely not shy,’ said Tracey. ‘I was always a bit in awe of you as I knew you were clever and you were confident. I think we were all kind of different and eccentric maybe in our own way. It was as if we were all part of a gang …’

Certainly, we’re not always the best judge of who we are; we delude ourselves with wishful thinking (or, as Wittgenstein said, ‘Nothing is so difficult as not deceiving oneself.’). We persuade ourselves that we’re doing stuff right, or we go the other way and do ourselves down, not seeing our own qualities. And, as a result, a part of us never blossoms.

We’re all likely to be guilty of wrong perceptions. The person we have down as aloof and standoffish is insecure. The person who laughs a lot turns out to be lonely a lot. But then it’s hard to be sure of people’s perceptions of you either; it’s not something you can control.

In any case, who we are is not fixed for life. So many encounters and events have an impact on us, disturb us, energise us or knock us into a new phase – great holidays, bad drugs, new neighbours, the death of a parent, birth of a child, watching the trauma of 9/11 unfold on the television – but, in addition, you can also will yourself into a new version. For example, you can teach yourself to swerve situations that might bring you down. In social situations, we make small adjustments, learning to adapt behaviour to improve relationships. Reflecting this, T. S. Eliot talks of preparing ‘a face to meet the faces that we meet’. These temporary changes we can make permanent. Our identities are fragile, which gives us opportunities to reinvent ourselves, to change, perhaps even to ‘create’ ourselves.

John Taylor of Duran Duran is one endearing and instructive example of how to make the changes we feel we need to make. When I interviewed him, I was very taken with one particular part of John’s life story: the way he reinvented himself to find himself. This was when he was in his mid-teens, known by his birthname Nigel, wearing spectacles and massively into music. He swapped his spectacles for contact lenses and began to call himself John. It was a process to becoming someone else; not a fake version, but a step on the route to becoming a person he wanted be.

I now wonder if the severe haircut Andrew gave me that day in 1985 was my version of Nigel becoming John, part of some sort of reinvention to help me push on towards a new start or a new chapter, a re-creation, a transformation. I also now wonder if it was related to the news I was absorbing at the time, that my mother was ill. Head shaving is a tradition of mourning in some cultures. It could have been something to do with anxiety, me feeling some kind of pre-grief.

My mother had breast cancer and, after a brief respite when it looked like the cancer had disappeared, her health deteriorated rapidly. She was bedridden by October 1985. She was uncomfortable, ill, and she was never going to get better. My dad, like so many men of his generation, didn’t cook or launder but he was doing his best looking after the house. They were both churchgoers and they seemed to take comfort from their beliefs and their network of friends from the church. People stopped by; guests, well-wishers, my mother’s best friends. They would gather in her bedroom and my dad would make cups of tea.

I’d go down on the train from Manchester to Birmingham New Street or take the coach to Digbeth Coach Station. During one of the last visits to the family home before she moved to a hospice, I watched my dad doing his best for her while my mum made every attempt to catch my eye, smiling at me through her pain. She spent all day and night in her bedroom. Ten years or so earlier, my grandfather had moved in with us in the last months of his life, and we’d installed a TV in the room. Next to the TV, there was a silver carriage clock. The clock was tarnished on one side, and had stopped. It hadn’t been rewound, repaired or replaced. I remember watching the clock all through this visit and wishing it would miraculously start ticking again.

During my visits home, I didn’t really take it all in. Perhaps it’s always like this when someone close to you is dying; part of your brain shuts down, some form of denial kicks in, your imagination can’t comprehend a world without them. None of us in the family were facing up to what was going on. None of us were saying the unsayable until close to the end, when my mother had been in the hospice a week and my uncle said, ‘She’s going to die, isn’t she?’ And she did, one Saturday morning, in December 1985.

Do you ever process such an experience? I’ve had to deal with deaths and a traumatic relationship break-up, but I know somewhere there’s a part of me that has never accepted the reality of what happened; part of me thinks, it’s a mistake, I can press rewind, relive the moments and somehow create a happy ending. Words help, time helps, but there’s a legacy to these traumas, a persistent heartache that never leaves you.

I didn’t give myself enough time or space to consider what my mother’s death meant to me, or to my father, my brother, my sister. I was immersed in my own small world. I worked at Identity on Fridays. I’d be going to see films at a cinema called the Aaben in Hulme and gigs in town.

