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  About the Book


  John Peel is best known for his four decades of radio broadcasting. His Radio 1 shows virtually defined popular culture. His Radio 4 show, Home Truths, was required listening for millions. But all the while, John was also tapping away on his beloved Olivetti typewriter, writing articles, columns and reviews for an array of newspapers and magazines.


  Now the best of these writings have been brought together. Read his thoughts on everything from the perils of shaving to the embarrassments of virginity; from the strange joy of Eurovision to the horror of being sick in trains; and on musicians as diverse as Captain Beefheart and Madonna. At every stage, the writing is laced with John’s brilliantly acute observations on the minutiae of everyday life.


  This endlessly entertaining book is essential reading for Peel fans and a reminder of just why he remains a truly great Briton.
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  Introduction


  Dad, a sentimental man, insisted on using his Olivetti typewriter to write the majority of the articles contained in this book, despite the fact that it was so ancient that he could rarely find ink for it. As the supply of specially ordered compatible ink ribbons ran dry, he discovered a way to messily rethread the old ones and put them in backwards, reusing them until what he had written was barely visible.


  Looking over these decades’ worth of newspaper and magazine columns whilst fact-finding for Margrave of the Marshes, we came to realise how well observed and entertaining most of them were. This is a book we put together as much as anything else because we each wanted to own a copy. Happily, we don’t seem to be alone in this. Many people have suggested to us since Dad’s death in 2004 that we compile some of the best of his writing – so here it is.


  We’ve tried to put together a diverse selection of columns, starting with some undated Disc pieces from 1971, we think. There were earlier works available to us but Dad wouldn’t have thanked us very much for reproducing any of his articles from Gandalf’s Garden or International Times:


  Walk far from the towns. Touch the bark of a thousand trees, shoeless. There are a million flowers that have grown just for you. Please go and find them and let them know your peace … Go to the children’s playground in Kensington Gardens and stare at the elves on the trees there.


  The editions of Disc, Sounds, The Listener, Punch, Observer, Guardian, BIKE magazine, Independent and Radio Times that we have plundered include pieces covering a great many subjects – record shopping, Eurovision, Dad getting his corns trimmed, football, a lot of gig reviews and talk about how everyone should be listening to his programme, and how ill he’s feeling.


  You’ll find that the subjects and chronology jump about quite a bit. We opted for alphabetical order by title so that we could engineer a bit of balance to the book. We hope this doesn’t upset the flow, but that it creates a bit of variety and highlights some change over the years, sometimes a lack of it. Many of the older articles are alarmingly relevant now (‘Rock’s in Trouble’, for example). There are a few instances where what Dad has written doesn’t seem to make much sense, and we’re not quite sure what he meant to say. These have been left as little puzzles.


  Hopefully Dad would have approved of our having gathered all of this up and brought it to your attention. He often expressed mild embarrassment at some of the things he used to write, but this seems to us to be utterly without foundation. We think of him every day, and are very grateful that we’ve been able to spend the best part of a year hearing his voice in these articles, and we very much hope you’ll enjoy them as much as we have.


  William Ravenscroft


  A Snappy Dresser


  Radio Times, 13–19 June 1998


  I LEFT London’s Grosvenor House Hotel feeling strangely buoyant. Outside on Park Lane the air smelt sweet despite the late-night traffic. On my arm was a beautiful woman I had met a scant twenty-nine years earlier. But let me start at the beginning … Born in the woodcutter’s cottage at the age of three, John Peel was … Well, perhaps that’s going back too far. Let’s settle instead for … The invitation had arrived some seven or eight weeks before the events that were to culminate in the Night of the Big Trouser. ‘Dear (YOUR NAME HERE),’ it began. ‘I hope you can join us,’ it continued, ‘for the 1998 Periodical Publishers Association awards dinner. It’s a black tie event.’ Reading on, I learnt that I had been nominated for Columnist of the Year (Consumer Magazines) for this very column.


  ‘Darling,’ I shouted up the stairs, ‘I’ve been nominated for Columnist of the Year Open Brackets Consumer Magazines Close Brackets.’


  ‘Can’t hear you,’ came the answering cry.


  I’m not a snappy dresser. I can see that now. I do own a suit but when I can be persuaded into it, I look like a rather timid bouncer in one of the less successful eastern European countries – Albania, perhaps. I don’t own evening dress and, what with one thing and another, left it too late to hire such an outfit. At the last minute, after a bizarre measuring ritual in our kitchen that may well become an annual event in its own right, my personal dimensions were phoned to a secret location in London and a suit duly dispatched to our luxury hotel.


  Having spent the day pre-recording programmes and practising my gracious loser’s face in the mirror, my first meeting with the suit came less than an hour before the Periodical Publishers fell to their banqueting and, as I unfolded the trousers on to the hotel bed, it became clear that here was a garment intended for community use rather than for the use of one selfish individual.


  Frankly, left to my own devices I would have spent the evening watching television and concocting an elaborate excuse, possibly involving alien abduction, for my absence. However, Sheila, with many a honeyed, ‘No, you look fine as long as you keep the jacket buttoned,’ and ‘Honestly, they’re not laughing at you,’ wheedled and bullied me out of our room, out of the hotel and into the street.


