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Preface

Summer, 2015

Idly browsing the internet late at night, I’m drawn to a message on Penkiln Burn, Bill Drummond’s website.

‘NOTICE’, it says. Fire-engine-red typeface, 24-point, upper case, the style Bill enjoys illicitly fly-posting beneath bridges in Shoreditch, marking one of his many actions and announcements.

FORTY MINUTE INTERVIEWS

You can be interviewed by Bill Drummond

You can be interviewed in private or public

You can reveal as much or as little of yourself as you choose

You can have the interview recorded or filmed

You can use the documentation in whatever way you choose.

This is an interesting proposition. I have met Bill Drummond on occasion, in and around music, particularly when Bill was active with the KLF, and I was involved in similar circles, jumping up and down on Top of the Pops as one half of the Grid. He is managed by my friend Cally, who I’ve known since I was a teenager. Cally played drums on ‘She’s Here’ by the Innocent Vicars, the first single I ever made, aged fifteen. He was also my first A&R man, working out of Warner Brothers in Kensington, a workplace that Bill Drummond had just departed.

I write a quick note to the email address at the bottom of the poster and forget about it. The next morning, at 8.49 a.m., I get a reply.

Richard.

11 a.m. this morning?

A café of your choice in N16.

Bill Drummond.

I have little time to think it over. Luckily, both Bill and I live in this N16, the Stoke Newington area of London. I know Bill lives round here, as I nod to him on the street occasionally. One day, sitting on the top deck of the number 73 bus, I spy him through the window of an upper floor of a terraced house, painting an enormous canvas with the words MAKE SOUP on it. That must be where he lives.

I choose La Duchesse, up by the Church Street junction. It’s quiet in there. I sit and wait.

Bill strides in. He is a big man. A head taller than me. Muddy hiking boots, jeans with high turn-ups, blue R.M. Williams outdoor shirt. He has an unwavering Highland glint in his eyes. It bores directly into your soul.

Bill takes up a lot of space. It includes wholly independent 
success with the KLF, the business with the Turner Prize, the burning of a million quid in used fifty-pound notes on a remote Scottish island, and his many adventures since. His uncompromising stance on recorded music, art, soup and, most of all, interviews, is something I’d been in awe of for decades. He is someone I would very much like to interview. Rather than the other way round.

I went to Liverpool University mainly because of Echo & the Bunnymen, a band Bill managed, taking them places most managers wouldn’t even imagine. I was drawn to the city after a magical mystery trip he’d engineered. Alongside a Bunnymen gig, the day featured a ferry ride across the Mersey, getting your tickets stamped in a greasy spoon, and a mass bike ride round town. Which, when completed, traced the outline of a giant pair of bunny ears.

‘Right,’ he says, before he’s even sat down. ‘Let’s get straight into it.’ I switch on my tape recorder.

‘When you were five years old,’ he says, ‘what did you want to be?’

No chit-chat. No hello. I mumble something about forests, and astronauts.

I ask him something about his childhood.

‘I’M ASKING THE QUESTIONS!’ he barks, in his signature bright-red upper case, eyes aflame. This isn’t to be a two-way interview.

Bill likes rules. He also likes numbers. If there are rules and numbers together, so much the better. For the next forty minutes, we count through my life in five-year jumps. Apart from the questions, Bill says nothing. I have little idea what he thinks of my answers, or if he is thinking anything about them at all. The conversation flows one way. It’s the most unnerving interview I’ve ever done.

It’s also one of the most energised. I associate freely, at a hundred miles an hour, like it’s my last testament.

When the forty minutes are up, I turn off the recorder. Instantly, Bill switches modes. We chat about the area, his kids, his process, whether he knows what he is doing when he makes a piece, what his family thinks about it. He is far more open and forthcoming than the previous forty minutes might have suggested. I promise to send him the tape for him to transcribe. We shake hands and part on Church Street.

A few weeks later, Bill emails, apologising for not having typed and edited the interview. He’d given it to one of his teenage daughters, who, quite understandably, was reluctant to transcribe it. He says he’s been in Serbia and is now off to Kolkata, India, and will finish it on his return. If anyone else had said it, I would have assumed it was a cop-out, but with Bill, trips to Serbia or India to make soup or form a new choir seem perfectly reasonable.