Debris had become a kind of mission. Mostly I was trying to uncover music, films and books that were worth celebrating and sharing, but also I realised that there are huge parts of our lives that are under-documented. So, I also wrote about what I thought of as ‘real-life stuff’. I interviewed the woman who ran the launderette on Moss Lane East and a newsagent on Princess Road. Over the period of a month, I visited a trio of seventy-year-old barbers who had been working in the city centre for decades, and I wrote up short interviews with each of them.

I devoted space in Debris to my enthusiasms, even the esoteric ones. I liked the idea that an interview with a newsagent would appear alongside an appreciation of Tarkovsky, an interview with Sonic Youth, a discussion of the merits of the cheese on toast at the Alesia café on Newton Street and a story from an old barber about the time he cut Matt Busby’s hair in 1947. These things all add up, don’t they? To something bigger? Maybe something significant?

At twenty-three, I had no ambition in the sense of wanting to make a ton of money or own a house or a big car. I had a vague hope that maybe one day I would walk to the front of the queue at the Haçienda with a striking girl on my arm and get my name ticked off the guest list. My only definite plan was to write about what I wanted to write about, and to make sure a barber took his clippers to my hair once a fortnight.

So, in one way I wanted nothing much: I was happy adventuring in music and the world of ideas. But on another level, I wanted everything. In 1985 I believed if you read lots, went to see as many arthouse films as you could, listened to John Peel and spent your days and nights listening to music, thinking and writing, you could eventually make sense of the world. I really thought that. I really did.
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You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet

 

I have an older sister who initiated a Thursday evening ritual of gathering the family around the TV to watch Top of the Pops. During the chart rundown, we would cheer our favourites and boo the others. You didn’t have to like everything, you could pick and choose.

In the early years of the 1970s, Motown was everywhere. The Jackson 5ive was a kids’ TV cartoon series featuring various adventures of the Jackson 5. You’d go to the fair and you’d ride the dodgems or you’d be whirled around on the waltzers while the Motown sound spilled from tinny fairground speakers. At the football, you’d be listening to Motown blaring out before the game. Summer afternoons in the park, someone close by would have a transistor radio and it would be playing the Supremes, the Four Tops, ‘Tears of a Clown’.

As I got older, I still appreciated Motown, but I was also being drawn to music that was in your face, sheen-free, rougher, frazzled. On the cusp of becoming a teenager, I discovered Black Sabbath. I’m trying to think why even the best Motown wasn’t enough for me any more. Maybe it was connected with the way the body rules the mind when testosterone starts pulsing through a young man and I was looking for a soundtrack to all that. If you’d asked me in 1974, I’d probably have told you my favourite records were ‘Paranoid’, ‘Whole Lotta Love’ and ‘Silver Machine’.

Birmingham was very much a heavy-metal town. The predominant youth tribe were the rockers. The 1970s were very tribal and music was the key to everything about identity. Your choice of music dictated what you wore; clothes were a marker, a badge and, sometimes, a provocation.

As well as the heavy-metal kids, the Rastas were also conspicuous on the streets and reggae basslines reverberated around Handsworth and Balsall Heath. Then there was disco; at my youth club, we had an evening out to see Car Wash.

I absorbed all these genres, threads and varieties of music, and wanted to hear more. By the time I was sixteen, I was a big fan of the Pop Group. Their music was everything I wanted music to be: punk, be-bop, reggae, incendiary, angular, fizzing with life.

The older generations in my family definitely enjoyed music but no one had an obsession. My father was a solicitor for many years before deciding in the mid-1970s to walk away from the law and train for priesthood. My mother worked at home bringing up us kids; she’d had various jobs before my parents married. She listened to music most of the day, but she was primarily a Radio 3 person who loved Elgar and Tchaikovsky. My parents had met in the mid-1950s – their family homes were just around the corner from each other in Harborne.

I have an older sister and a younger brother, and for some of my childhood, mostly between the ages of five and twelve, my parents fostered too. Social services would phone and a child, or two siblings, would arrive at our door a few hours or a day later. The kids would be temporarily fostered with us for a variety of reasons: sometimes the mother was trying to escape domestic abuse, or she was in hospital or in jail (there weren’t many fathers around). Occasionally the kids would be tiny babies, but usually they’d be only just a bit younger than us and we’d treat them just like a brother or sister. We would argue and play football or hide-and-seek with them, and they would come on family holidays – some of them had never been to a beach or the countryside.