  An hour later, as I toyed listlessly with my food and the trousers billowed in the blasts of air from the air-conditioning system, I imagined the shouts of laughter that would greet my walk to the stage if I were to be named Columnist of the Year (Consumer Magazines). So, when top TV funnyman Ian Hislop had read the names of the nominees, the dread words ‘… and the winner is …’ had been spoken, and a name other than mine (James May of Car magazine) had been announced, a curious sense of wellbeing spread over me.


  As the evening wore on, as evenings will, the uproar from the BBC Magazines tables grew, culminating in a great shout of triumph when RT’s stablemate Top of the Pops was named Magazine of the Year. Understandably, the Top of the Popsters, average age about fifteen, went right off the rails and stayed up long after they should all have been in bed. They were still celebrating when Sheila and I stepped into the street, both of us just faces in the crowd, neither of us columnists of this or any other year – although Sheila did once win a meal for two at an Italian restaurant in Ipswich and I won a tin of toffees at a grocery shop in Neston when I was about fifteen myself.


  This was to have been the year when I finally went to a World Cup match – any World Cup match – but the bizarre ticketing arrangements have put paid to that. With an England team of bewitched veterans and a Scotland without Liverpool players, domestic support may well switch to Jamaica.


  A democratic decision will be reached after we’ve all watched The Reggae Boyz documentary on Saturday on Channel 4.


  Alien Empire


  Radio Times, 17–23 February 1996


  PITY THE POOR mayfly. It starts life in riverbottom mud, reaches the surface with no means of eating, has one day of life, then dies. This is a process that has gone on, without so much as a murmur of complaint, for over 100 million years. I know this from watching Alien Empire: Replicators, narrated by John Shrapnel.


  I expect that you rather like, as I do, those Strange Facts that crop up in programmes such as this. You know the sort of thing. If all the people who have ever written to me to ask for the title of that long reggae record I played a few years ago – it might have been in August – or March – were gathered together, there would be enough of them to populate at least three of the sun-dappled villages that dot the countryside around Aix-en-Provence.


  There’s quite a bit of this sort of thing in Alien Empire. For example, if two flies – any two, it doesn’t matter which, provided, of course, that one is male, the other female – started mating and were allowed to go on doing this unhindered, in other words, without any of their great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandchildren getting tangled up in one of those blue light things, there would be, at the end of the year, enough flies to make a ball as big as the earth. Something like that anyway. Let’s just hope it doesn’t happen, eh?


  We humans tend to be pretty smug about some of the tricks we can do. We do have the means of eating, for starters. We can stick cotton buds in our ears, against medical advice, and get out satisfying quantities of ear wax. Some of us can watch Jim Davidson on television without contemplating starting a new life among the mountain peoples of Peru. But can we release scent from a gland in our abdomens, a scent so magnificent that a potential partner can smell it over a mile away and come scurrying to our sides with a soft grin on his face? I think not. There is some sort of moth in the USA that thinks nothing of doing this.


  Can you, as the polka-dot moth can, hear in ultrasound? Can you say with any certainty what ultrasound is? Wasn’t it the system that went with Todd-AO?


  If you are less than impressed with these moths and their fancy ways, consider the leaf-hopper. I rather took to the leaf-hopper, I must admit. It is short, stubby and the colour of our bathroom carpet. It also – and I recommend that you clutch at a piece of furniture before reading further – hears with its feet. This is a good trick in any school.


  I won’t spoil your enjoyment of Alien Empire by spilling more of the programme’s beans. Well, some backbenchers might like to know that single mothers in the wasp community – that’s wasp, not WASP – nourish their young at someone else’s expense rather than employ a child minder and go out and find work, of which there is plenty if you could just be bothered to look, oh yes there is …


  Oh, and jewel beetles in Australia fall in love with beer bottles – and John Shrapnel gets to read such lines as, ‘Garden plants (are) alive with secret music.’


  For a fortnight, I have been sending messages to the RT offices in London (from a gland in my abdomen, since you ask) in an attempt to find out why I was not told in advance of the recent Under the Sun: Painted Babies. You may recall that five-year-old Brooke Breedwell was winner of the Universal Southern Charm Beauty Pageant in Atlanta, Georgia, and that there was a cut out ’n’ keep picture of her on page 23 of the Radio Times of 27 January.


  I don’t want to be unkind to a five-year-old, but Brooke had a look so steely that a single glance would probably be enough to stop the mighty, meandering Mississippi as it winds its centuries-old way to the Gulf of Mexico and the open sea beyond. One can imagine that Brooke, groomed and groomed and groomed again for pageant after pageant, might well butcher her parents when she is old enough to carry arms – say, when she is seven or eight.


  Then local legal traditions will take over. An Afro-Caribbean American, preferably a handyman who was drinking with eleven of his pals in a neighbouring county at the time of the killing, will be arrested, tried, convicted and kept on death row for seventeen years before being electrocuted. Maybe being a mayfly isn’t so bad after all.


  Archers


  Guardian, 28 October 1994


  TURN, IF YOU WILL, to page 231 of The Book of the Archers, put together by Patricia Greene (Jill Archer), Charles Collingwood (Brian Aldridge) and Hedli Niklaus (Kathy Perks), and you will find a twenty-four-line entry under Peel, John. Yes, it’s me all right.