We converse for a few months more. Bill says the purpose of the interview is for me to use it in any way I like. It slides from view, gradually, and I forget all about it. Until a few years later, when I begin writing this.

Before I started writing this book, I’d completely forgotten about this interview with Bill. Like all strong magic, the intention needs to be wholly forgotten for the spell, or sigil, to work.

And here we are. The spell has been activated, lost, and remembered again. I’ve never revisited those tapes. I didn’t need to. The die is cast.

Thank you, Bill.


Part One


Rainbow Chaser 

1969

I hear my mother calling me, across the field. ‘Richard! Come here, quick!’

She is waving her arms, swaying. It looks like she’s dancing. She has a broad smile across her face.

A light film of rain drifts across the summer sunshine. A many-coloured arc fills the air. The rainbow reaches right across the sky, for miles and miles, and has landed right in the middle of our field, in front of the forest. My mother, Alison, is standing at the beginning of a rainbow. It reaches down from the sky, into the green field, glowing, alive, luminescent. I’m sure it’s a beginning, rather than the end, as there’s no pot of gold in sight. The point where everything forms or, perhaps, is not quite formed as yet. That’s my favourite place. A place alive with possibility. I rush to join my mum, and soon I am dancing too. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet. Swirling across our bodies. We laugh, and laugh and laugh. We jump and shout at the top of our voices. I look to the sky and marvel at this many-hued arc and its impossible, illogical landing. X marks the spot. This skyward pathway leads to who knows where. New ways to be, new ways to see. This is where the magic is. Where it all starts.

I am four years old. I live on a girl guides’ campsite. It’s a mile down a dirt track, a long way away from the nearest village, a part-rural, part-suburban spot called Colney Heath. A sleepy enclave in Hertfordshire. Mid-century council houses, a primary school, a church and a village hall. There’s a large expanse of open common with the River Colne running through it, surrounded by miles of farmland and wheat fields.

I’m not quite sure how we got here. Uncertain why my family chose to move from our small, ground-floor flat in a lively part of north London to rent this solitary one-storey bungalow in the countryside, a mile away from civilisation, with a girl guides’ camp attached to it. But I’m glad they did.

The bungalow is called Cherry Green Trees. It has, indeed, a couple of glorious cherry trees rooted in front of it, which spring into bloom in March with vibrant displays of pink and red. The bungalow is surrounded by nine acres of fields and a large, inviting forest. Every morning, I pack up my necessities and head out to the trees. Wicker basket – check. Crust of stale bread and milk for the hedgehogs – check. Butterfly-/mole-catching net – check. I head across the field, towards the deep green. My mum is busy in the bungalow and only calls for me at lunchtime, or when it’s time to go to bed. The campsite’s fields, and the forest, are enclosed by a tall metal fence, so she’s sure I’m safe. Its gates lead into a large, gravelled car park in front of the tiny cottage.

My older brother, Stuart, is usually either at school or playing football with his friends. My dad, Peter, is at work. Something to do with distributing fruit and veg. He used to work at Covent Garden market, hollering the latest price for carrots, potatoes and greens. One day, not long ago, he took me there. He knows everyone in the market by name. I think my dad knows everyone in London.

I barely see anybody, all day long. All summer long. Occasionally, I’ll catch a glimpse of the poacher, with his lived-in face, mooching past. He’s got a gun, a trampy old coat, muddy boots and a grey woollen sack which is stuffed with something that moves. He walks in and out of the light, barely acknowledging me.

In the long now, I go about my daily tasks. These include building elaborate dens, scouting for treetop lookout posts, and making secret, hidden hideaways, deep in the dark woods. There are hedgehogs to feed. There’s the hunt for fleeting and elusive grass snakes. Then, there’s the listening. Always listening. I am primed for every rustle, click and pop. The slightest rush of wind through leaves or branches, the sharp snap of every twig. Each new noise offers clues, new insights into the forest’s ever-changing interior, its dense undergrowth and the leafy pathways overhead.