In the space of five or six years, around thirty-five foster kids came into our home and our lives for anything between a few days and several months. Very occasionally, a parent visited. A father arrived one Sunday afternoon, and I could tell it was killing him that, whatever nightmare the family was going through, he was unable to care for his child. Just once or twice, we met up with a brother and sister after they’d left us – their whole family was living in a single rented room in Balsall Heath, trying desperately to keep things together. A different brother and sister – maybe five and seven years old – came on holiday with us and on the morning of the first day, their first visit to a beach, there was such a look of enchantment on their faces, overcome by the magic of the waves and the feel of the sand between their toes.

My parents’ fostering gave me an insight into the lives of other children, their precarious, volatile home life, their distressing stories. I drew many lessons from the experience of knowing those kids, not least to value my stable family life, but also to never forget the heavy loads some people have to carry. They were among the most significant encounters I ever had.

My parents had become teenagers just as the Second World War ended and then left school during the years of rationing and austerity. Growing up in the 1950s wasn’t quite as grey and constrained as some histories have had us believe, and it’s arguable that the era had several advantages over our own; not least, secure jobs for life.

Their formative years were less than flexible; unlike my contemporaries, they didn’t have the luxury nor the encouragement to pick and choose. Social pressures to conform were strong, and there was little acknowledgement that alternative lifestyles existed, let alone were possible. They got engaged for three years, during which time my father spent a year doing National Service. They saved for a flat, got married; by the time the Beatles and the Rolling Stones emerged my parents were thirty, with three kids under the age of five. They were part of the last of the pre-rock-and-roll generation.

I never asked them, but it’s possible they looked on enviously as conventions loosened through the 1960s. The cliché is that the older you get, the more reactionary you become but, politically, my parents moved slightly to the left through the 1970s and into the 1980s. My mother’s father was an accountant, and she married a lawyer, so she was not a natural candidate for rebellious political activity, but one Saturday in the early 1980s she took a coach down to Greenham Common and joined a women-only picket of the American airbase there; that day, thousands of women held hands around the six-mile perimeter of the base in protest against nuclear weapons.

My big sister usually led the cheers when Slade, Bowie and Rod Stewart and the Faces were on Top of the Pops. Most of her youth club peers were folkies; they started off liking Ralph McTell and then moved on to Neil Young (my younger brother is now also a massive Neil Young fan and follows him everywhere).

When I started secondary school, the older lads were into all sorts of rock, including Bachman–Turner Overdrive, Pink Floyd and, some of them, even Wishbone Ash. I was at King Edward’s, a direct-grant, all-boys’ school. In the sixth form, there were several joint activities – such as drama productions, and the end of year disco – with the adjacent girls’ school, and some subjects, such as Economics, were taught to mixed classes.

The alumni at King Edward’s were a rum selection: Enoch Powell, who was a fool and an embarrassment; J. R. R. Tolkien, who wrote The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings; and Kenneth Tynan. My father’s older sister had moved in the same school-age circles as Tynan, so his was a name I heard a lot in our house.

Ken Tynan had left King Edward’s in 1945 and went on to become a theatre critic, feted for his role supporting ground-breaking drama, although he became much better known for supposedly being the first person to say ‘fuck’ on British television, during a live broadcast in 1965. In issue eighteen of Debris, I conducted an interview with his widow, Kathleen (Ken died in 1980). It appeared alongside interviews with Neneh Cherry and A Guy Called Gerald. We talked a little about the theatre, but mostly Kathleen and I discussed hedonism, pornography and adultery.

When I first read NME, which was probably around 1974, the 1960s generation was in charge, and they were adamant that the phenomena that had emerged during the previous decade – the Beatles, Carnaby Street, Woodstock – were the touchstones of all that could be good about rock and roll and popular culture. I was indignant that the sixties generation expected us younger kids to worship at the altar of their idols. I loved Jimi Hendrix, but I didn’t want to be told I’d missed the boat and that some kind of golden age was over.