  There was a time when you could have delighted guests at smart dinner parties by asking: ‘What do Princess Margaret (8 lines), the Duke of Westminster (15 lines), the former Lucinda Prior-Palmer (no lines at all) and Radio 1’s Nabob of Noise, John Peel, have in common?’ The answer would have been that we were the only souls on Earth to have played ourselves in The Archers. (I don’t know what happened to Lucinda. Perhaps she wasn’t in it after all.)


  In more recent times, alas, the tone has been lowered more than a little by the addition of such names as Britt Ekland (16 lines), Anneka Rice (6 lines) and Terry Wogan (9 lines).


  We of the original inner circle seldom have time to get together these days, but I did once find myself at a knees-up to celebrate some sort of Desert Island Discs anniversary, discussing our roles in The Archers with Princess Margaret. I don’t believe I betray any especial confidences if I tell you that the Princess graciously admitted to having enjoyed being featured in the long-running everyday story of country folk. Since I have initiated a low-key campaign to give the Stuarts another go at being the Royal Family, thereby allowing the present lot a century or two in the reserves in which to rediscover their form, I doubt we will meet again to talk of Ambridge.


  Actually, I have featured in The Archers on two distinctly separate occasions. On the first, I was heard on the radio ‘on the radio’, as it were. Eddie Grundy and the hapless Clarrie were listening to Radio 1 in the kitchen at Grange Farm when I played one of Eddie’s records. On the second, my work was spread over several episodes and I even got to sing ‘Yellow Submarine’ in a van with Eddie and that nice Mrs Antrobus.


  This time, I discovered that there is rather more to this acting game than I had imagined and my conviction that I had delivered my lines with character and a certain brio was shown to be mere self-delusion when the programmes were heard. Alexandra, then aged about twelve, scampered into the kitchen as the rest of us clustered about the radiogram, listened for a second, then said, with the careless cruelty of the young: ‘You can tell you’re reading it, Dad.’ This, coming as it did from someone who watches Neighbours and Home and Away without a qualm, was a criticism too far and with it I turned my back on the theatre. There are those fanatics who have listened to The Archers since the programme was first heard in 1951 and could tell you at once who, for example, Mrs Bradshaw (page 81, 3 lines) was, but I am not one of those. Listening from time to time is enough to keep abreast of major developments, although I am sufficiently engaged to wish Kate Aldridge would phone her mother and put an end to all our suffering.


  Come on, Kate, you know it makes sense. I’ll get Pete Tong to play you a record if you do.


  Aural Vandalism


  Sonic Youth and The Jesus and Mary Chain


  Observer, 11 May 1986


  THE CULTURE SHOCK involved on Thursday in making the transition from the amiable tomfoolery of Top of the Pops to the Hammersmith Palais for Sonic Youth and The Jesus and Mary Chain was as considerable as any I have experienced.


  Simon Frith, in a memorable phrase, said of Sonic Youth that these are ‘clever people playing stupid music’. I cannot confirm or deny their cleverness but I do not believe that their music is stupid. At a time when vandalism in the streets, vexing and dangerous as it can be, is seeming more and more to be a reasonable response to the circumstances in which far too many people live, Sonic Youth’s music is nothing more than aural vandalism, designed to disturb and confront.


  A confrontational approach is applauded in the cinema, the theatre and the gallery, why not on the dance floor? I was even slightly disappointed at not being as affronted and affrighted by the band’s performance as I had expected. It has been said that Sonic Youth are keen to recapture the energies that transformed American rock in the late 1960s and, on stage in Hammersmith, hunched and anonymous, all feedback and purple lighting, they certainly recaptured much of the spirit I recollect from Sunset Strip in 1967.


  As with the very best bands, Sonic Youth’s lyrics convey quick impressions and half images. I caught the line ‘the size of the towtruck’, almost certainly misheard, and have been repeating it like a mantra ever since.


  The American quartet left the stage with guitars still shrieking – a very sixties touch – then made the mistake of playing an encore. I am not, I confess, an encore man. I doubt that Leonardo, having completed work on The Last Supper, presumably to some local acclaim, would have interpreted this acclaim as a signal to paint in a few more figures, and find the utterly predictable making and taking of encores somehow rather debasing.


  The Jesus and Mary Chain, for all their apparent naivety, know about encores. Their brief history has been composed largely of rumour, speculation and conflict. We read that they are older than they claim, that their live performances often end in disarray, and that they have played on occasion for less than twenty minutes. If twenty minutes is the time it takes The Jesus and Mary Chain to achieve whatever effect it is they wish, it would be fatuous to play longer. Music should not be, although I fear that it often is, something that you buy by the yard. In Hammersmith they played for forty minutes.


  John Foster-Moore, the new drummer, plays standing up, another echo of the sixties, and in a room swooning with the sweet smell of radical hair, The Jesus and Mary Chain’s often poignant songs were as affecting as they are on record, the ends of half-whispered words whipped away in gales of feedback. The newer songs, the titles of which were neither given nor needed, are less wistful, somewhat crueller, reflecting perhaps the lives this much maligned band now live.


