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THUNDER ROAD: THE ALMOST LEGEND
Being a True, Mostly Accurate, and Only Slightly Embellished Account of the Rise, Fall, Stumble, Brief Re-Rise, and Dignified Shuffle Sideways of the North East’s Greatest Rock Band That Never Quite Made It
——-
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“We were ahead of our time. Possibly by about forty years. Or behind it. It’s hard to tell with art.”
— Dave, 2024

PROLOGUE: A NOTE ON THE RECORD
There exists, in a cardboard box in Michael’s loft in Gateshead, a collection of artefacts that constitute the entire physical legacy of a band called Thunder Road. The box contains: fourteen set lists written on the backs of beer mats; a photograph of four young men standing in front of a Transit van that appears to be on fire (it was, though the circumstances remain disputed); a single released on a label called Mongoose Records that sold, by conservative estimates, between forty and forty-three copies; a collection of press clippings, the most positive of which describes the band as “spirited”; a marriage certificate belonging to Dave that has nothing to do with music but somehow ended up in the box; and a cassette tape labelled “DEMO — DO NOT LISTEN” in red marker, upon which someone has subsequently written “seriously, DO NOT” in a different pen, and then, in a third hand, “I listened. They were right.”
This is the story of that band.
It is a story about four young men from the North East of England who believed — genuinely, passionately, with every fibre of their collective being — that they were destined for greatness. It is a story about talent, friendship, stubbornness, a series of catastrophically ill-timed decisions, one booking agent with a glass eye that may or may not have been the root cause of several significant misunderstandings, a PA system that developed what can only be described as opinions, a drummer who once played for so long that the venue closed around him, and a bass player whose view of the world was so comprehensively pessimistic that he was, in hindsight, almost always right.
It is, in short, a love story. Not a romantic one. Nobody falls in love with anybody in this story, except perhaps Michael, briefly, with a woman in Consett who turned out to be the wife of the man who booked them, which created a situation that the band still cannot discuss without at least two of them leaving the room. It is a love story about music. About the particular madness that grips a person when they first discover that they can make a sound that causes other people to stop what they are doing and listen. About the way that feeling — the feeling of an audience, a real live breathing audience, turning toward you — is so intoxicating that sensible people will sacrifice almost anything to experience it again.
Our four protagonists were not, in the main, sensible people. But they were — and this is the important bit — extraordinarily good at what they did.
Most of the time.


PART ONE: ORIGINS AND EARLY DAYS
(1972-1974)
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Chapter 1: Four Lads and a Dream 
(Partially Subsidised by Their Mums)
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The town of Gateshead in 1972 was not, by any objective measure, a natural incubator for rock and roll royalty. It was a place of terraced houses and shipyards, of corner shops and Working Men’s Clubs, of men who worked hard and drank what they earned and asked for very little beyond a quiet life and the occasional decent result from Newcastle United. It was a place where ambition was regarded with the same mild suspicion as an unfamiliar smell — not necessarily dangerous, but worth keeping an eye on.
Into this environment, in the summer of 1972, arrived a copy of Led Zeppelin IV that belonged to a boy called Gary Hutchinson, who had bought it at a market stall believing it to be the new Elvis record. Gary was not musical and had no interest in music beyond background noise, but he had a younger brother called Colin who borrowed the record on a Thursday evening and returned it — or rather, was eventually persuaded to return it — eleven days later, having listened to it approximately seventy times and emerged from his bedroom a fundamentally different person.
Colin Hutchinson was eighteen years old. He was lean and angular, with a face that suggested he had arrived in the world under protest and had not yet been given sufficient reason to revise his position. He had left school at sixteen with results that his careers teacher had described as “an accurate reflection of his engagement with the process,” which was not a compliment. 
He worked in a builder’s merchant’s on the Team Valley Trading Estate in Gateshead, shifting bags of cement and plaster board and occasionally serving customers who needed a particular type of screw, a transaction that gave him no pleasure but did provide him with a comprehensive knowledge of fasteners that would, in later life, prove surprisingly useful.
What Colin was, though nobody knew it yet — not his mother, not his brother, not even Colin himself — was a musician. He had never played an instrument. He had never particularly wanted to. But something in those eleven days with Led Zeppelin IV rewired something fundamental in him, and by the end of the following week he had spent his entire savings on a second-hand bass guitar from a shop on Scotswood Road and had taught himself, through sheer dogged repetition, to play the opening bass line of Whole Lotta Love.
He was not, initially, good. His mother described the sound as “someone trying to start a lawnmower in the front room.” His brother Gary asked if he could have his record back now and Colin said he could and Gary sold it back to the market stall. But Colin kept playing, every evening after work, in his bedroom, and after three months he was genuinely competent, and after six months he was good, and after a year he was very good indeed, and the low, deliberate, anchoring thud of his playing had taken on that particular quality that distinguished real bass players from people who had simply learned to play four strings: it had weight. It had intent. When Colin played, things stayed still that needed to stay still.
He met Michael at a party in February 1973. The party was in a house on Lobley Hill Road and was in honour of a girl called Sandra whose birthday it allegedly was, though nobody present seemed entirely sure about this and Sandra herself had gone to bed by ten o’clock. 
Michael was nineteen and had been playing guitar since he was thirteen, when his father had bought him a cheap acoustic from Woolworths with the intention of teaching him “something useful.” His father had not anticipated that Michael would take to it like a fish to water that had been personally designed for that specific fish by a divine authority.