When the Sex Pistols first arrived, I didn’t really get what or who they were. I came to understand them retrospectively, but to me they seemed like some sort of hype or fashion thing. I didn’t think any of the music I heard by them was better than ‘Paranoid’. The other new thing in 1976, the Ramones, had a simpler appeal; less threat than the Pistols, and more readily comprehensible to a fourteen-year-old.

By 1977, waves of music were washing over me and I was devouring books. I’d realised there were ways of seeing beyond the obvious, conspicuous stuff. I was aware that separate from conventional attitudes, and away from the school curriculum or the mainstream, there was an alternative world, maybe several, where you might find marginal and oppositional creative activity, underground newspapers, books, music, films.

Access was problematic. You couldn’t easily get to see films you wanted to see, let alone stream them. Books were different; you could go and look in a library or a bookshop (I was a fan of second-hand bookshops), but even then some things were impossible to find. You’d hear about underground newspapers or comics, an amazing Robert Crumb cartoon, say, but all things Crumb-related would be somehow out of reach.

Now, the internet makes available to us films of all sorts, music from everywhere, books, photographs and information galore, but back in the late 1970s, the existence of some films and books was just a rumour. You’d have to imagine what A Clockwork Orange or Scorpio Rising were like. (Forty years later, I saw Scorpio Rising in a cinema in Paris and realised it was way beyond what I’d ever have been able to comprehend or imagine aged fourteen.) I was far from alone in feeling like I was denied access to alternative, cultural happenings. Pete Wylie was an habitué of the venue Eric’s in Liverpool and the Probe record shop, mixing with a switched-on crowd, but he told me they were still asking each other, ‘Have you seen Eraserhead? Do you know anyone who’s seen Eraserhead? How can we see Eraserhead?’

I was fascinated by the idea of what was off the radar. I’d be sitting watching TV shows like Are You Being Served? or It Ain’t Half Hot Mum, thinking there must be more to life than this. Thanks to my big sister and her friends, I had heard enough music to understand Top of the Pops wasn’t the whole story and the world wasn’t all Showaddywaddy. By extension, I decided that not all the realities and ideas out there were reflected on news programmes like News at Ten or Nationwide.

The mainstream acted as a kind of surface noise drowning out or at least distorting things that were difficult or taboo. There was shadowy stuff going on in Ireland, including collusion between the security services and loyalist paramilitaries, for example. Uncomfortable truths were being suppressed; the BBC bowed to government pressure and declined to show the Peter Watkins film The War Game. Secrets and lies were powering the Cold War and the nuclear arms race, and in the first half of the 1970s, the Watergate scandal illustrated how endemic deceit and cover-up were among the governing classes.

I looked for clues, and followed the rumours of where and what the counter culture might be; trying to decipher curious graffiti on walls, following outlandishly dressed young men and women, catching late-night films on TV like Belle du Jour, or seeing a BBC2 Arena show about the Chelsea Hotel in New York, its history and inhabitants.

In the search for weird ideas and cultural stimulation, you were blessed if there was an arthouse cinema a bus ride away – somewhere like the Arts Lab, housed in a former brewery on Holt Street, just outside Birmingham city centre. The venue offered an ambitious film programme that had a cineaste rather than commercial appeal, and, in addition, a magazine was produced that included listings and essays on forthcoming films. This was invaluable; a chance to see and learn more about the likes of Lenny, Midnight Cowboy, Ashes and Diamonds and Les Quatre Cents Coups. And, to spot in the listings, yes, at last: Eraserhead.

At fourteen, I’d already started going into town to see films and gigs, sometimes alone, sometimes with friends. I was in love with live music and, generally, when I was fourteen or fifteen I didn’t mind much how I spent my £2 entrance money. In 1977, I went to see the new-wave doo-wop band Darts, whose singer Den Hegarty had a thing for clambering on the speaker stacks at the side of the stage (by far the highlight of the set). I saw the Stranglers and Steel Pulse at the Mayfair Suite, Dr Feelgood at the Odeon, Eddie and the Hot Rods at the Town Hall and the Clash at the Top Rank, and started going to a club, Barbarella’s on Cumberland Street. One of the first gigs I saw there was Howard Devoto’s Magazine in January 1978.