  It is so easy to romance about new bands, to credit the dull, unhappy cities and towns that spawn them (The Jesus and Mary Chain are from East Kilbride) with shaping the music, but I believe that such bands are playing real folk music, in the sense that their work fairly represents their experience and that that experience is universal.


  As I left the Palais I overheard one twerp braying to his companions. ‘What a waste of money,’ he cried, and for a moment I wished I were a fighting man.


  Babies


  Sounds, 14 August 1976


  YES, I REMEMBER how sensitive you are, and normally, as I’m sure you’re aware, I wouldn’t think of mentioning it. But – don’t turn around right now – he’s still lying there on the tiles and staring up at me.


  From the expression on that part of his face which is visible beneath layers of perfectly nauseating baby breakfasts, he can hardly wait to jump to his feet and visit violence upon his cringing father. Fortunately, according to the best works on the subject, it will be some months before he can begin to think seriously about translating such thoughts into deeds.


  I have, I’m afraid, been left alone in the house with William (A Baby). At the moment he is laughing hysterically over, as far as one can tell, nothing at all. From time to time he unleashes a shriek of pleasure so pure and high-pitched that all the creatures in the adjoining hedgerows pause and look at one another, lost in admiration at such a sound. At night the impressionable mind – which is what your Uncle John comes equipped with – can easily persuade itself that this single frightful call is summoning the shades of the long dead; and sitting bolt upright in bed, white-faced and trembling, in the wee small hours of the morning, has become a regular part of our lives.


  William still hasn’t mastered the art of forward motion, but he can now fix his beady eye on a target and move backwards towards it. At this instant he has set his sights on Mile (A Dog), on whom he seems anxious to demonstrate some infant martial art. Mile (A Dog) looks worried and leaves for calmer fields.


  Five minutes later. I have decided to try out the new Grateful Dead LP, Steal Your Face, on him. He doesn’t seem to care for it a lot and one can see what he means. The vocals are awful. Hold on, let’s see how he reacts to the new Joan Armatrading album – I expect you heard the world exclusive single track that Fluff, a longtime Armatrading fan, played the Saturday before last. You didn’t? Oh, well, never mind.


  I know Loudon Wainwright has already mentioned it in song, but babies are extraordinarily oral little devils, are they not? William has already sucked most of the probably harmful dye out of the Liverpool FC shield stuck inside his pram, and seems to have set himself the larger task of gumming the actual body of the pram to smithereens. But enough of babies … what I had intended to say was this …


  POINT ONE. You probably made less sense than usual of last week’s column. This, through no fault of the delightful creature who took it down over the ’phone, became considerably altered between leaving my head and reaching yours. In fact, there were passages that I couldn’t begin to fathom either. The point I was keen to convey was that I’m about to go a-holidaying-o in Devon and that while I’m away we will be running some special programmes on Wunnerful Radio 1, your friendly motor-sports station, every night from eleven to midnight, VHF, stereo, 247 metres and so on.


  You will have already missed the first two or three, which will have dealt with the music of The Who, Family and Roxy Music, and of individual members of those bands, but I will not listen to excuses for missing the remaining programmes which, this week, deal pretty firmly with Fairport Convention and the Stones and, next, with Cream, the Softs, the Faces, the Yardbirds, and the Fab Four. Questions will be asked after the series and if you score less than 85 per cent you’ll be kept in after school. You, Deidre, will be kept in anyway, and you can help me tidy up the cricket pavilion.


  (For those of you who care, William (A Baby) has fallen asleep, albeit in a position I couldn’t achieve in fifty years of study on the banks of the Ganges. The Grateful Dead have their uses, after all.)


  Actually, it is sad to see bands, such as the Dead, who have contributed so much towards the enrichment of our musical lives, making such low-level recordings.


  I had a letter recently from a disgruntled viewer who asked what had happened to my radio programmes. ‘Why’, he sought to discover, ‘do you no longer play the great records you used to play – the Dead, Airplane, Incredible String Band and such?’


  What could I say, my little ones? Only quote that old adage about the thingummy of the music changing. You know the one, I’m sure. Now the energy is more widely spread, of course, and there is dandy music to be heard in all sorts of places.


  In fact, only last night I ambled along, together with Gabs, ginger-haired sister-in-law by appointment to Peel Acres, to visit with the Be-Bop Deluxes as they slaved over their forthcoming LP. Unfortunately I made the mistake, as I often do, of talking far too much, and only heard a couple of tracks from the album. Both sounded, you will rejoice to learn, well up to their uncommonly high standard.


  The only half-way sensible thing I said as I prattled on was that you could take five seconds – any five seconds – from any of their records and it would be immediately identifiable as being by Be-Bop Deluxe. That, I concluded triumphantly, is one of the marks of a great band. And so it is.


  Next week’s bulletin will come by Her Majesty’s mails from Padstow – we’ll have a whipround for the postage – and will almost certainly have at least as little to do with music as this lot.


  Bembeya Jazz National


  Observer, 26 July 1987


  THERE ARE TIMES – are there not – when the animal passions are so engaged that you cannot understand why the breath heaving from your flaring nostrils fails to set your shirt alight. We are talking here about sex.