By fifteen, Michael was playing things his father couldn’t identify. By seventeen, he had moved on to an electric guitar and an amplifier that his mother had agreed to store in the garage on the condition that he played it “quietly,” a condition that Michael had interpreted with considerable creative latitude.
Michael was not like Colin in temperament. Where Colin was dark and considered and slow to enthusiasm, Michael was lit from within by something that had no obvious source. He was not, in the conventional sense, exuberant — he didn’t jump about or make a great deal of noise in conversation. But when he played guitar, particularly when he played a solo, something happened to him that happened to very few people. He left. He went somewhere else. His eyes would change, his body would shift, and whatever came out of his fingers in those moments was not, his bandmates would later agree, entirely within his own control. He played things he hadn’t planned. He played things he didn’t know he knew. And when he came back — when the solo ended and the song resumed and Michael returned from wherever he’d been — he would look around at the rest of the band with an expression of genuine surprise, as if he’d just woken up from a dream and wasn’t quite sure how he’d got there.
At the party on Lobley Hill Road, Colin heard Michael playing an acoustic guitar in the kitchen and felt the same lurch of recognition he’d felt listening to John Paul Jones. He pushed through the small crowd that had gathered and stood and listened and when Michael finished — emerging, as always, slightly dazed — Colin said: “Right. We need to start a band.”
Michael looked at him. “I don’t know you.”
“Colin Hutchinson. I play bass.”
“Are you any good?”
“Better than anyone else you’ll find in this house.”
This was almost certainly true. They swapped phone numbers on a piece of kitchen roll.
Dave had been in a band before. Two, actually, neither of which had lasted more than four months, one because of what Dave diplomatically referred to as “creative differences” and what the other members referred to as “Dave deciding he was the star and the rest of us were furniture,” and one because the drummer had emigrated to Australia, which Dave considered the ultimate act of musical betrayal. 

He was twenty when Colin rang him, having obtained his number through a network of mutual acquaintances that suggested the Gateshead music scene was considerably smaller than anyone involved liked to admit.
Dave was, simply put, the most naturally charismatic person in any room he entered. This was not a matter of looks, though he was good-looking enough. It was something else — a quality of attention, a way of being present that made whoever he was talking to feel as though they were the only person in the world worth talking to. On stage, this quality became almost alarming. He had performed, in his previous bands, to audiences ranging from six people in a pub back room to forty people in a Methodist hall, and in every case he had commanded the room entirely, pacing its edges, drawing the audience in, releasing them, drawing them in again, working the dynamics of a crowd with the instinctive precision of someone who had been born knowing how rooms worked.
His voice was the other thing. Dave had a blues voice. Not a voice that could sing blues — a voice that was blues, that carried in it something old and knowing and slightly sorrowful, that could go from a rough whisper to a full-throated roar without losing any of its quality, that could bend a note like a road around a mountain. When he sang, you believed him. Whatever he was singing about, you believed every word. He could have sung a bus timetable and made it sound like heartbreak.
He arrived at the first rehearsal in Colin’s mother’s front room — Mrs. Hutchinson having been persuaded by Colin that “just a few lads having a go” would be “very quiet” — wearing a leather jacket and carrying a set list of fifteen songs he’d prepared in advance. Colin looked at the list. Then he looked at Michael. Then they both looked at Dave.
“You’ve already made a set list,” Colin said. “For a band that doesn’t exist yet.”
“Got to be prepared,” said Dave.
“We haven’t got a drummer.”
“I know a drummer.”
“Of course you do,” said Colin, and put the kettle on.
Mark had been playing drums since he was nine years old, when his parents had made what they would later describe, with a consistency suggesting extensive mutual agreement, as “the worst decision of our lives.” They had bought him a drum kit for Christmas. They had done this because Mark, aged nine, had watched a documentary about Buddy Rich and had spoken of nothing else for six weeks and because it was Christmas and you wanted to make a child happy at Christmas, and they had not fully grasped, at that point, what “happy child with drum kit” would mean in practical terms.
What it meant, practically, was that the Robson household had not known a moment of genuine silence since December 26th, 1963. Mark drummed constantly. He drummed before school and after school and at weekends and on bank holidays. He drummed through the Beatles and through Cream and through Jimi Hendrix and through the Who and through Led Zeppelin and through everything that came out of a speaker between 1963 and 1973, absorbing it, reinterpreting it, playing along with it at volumes that caused their neighbours, the Pattersons, to begin a housing transfer application in 1967 that was still, technically, ongoing.
Mark was twenty-one when Dave rang him about the band. He was working at a garage on the Old Durham Road, fitting tyres and servicing engines with the cheerful competence of someone who was very good at something that was absolutely not what he wanted to be doing. He said yes before Dave had finished the sentence. He said yes so quickly and with such obvious relief that Dave felt, briefly, guilty about all the years Mark had presumably spent waiting for someone to call.
He turned up at the next rehearsal — this one in Colin’s mother’s back room, Mrs. Hutchinson having renegotiated the terms following an incident with a standard lamp — with a drum kit that he assembled with the practiced efficiency of a soldier cleaning a rifle. He settled behind it, adjusted the hi-hat, tapped the snare twice, rolled his neck, and looked at the others.
“Right then,” he said. “What are we doing first?”
They ran through a version of Whole Lotta Love that lasted fourteen minutes and caused Mrs. Hutchinson to leave the house and go to her sister’s. At the end of it, all four of them stood in the wreckage of the back room — a picture had fallen off the wall, a vase had vibrated off the windowsill, and the standard lamp was on its side again — and looked at each other.
“That was quite good,” said Michael.
“Quite good?” said Dave.
“Very good,” said Michael. “For a first go.”
“I thought it was excellent,” said Mark, who was still sitting behind his kit because there wasn’t room to get out.
“The bridge was a bit rough,” said Colin.
“Everything else though,” said Dave.
“Yeah,” said Colin. “Everything else was good.”
There was a pause. Outside, a car went past. Upstairs, something dripped.
“We need a name,” said Dave.
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