Barbarella’s had a different demographic to the Arts Lab, but shared a sense of being an alternative community. A good gig would attract a gathering of like-minded people from across the city who otherwise might not know of each other’s existence. Iggy Pop played there in May 1979, on the New Values tour. I felt excited and inspired to be among a crowd of weirdo music fans, seven hundred or so of us crammed under a low ceiling in the venue’s live room. On that tour Iggy didn’t have a great band with him but the gig still had an amazing sense of occasion. I saw Generation X at Barbarella’s. They so disappointed me, I took refuge in the disco room next door. The DJ played ‘Can You Feel the Force?’ by the Real Thing. A realisation dawned: whatever rock bands I would pay to see, I’d still have one foot in the disco.

I was reading the NME and occasionally the other two weekly music papers too – Sounds and Melody Maker – a new generation of bands, and journalists, were making themselves heard. At last, my tribe was emerging: those of us too young for punk but thrilled by new, adventurous music, and less wedded to guitar thrash than punk had been. Like the Pop Group. By 1979 there were spiky, dubby, weirdo bands playing in venues in most towns and cities. I was then seventeen, an age when going to gigs seemed like one of the best things in the world.

A big attraction of post-punk was that much of the music wasn’t detached from the wider world of ideas. To me, it was an attractive and educational thing that Joe Strummer of the Clash might be interested in the Spanish Civil War or Howard Devoto’s lyrics in Magazine’s ‘A Song from Under the Floorboards’ referenced the work of Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Devoto was responsible for me scurrying off to a second-hand bookshop to buy Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground to add to my burgeoning collection of Penguin Modern Classic paperbacks.

I loved diving headlong into anything in the NME written by two journalists particularly – Paul Morley and Ian Penman. Not everybody cared for the way they wrote, which could be convoluted at times and awash with theories, ideas and obscure points of reference. Often, I couldn’t follow them but it didn’t matter. The ambition mattered and the belief that music had a connection to big ideas, deep philosophy, great books and films.

I had an appetite for live music and despite not feeling the love for Generation X, I always felt that live music tasted the best at Barbarella’s, even though it was in the middle of a derelict part of the city centre, down some half-lit street. Or maybe it was because of that.

I felt ultra-wary walking through town at night, especially if I was somewhere unfamiliar. In contrast to today’s high-octane nightlife industry, towns and cities were virtually empty at night and being deserted made them feel less safe. It wasn’t the viciousness, lawlessness and relentless turf wars of the Victorian age with peaky blinders or scuttlers running amok, but incidents of random street violence were high, including malevolent drunks battering weirdos.

In the late 1970s, Jayne Casey was in a band called Big in Japan, alongside Holly Johnson (before he was in Frankie Goes to Hollywood, of course). Her flamboyant crew of unashamed weirdos – which also included Pete Burns (before he was in Dead or Alive) – was often confronted on the street. She once told me, ‘We attracted violence, every night, which was good; we hated the world and expected the world to hate us.’

On tour with Big in Japan and in unfamiliar surroundings, though, Jayne learned to be more cautious. ‘I used to love Barbarella’s. That was the best laid-out club, all the dark corners. But Birmingham at that time was a scary space. People were angry, and the punks got that, didn’t they? In Birmingham punks couldn’t get into pubs. All the lads would go out after the soundcheck or whatever, and me and Holly would just sit in the dressing room.’

Despite all this, there was a kind of romance to the ritual of walking across town from the 35 bus to Broad Street and on to Barbarella’s, through the concrete underpasses, skirting deserted, unlit streets, passing an occasional chippy or a late-night café, turning off Broad Street surrounded by boarded-up workshops and factories, and along Cumberland Street. You’d see a clutch of unfriendly doormen, and then finally you’d be through the doors and arrive in a different world.

Most of our city centres have been transformed in a similar fashion to Birmingham. The boarded-up old industrial buildings around Broad Street have long gone, replaced by hotels, restaurants, a conference centre, a Bannatyne gym and, around Brindley Square and behind the Symphony Hall, blocks of apartments.

In the late 1970s cities like Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool were pre-gentrification and post-war, post-industrial, post-everything; acres of dereliction. No one lived in luxury apartments in city centres, although lots of people lived in council flats in the inner city (not the same thing). For the dead spaces to live again, someone needed to make something happen there. The music scene became instrumental in this. In the late 1970s, musicians and music fans took advantage of uncontrolled, cheap spaces to create rehearsal rooms, recording studios, record shops and venues. Music lovers nationwide took to visiting empty or dodgy parts of town to find soul clubs or see inspiring bands.