  I am not myself, I reluctantly admit, much given to or sought after for Hunnish practices – an estate agent attempting to interest clients in my oh-so-subtle charms might write something like ‘Rural property in need of modernisation. Delightful views. Some damp.’ But the music of Bembeya Jazz National, visiting the Africa Centre in Covent Garden from Guinea-Conakry last week, struck me as being impudently erotic.


  You will, without doubt, recollect previous jottings on the subject of African music in these pages, how hardly a year passes in which we are not assured by some authority or other that the aforementioned African music is poised – I think that is the word they use – to make significant inroads into mainstream pop. It never happens, of course, and it never will, but during 1986–87 Zimbabwe’s Bhundu Boys, followed by Jonah Moyo and the Devera Ngwena Jazz Band and Real Sound, have, in conjunction with a range of home-grown bands, made the less entrenched British audiences at least aware of the sound of African music by the simple means of playing it often and playing it well.


  ‘African music’ is clearly as meaningful or as meaningless as ‘European music’ or ‘Asian music’, but there are common characteristics, principally and obviously a considerable but flexible rhythmic drive and an abundance of free-flowing electric guitar playing. At the Africa Centre, Bembeya demonstrated both of these characteristics marvellously well.


  Bembeya Jazz National is, even by local standards, a well-established band. Sekou Diabate, known to admirers as Diamond Fingers, was adjudged Africa’s best guitarist in 1977 and the équipe itself, if my translation of the French so recklessly employed on the sleeve of a recent LP is correct, has been at it since 1961.


  Fielding two trumpets, a tenor sax, guitar, bass, rhythm guitar, drums and percussion, along with three singers decked out in sporty red-and-white matching outfits, Bembeya played to a disappointingly small crowd in Covent Garden. However, those in attendance were not down-hearted. The Guineans play music which has evolved, I am assured, from West African Mandinka rhythms and is called mbalax, a fact which I derived some obscure pleasure communicating to my radio audience, and as they do it and melody upon melody flows from the guitar of Sekou Diabate, the overall effect, as I shamefacedly suggested above, hits below the belt.


  In Bembeya’s music, as in all the best music whatever its source, there is a considerable sense of space. Rhythms are implied rather than relentlessly stated and somehow the listener’s heartbeat seems to fill these gaps. Yet again the pages of my reporter’s notebook remained unsullied as I closed my eyes and cursed my inability to dance. Is hypnotherapy a possible solution here?


  Tony Bennett


  Radio Times, 12–18 May 2001


  ‘WHAT A NICE man he seems,’ sighed Sheila as Tony Bennett brought BBC1’s recent Judy Garland documentary to a simple, sad conclusion. I agreed with her. Not that we’ve ever met Tony Bennett, you understand, although I was on stage when he performed at a recent Glastonbury festival.


  The singer and a handful of gifted musicians who had, I assumed, worked with him for aeons and had discovered long since that you don’t have to play flat out all the time for maximum effect, were in the process of giving us their full club act. Idly – how else? – I wondered what the urbane, immaculate American had thought when he stepped on stage and saw an audience of gurning mudlarks stretching to the gun-metal grey horizon. Whatever his initial response may have been, Tony seemed moved by the enthusiastic reaction of the Glastonbury fun-seekers, some of whom were attempting to foxtrot in the mud. So much so that at one stage he got down on his knees, in what seemed a genuinely spontaneous gesture, and did obeisance unto us. (If you have seen Tony Bennett and know for a fact that he does this every time he performs, keep it to yourself. Even at sixty-one – especially at sixty-one – you need illusions to cling to.) Then he stood up, dusted the knees of a suit that probably cost more than my house, and finished his set.


  Anita Kamath, my Radio 1 producer, and I were so moved by Bennett’s performance that we tried to book him for the programme. He was going to do it, too, but had to cry off at the last minute with a bad throat. Fair enough, we thought, but we’d still like him to give us a song if the opportunity arises again. At least with Tony Bennett there were none of the problems we encountered recently with the American band Nile.


  Nile play death metal, a form rarely essayed by Tony Bennett – although I’d like to hear him give it a go. Death metal is ideally very loud, very hard, very grim. Nile are, it must be said, uniquely good at it. They claim that some of their songs are sung in Sumerian, a language that has not, I understand, been heard in 2,000 years. On their 1998 album Amongst the Catacombs of Nephren-Ka are such teasingly Sumerian titles as ‘Barra Edinazzu’ and ‘Kudurru Maqiu’, and on the follow-up, Black Seeds of Vengeance, fans can sacrifice goats or be transformed, lo, into serpents which crawl upon their bellies, to such tunes as ‘Nas Akhu Khan She En Asbiu’ and ‘Khetti Satha Shemsu’. They also suggest a high-risk strategy for dealing with war gods, should you encounter one.


  When we tried to book Nile, someone in their organisation was more concerned with Nephren-Ka parking and when we were unable to guarantee space for a tour bus, the band pulled out. Tony Bennett’s people never said anything about parking but if that’s a problem, I’ll go down to our Maida Vale studios and save a place for the singer any old time.