I spend my time waiting. Waiting for the moles. Waiting for barely detectable signs of underground movement, subtle clues that one of them is about to burrow its way to the surface from their mysterious tunnel kingdom. Waiting for that quick spray of mud, skywards, which falls back down in clumps, creating a muddy pyramid. When that happens, I make a speedy dive and place two grubby mitts around the wriggling, near-blind creature. The mole is surprised, to say the least. I hold it, tight. I stroke it. I marvel at its velvety, taupe pelt as it blinks in the early summer light. The mole doesn’t seem too pleased. Its heart beats. Boom boom boom. It wriggles some more, then, reluctantly, I let it go. There’s a desperate scramble, then it is cleaving, diving beneath the earth.

Mole hunting is not a quick process. It takes all day sometimes. You’ve got to deduce, exactly, where the mole is going to surface. The molehills dotted sporadically across the grass are a clue. Devilish pinpricks on an emerald map. They give you an approximate location, but you need to use your ears as well as your eyes. I press my head to the earth, sideways, and listen. There are muffled tones, barely registering scratches, somewhere way down below. It’s a mole on the move. I track it. Sometimes I get to play with it, sometimes not. This goes on until teatime.

In the distance, I hear motor engines and screeching tyres as old bangers go round a demolition derby track a couple of miles away. A Tannoy system blares out old American rock and roll. There are excitable, scrambled announcements floating in the breeze, on the bed of slap-back echo. They are too far away to hear. For now.

The girl guides barely register my missions. They only turn up on weekends. Occasionally, they’ll stay for a week. I keep out of their way, disappearing into the woods. They are too busy cooking sausages on a campfire, or having a water fight, to pay much attention to me.

We moved here a few months ago. I can barely remember the last place, a small downstairs flat in a concrete block on Avenue Road, Southgate, on the outskirts of London. I can remember a massive, menacing stone crocodile sitting docile in the sandpit in the block’s communal play area downstairs. But not much else. It was ferocious. Jaws wide open, showing many teeth, as if it was about to angrily bite its way out of the basement with a mouthful of builder’s sand in its gob, terrifying the hordes of screaming kids.

I am told that I was born there, in that flat, not in a hospital. I have no idea. As far as I can tell, my world started in the forest.

This place is alive, and constantly changing if you take the time to adjust to its pace. I’m alone, day after day. I’m not frightened though. Even when the poacher goes by. I know every inch of these fields and woods. I hear every bird’s call, every echoed response. The forest knows this. It is watching me. It looks out for me. I can feel it. It can sense my presence too.

The cottage at Cherry Green Trees has two small bedrooms. In one of them is a wooden bunk bed. I get the bottom bunk; Stuart gets the top. I love the bunk bed. It’s built like a sturdy wooden boat, a vehicle ready for motion. At night, it turns into a magic carpet. As dark approaches, I look at the window and, in my mind, I start slowly moving the bed. First the front rears up, then the back, then the sides. It tests its balance and position, and then we’re off. We shoot out of the window, climbing high. Right up, into space. Into the stars. I look at the earth below as it recedes into the distance, then shoot right down again, across the fields, over the house, up and down the winding dirt track, over the village and beyond. The rolling, rushing magic-bed carpet, and these visions of trees and bungalows, are as real as anything else I know. I zoom across the sky, ducking and diving, banking down one side then the other as air rushes across my face. It is the best feeling in the world.

Cherry blossom season is upon us. Then it’s bluebell season, covering the woods in an indigo carpet as far as my eyes can see. After another slow-motion summer, the forest turns a rich and tawny red, then becomes patchy and skeletal as the falling leaves expose sky. It’s time to start school. I’m put in grey corduroy shorts and a scratchy white polyester shirt. We get packed into our ancient, sage-green Morris Minor, which dad picked up for fifty quid. The creaking leather seats give off a familiar, comforting smell – lived in, reassuring. It’s not one of the old split-screen Morris Minors, but it still has its quirks, like the weird indicators that pop out of the sides of the car like tiny flags, any time you are turning a corner. Signs of rust have been welded over haphazardly by the local garage, using a sheet of brown painted metal, giving the car a patchwork effect. As in family legend, the car starts up first time, every time, even in this bitter, snowbound winter.