I’d learned that if you knew where to look, you could take a walk along half-deserted streets and find your way to musical bliss. A month after my sixteenth birthday, I wandered through town to Barbarella’s, to see Blondie.
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I had heard Blondie’s ‘Rip Her to Shreds’ single, and seen the photos, read the reviews and become fascinated by Debbie Harry. I looked around for clues to Debbie Harry’s world. The band were from New York, which connected with what I already knew about the Ramones, but then some further digging led me to Patti Smith and the scene at CBGBs. Then I heard ‘Marquee Moon’ by Television – probably near the end 1977. It was the first twelve-inch single I ever bought. I wasn’t buying albums at this point and my vinyl ‘collection’ consisted of a dozen or so seven-inch singles.

Maybe it’s just me, maybe I’m somehow too unsettled, but do we at various points carry this idea around: an obsession with some city somewhere, some other place? A wondrous place that could be home, should be home. New York, Berlin, Paris.

The music of Blondie, Television and Talking Heads opened up in my mind a beguiling version of New York; Mean Streets and Taxi Driver, Patti Smith, the Velvet Underground, and an abiding interest in Andy Warhol – the Factory and his films, his art and his superstars like Edie Sedgwick.

Debbie Harry and Iggy Pop were pop stars from afar but I was also beginning to pick up on a sense of culture and potential closer to home. John Peel and NME were talking about acts recording and releasing their own music. These acts were from all over: Glasgow, London, Manchester, Liverpool. Or if they weren’t releasing their own music, they were getting signed to independent labels such as Rough Trade. I heard Peel play ‘6000 Crazy’ by Spizz Energi, a Birmingham band; a Rough Trade release.

I kept my eye on gig listings in NME, and looked out for fly-posters on derelict buildings and in underpasses, A4 photocopied pages sellotaped on to lampposts near Barbarella’s and information in Inferno, the record shop, and elsewhere.

Another Birmingham band, called Fashion, released ‘Steady Eddie Steady’ on their own label; they were a three-piece, alternative, arty, ambitious. I went to see them play in an art gallery. The drummer, Mulligan, had a bit of a following among the dressed-up art-school crowd, and there were a couple of dozen very attractive weirdos there. It wasn’t exactly the Velvet Underground and Nico live at the Film-maker’s Cinematheque, 125 W 41st St, New York, in 1966, but I guess it was as close as Birmingham was going to get.

Becoming aware of things near to home, I began to visit a venue called the Fighting Cocks close to where I lived in Moseley. Almost exactly one year after seeing Blondie at Barbarella’s, I went to the Fighting Cocks to see Spizz Energi and another local band, the Prefects. The Fighting Cocks had been built in the mid-1800s, and its function room on the first floor had a separate entrance to the left of the building. It was an undistinguished rectangle of a space with rickety wooden floors and dirty curtains pulled across the windows.

The Prefects had toured with the Clash, and Buzzcocks had given them multiple support slots too. And in October 1977 they played the last night of the Manchester venue, the Electric Circus. In an era of self-financed singles and small labels, the Prefects were probably the biggest post-punk band without a record release. They were recorded, though, for the John Peel show. Peel and his producer John Walters booked bands into the studio to record exclusive sessions for the show, and the Prefects featured a couple of times. When I ventured to the upstairs room at the Fighting Cocks to see them play, it was 10 February 1979. I had just had my seventeenth birthday.

Onstage, the Prefects made a lovely racket and performed in a markedly unshowbiz way. Singer Rob Lloyd was unresplendent in a shirt, a V-neck pullover, an old man’s jacket, a pair of plain black trousers and very sensible shoes. He stalked around the stage, looking suspiciously at the audience, and barking his sarky, bitter, pointed lyrics. The Prefects inconveniently split up just a few weeks after I had decided they were one of my favourite bands ever.

I went back to the upstairs room at the Fighting Cocks as often as I could, and saw mainly local acts there, including the Dangerous Girls, Fast Relief, the Pinkies, UB40 – who rehearsed at the Midland Arts Centre in Cannon Hill Park, half a mile down the road – and the Au
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