  Berlin Punk


  Radio Times, 14–20 October 1995


  HAVE YOU EVER heard the schiffsbegrüssungsanlage? Literally the ship’s-salutation-unit, this is the device that plays Deutschland Über Alles to passing boats on the Elbe river between Hamburg and the open sea. You would think that people living in the houses grouped at the foot of the schiffsbegrüssungsanlage would have come to hate it long ago, but it seems not. Not only do some houses have hooters attached so that their occupants can join in the giddy fun of it all, but residents appear on riverside balconies to wave towels at the passing ferries. Whether they do this when a coal barge drifts by on the tide in the small hours I cannot tell. I have a feeling they might.


  I heard the schiffsbegrüssungsanlage as I travelled to Berlin, via Hamburg, to take part in a film being made by a trio of women fronted by someone known only as Schneider. Roughly, the idea was that this film should follow up an earlier one about the lives of punks in East Berlin at the end of the seventies. As the main source of music for these punks was the programme I did – and still do – for British Forces Broadcasting Service under the memorable title John Peel’s Music, it was deemed important that I should take part. Schneider and her partners turned out to be wonderful: impudent, imaginative, funny and still celebrating, as East German women, their double liberation.


  Before we started work, they showed me the earlier film, made for television and the winner of several awards. This confirmed that being a punk in East Berlin was substantially more than a fashion statement. For a start, punkdom could bring with it a prison sentence for anti-social behaviour, as could writing letters to a British disc-jockey, the reason that most of the East Germans who corresponded with me did so when they were on holiday in marginally less oppressive countries such as Poland or Hungary. If you were a punk in East Germany, you were really a punk. No messing. Your attitude brought trouble, not only for you but for family and friends.


  For women, it could also bring special unpleasantness in the form of a type of theoretical crime prevention that I hesitate to describe for fear the readers may be offended – or that it could be taken up by officials charged with waging war on single mothers. Women held to be liable to contribute to the causing of a breach of discipline (I know this reads like a clause of the Criminal Justice Bill but bear with me) were obliged to report to the authorities to provide a hundegeruch or ‘dog-sniff’. This was a piece of cloth which women or girls – Schneider has just confirmed by phone that females as young as thirteen or fourteen could be compelled to provide a dog-sniff – had to rub beneath their arms and between their legs before officials sealed them in bottles and filed them away against the day when dogs might be used to track the women down. As an instrument of control and ritual humiliation, this takes some beating. As a practical means of crime prevention it would seem to be worthless.


  Our filming was done on a pleasure boat on the River Spree. On board were some fifty or sixty punks from East Berlin. Many of these had, of course, moved on to lives far removed from punk, but others had been quite seriously disturbed by the treatment meted out to them as punks in the Soviet bloc and seemed still to be living the life as best they could, battling now with imaginary enemies, among whom at least one man listed Schneider and me.


  Nevertheless, the cruise on the Spree was a great success. Much beer and food was consumed, and with conversation limited by my lack of German and the punks’ unease with English (other than that used by the Sex Pistols in the television interview that ruined Bill Grundy’s career), a deal of manly hugging and brotherly punching on the arm went on. A man called Muckel prodded me in the side with such frequency that I thought I would lose the use of my left arm. ‘John Peel’s Music’, Muckel would say, smiling wildly. ‘Yes,’ I would reply.


  As we ate, drank, hugged, punched and prodded, the cameras rolled. The results will be on German television, well, some time. I came home feeling more European and less European all at the same time. With Schneider, her friends and most of the punks I felt entirely at ease. Indeed, I wish they were here now. On the other hand, there is the schiffsbegrüssungsanlage. That’s plain weird.


  Bhangra


  Punjabi Homegrown at Noon


  Observer, 28 June 1987


  ‘RANJIT TO THE STAGE please,’ urged the DJ, punching up the Nitro Deluxe record and thereby promoting substantial activity on the dance floor. Many of the dancers looked as though they should have been at school. Their customers ranged from the seemingly traditional, layers of brightly coloured materials arranged with such care as to suggest ceremonial use, to the enviably chic. Four wildly over-excited cake-walkers below me were clad as Beastie Girls.


  A young woman, who had sidled up to enquire whether I was a reporter, explained that these discos have to occur in the afternoons as Asian parents will not permit their children, especially the girls, to go out after dark. Joe, saxophonist with Holle Holle, told me that, even so, many of those present would be there without their parents’ knowledge.


  Holle Holle are set to play at London’s ICA on Saturday as part of a festival styled Punjabi Pop and the Bhangra Beat, subtitled ‘A Five Day Celebration of this exotic homegrown phenomenon’. ‘Homegrown’ is fine – bhangra evolved out of traditional music played for weddings when, in 1977, Alaap became the first British-based Punjabi band to play what could be identified as a gig – but anyone going to the ICA in search of the merely exotic is due for disappointment. This is music for dancing yourself daft to.


  In the recent past I have noted that a growing percentage of the names of those writing to me at Radio 1 have been Asian names and this has seemed to me, in some indefinable way, a good thing – the community, if you like, coming in from the cold. Having said that and knowing that the bhangra bands, like any others, want to play to as large and diverse an audience as possible, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that an event such as Wednesday afternoon’s disco would be spoiled by any substantial European presence.


  Virtually cigarette smokeless and with none of the sense of potential violence that mars some gigs – whilst, it must be admitted, enhancing others – this felt more like a wedding party. As the Executive Sounds disco, supporting Heera at the ICA on Friday, took over from Premi (who had played a blinder, establishing such a storm of rhythm around the heartbeat of the dholak drum that I yearn to hear them produced by the visionary Adrian Sherwood), I remarked on the presence on the floor of at least a dozen black women, suggesting to Joe that they might well be here because they could dance without interference from clumsy, would-be suitors.


  Holle Holle’s set was bedevilled by sound problems and the tiredness of the musicians. This was, explained singer Manjeet, former member of Alaap along with dholak man Chandu, their third gig in two days and, as Joe told me, all but two of the band have day jobs. Manjeet himself makes gearboxes for racing cars. Now, that is exotic.


  Bhangra is still evolving fast within the Asian community and will flourish with or without the interest of the mass pop audience. A cassette by Heera apparently sold 30,000 copies in a week through corner shops, butchers and other non-chart return outlets. A lot of well-known pop bands would very much care for such sales. As for me, I shall go to further Punjabi discos, even if my mother forbids it.


  The Bhundu Boys


  Five Boys Go Big, Big, Big


  Observer, 15 February 1987


  IN SOME SMALL, well-nigh infinitely subtle way, I seem to have disturbed the even tenor of the Bhundu Boys’ lives. Avid readers will recollect my enthusiasm for the Zimbabwean quintet when they – the quintet rather than the avid readers – played in London in May of last year. Since then their records have been prominently displayed on night-time Radio 1 and the band have played numerous gigs throughout Britain, the bulk of them in small rather than large venues.


  Three weeks ago I saw the Bhundu Boys play in Chelsea and thought it one of the very best public performances I have ever witnessed; right up there with the Faces in Sunderland, Little Feat at the Rainbow, Captain Beefheart in Hollywood and Pink Floyd in Hyde Park.


  In my charming, halting way, I endeavoured to communicate this enthusiasm to radio’s teeming thousands, and herein, as I understand it, lies the germ of the complaint that Bhundu Boys’ Biggie Tembo laid at my feet at the King’s Head, Fulham, on Thursday night.


  Biggie’s point was that unstinting praise puts unwanted pressure on the band and leaves the novitiate to expect a transcendental experience every night. In the recent past we have been flogged the notion that African music is about to be big, big, big. To this end prominent African musicians have been signed to fabulous contracts, their work remixed by vogueish Frenchmen, their bands brought to Britain for prestige gigs.


  By this process African music has been presented as an exotic novelty upon which the fashion-conscious can briefly alight before fluttering away to something else. The Africans have then been quietly abandoned.


  The Bhundu Boys have done it very differently and, judging from the reaction of correspondents, much better. I have letter after letter (on display, upon request, in our offices) from everyday folk claiming that their reactions to the Bhundu Boys in concert have been similar to mine. Thus the Zimbabweans have, in a small way, but to greater and more lasting effect, entered the national consciousness.


  With the LP Shabini high in the independent charts, major record companies are hot on the band’s trail, but, judging from Biggie’s remarks on Thursday, the Boys are unlikely to be swept off their feet by these attentions. In Fulham the Bhundu Boys seemed tired but still gave extreme pleasure. They play what is in effect superior pop music, catchy tunes with lyrics that, although they rarely stray into English, are still somehow memorable. For a demonstration of this latter, you should hear my performance of ‘Hupenyu Hwangu’.


  Playing a guitar loaned to him by Radio 1’s Andy Kershaw, Biggie Tembo steered the Bhundu Boys through a ninety-minute set that rarely flagged and triggered off some serious dancing amongst a small and remarkably diverse audience. I do not want to risk further vexing the Bhundu Boys with excessive praise, but they do merit your most careful consideration.


  Bores


  Sounds, 7 February 1976


  THIS F. JONES of Cardiff person won’t like it much, but I have just got to tell you about my rash. Certain sections of my body, principally my upper arms (‘Like Mighty Oaks’ – Miami Tribune), my fat, and my thighs (‘You must be joking’ – Noreen Vosper, aged fifteen, Bromley, Kent), are covered with patches of livid red.


  I incline to the belief that this condition has been brought about by Liverpool’s recent collapse at the hands of the bandit organisation known to lovers of Javanese wrestling as ‘Derby County’. However, a medical person here at the BBC assures me that my complaint, which is accompanied by persistent and severe itching, is brought about by an allergy to some specific brand of soap or detergent.


  I tell you all of this not to win your sympathy, but so that you’ll understand what I’m doing if I unexpectedly break away from the typewriter with a loud cry and rush around the room cursing, clawing at my multi-hued flesh the while. I wouldn’t want you sidling out of the room to alert the proper authorities over what is, after all, a passing condition. Now to business.


  It was awfully good of some of you to vote for me in the Disc-Jockey section of the recent poll. I’ve dropped a few hints in the right quarters but it seems unlikely that I will receive either cup, trophy or illuminated address.


  When I was a younger chap the papers were always filled with stories about worthies who were presented with illuminated addresses by a grateful community. I never – and I freely confess it – knew exactly what an illuminated address was. Reason told me that it must be something like ‘27, Rommel Villas, Doncaster’ in neon tubing, but the same Reason then turned around and told me not to be so silly or I’d be sent to bed without my beetroot juice and Health and Efficiency annual.


  But I digress – thank you, as I said, for your support. I think you picked the right man for the job now that Freeman is on the wrong side of fifty-five. But I do need to pick a bone with you, if you have a moment. I was terribly disappointed at being placed eighth in the Bore category. I have tried year after year to net this particular award and, just when victory seemed in my grasp, you plucked the victor’s cup, as it were, from my lips. Or, to be strictly accurate, the Bay City Rollers did.


  Second, naturally, was Timmy Bannockburn, and I was rather vexed that the judges refused to disqualify him from the competition. He seemed such an obvious choice somehow. I hear that some of the boys on one of these commercial radio stations have been making sport at the expense of Timmy’s version of ‘White Cliffs Of Dover’, and not only is this unpatriotic, but also they are mocking the afflicted which, as we all know, is quite wicked. Bread and water for a fortnight, pals.


  Third Bore was Bruce Springsteen. Now, Bruce has certainly had more than his fair share of press in the past twelve-month, but I did get to see him in action in London and he really wasn’t all that bad. Certainly nowhere near as awful as artfully down-and-out Tom Waits (and if you haven’t heard of him then I very much fear that you will soon) and Patti Smith, who must be worth a quid of anyone’s money as Bore of 1976. Try an each-way bet on her for 1977 while you’re at it.


  Fourth came Telly Savalas. A year ago I’d have joined you in voting for Telly, but since then I have actually sat down and watched the odd Kojak or two and I must say I rather enjoy them.


  Fifth, sixth and seventh places went to Steve Harley, Top of the Pops and Queen. I never see Top of the Pops these days – my man in Harley Street has advised me against both it and Celebrity Squares – and I have a suspicion that the ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’s long run at the very tippy-top of the charts may well militate against Queen in the not too distant future. Certainly teenagers with whom I’m in contact (when their parents’ backs are turned) in the quaint rural community in which I live tell me that they are heartily fed up with hearing the confounded thing. A joke, they feel, is a joke but really this has gone too far.


  I had planned to nominate a few bores of my own – I mean, where was Michael Parkinson? Henry Kissinger? Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor? The last-named would, I think, have won themselves some sort of special award for being undescribably boring for at least a decade. Every time the Daily Mirror slithers through some gossip or solid news about this uniquely wearisome pair. Cannot the daily press include a detachable Burton/Taylor supplement so that those of us in danger of being pushed over the brink by their antics can chuck it firmly over our shoulders each morning?


  I’d like to discuss this topic with you a trifle longer. Sadly I feel the need to adjourn to a private place, remove my clothing, and scrub myself down with the lavatory brush. The rash is flickering like a distant beacon, now red, now amber, now green. What I need is a tub of hot Calamine Lotion.


  Bottom Lines


  AC/DC in Concert


  Observer, 19 January 1986


  ON A RECENT TOUR of America, veteran rockers AC/DC were accused by the burghers of Springfield, Illinois, of being in league with Satan, and there is no doubt that their lyrics must win them a high ranking in feminist demonology, but the truth is that the band is essentially a well-drilled vaudeville act, hardly meriting such earnest attention.


  I first saw AC/DC at a Reading Festival in the mid 1970s. The high point of their performance there came when guitarist Angus Young (with his brother Malcolm a survivor from the original band) showed us his rather unremarkable bottom. During the interval at Wembley, following a raucous performance by Fastway, I discussed this and related matters with a range of young men in denim, a fraction of quite easily the most genial audience encountered on my recent travels. The informed view was that we were likely to be denied Angus’s bottom on this occasion. My confidants, in fact, seemed to know exactly what AC/DC would do, and in this, or so it appears, lies the secret behind the band’s global success.


  From the moment the band takes the stage it is clear that Angus is the star. As he wears velveteen shorts with matching jacket, white shirt and dinky white socks, cavorting about the huge, bare stage in a manner owing as much to Max Wall as it does to Chuck Berry, he would take some upstaging anyway. Singer Brian (Beano) Johnson comes close, devoting a disproportionate amount of his time to adjusting his costume in a meaningful manner, while the rhythm guitarist, bassist and drummer, who fulfil their roles exceedingly well, are manifestly of the other ranks.


  ‘Angus, Angus,’ the crowd carols, and Angus responds, tossing his hair about with a wit and panache unmatched since American guitarist Ted Nugent, a virtuoso hair tosser, at another Reading Festival. The guitar posturings, a vital ingredient, were not overlong and the volume, although intense, was not enough, as I had secretly hoped, to cause bleeding from the ears.


  During a number possibly called ‘Jailbreak’, Angus Young performed a modest strip-tease, sparing us the bottom. The predominantly male audience goes wild. I am tempted to inquire whether any of them fancy him, but wiser counsels prevail. A similar inquiry made in the ladies toilet by my researcher produced only puzzlement.


  This is medicine-show stuff at heart, a routine and predictable performance with every nuance anticipated and appreciated by an audience which resents change. From those portions of song that were discernible through the din the cardboard world of AC/DC becomes clear. It is a world in which women are forever sixteen, claim to be virgins, may transmit venereal diseases, and are eager to rock ’n’ roll all night long. Ultimately to an outsider the whole thing becomes like a crowded and extremely good-natured masturbation ritual. As a reluctant voyeur, I tiptoed away before a climax was achieved.
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