Up the bumpy track we go. It’s a miracle the milkman gets his electric cart up here every few days; the lane is full of rocks and potholes. We turn right onto the main road and drive on towards the main village street, soon arriving at the gates of Colney Heath School. Stuart knows the ropes and is away like a shot, straight into the football game that’s already kicking off in the playground. I’m led to my first class. My teacher, a Miss Elizabeth, has a gentle smile and quietly puts us at ease. It’s everyone’s first day. We eye each other, shyly. I soon get the hang of school, which seems as much social as educational.

Colney Heath School is made up of local kids from the surrounding houses and estates. Sometimes we walk to school. Up the one-mile dirt track towards the High Street. Past Joyce’s sweetshop, where the delights of sherbet dabs, Black Jacks and gobstoppers are duly noted. Past the Mepham’s Spar shop, where we get the Dandy or the Beano every Friday. Onwards to school, about a half-hour walk at our short-legged pace. Sometimes, in the summer, we cross the corn fields and take the shortcut past the quarry, although this is supposed to be off-limits. We tiptoe around its edge, fearful of the fathomless, muddy water. Or that we’ll somehow, inexplicably, fall foul of the ultimate present-day horror – quicksand! Death by quicksand is high on our list of likely deaths, without much evidence for such a demise taking place round our way. No matter, the fear is real.

There’s a scruffy mix of kids at school, mainly estate kids plus a few Irish traveller families. The most exciting thing to happen, so far, is when one of my classmate’s family wins a horse. They decide to keep it inside their council bungalow. It does its business everywhere, then eats the furniture. I hang out with Andrew, Robert, Janice and Claire. Later in the year, at my birthday party in the Cherry Green Trees field, Miss Elizabeth gives me a small book, Observer’s Book of Nature, which I treasure, and memorise.

Every morning, an enormous roll of school hymns is unfurled. It’s made up of massive swathes of thick material with giant churchy script painted on it, attached to a high wooden easel. It prompts us through unenthusiastic versions of ‘Lord of the Dance’, ‘Sing Hosanna’ or some other smash from the BBC Come and Praise hymn book. The one with the cheeky moptop schoolkids on the front. Who look like they’re on their way to a Slade gig. I doubt they’d be too fussed if Morning was Broken. We are accompanied by an octogenarian pianist, gamely bashing away on the vaguely out-of-tune upright in the corner. We lurch towards the melodies. It’s not nice. It’s less embarrassing than the other activity we get up to in the school hall, though. This is known as ‘country dancing’. On rainy lunchtimes we are kept inside, sashaying around the parquet floor. Forming lines, and reeling, to a scratchy selection of shellac 78s of Scottish jigs. Cecil Sharpe, the renowned turn-of-the-century folklorist, thought it would be bracing and inspirational for schoolchildren to practise these antique moves. It’s enough to put you off folk music and country dancing for a very long time.

Maths, English and the rest don’t hold my attention. I’m mainly waiting for break time, when I can wander round the playground. On my own. Slowly, aimlessly. I hole up halfway down one of the large concrete pipes left over from some building work. It’s the only place in the playground that is peaceful, and warm. Here I ponder the eternal questions, like

Q: Do we dream in colour?

A: Yes. I tested it. Last night I told myself, again and again, to remember to ask, in my dream, if it was in colour. Turns out it was. I spot the red and blue ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ tops on our taps in the middle of the dream. Result!

Q: Can you magic up money?

A: Yes. Here I sit in the half-pipe, thinking over and over that I am going to find a pile of money in the playground. I concentrate my brain so hard that I think it will burst. I wander about for ages, scouring the ground, and … lo and behold! I find a pile of 5p and 10p pieces, even a 50p, in a plastic bank-till bag. This only happens once, mind. Maybe magic only takes place under certain conditions. After a full moon or something, or on the equinox. I will investigate.

One of my favourite nights of the year is the fifth of November. There’s fireworks, hot dogs and Heinz tomato soup in styrofoam cups. Potatoes are baked in foil, on a fire, behind the football pitch. The main attraction is the shabby, dark-olive army tent, next to the bonfire. Inside, a grinning, tightly permed figure has set up his Roger Squire double decks, a tower of PA speakers and an underwhelming panel of flashing lights. It’s the local mobile disc jockey. He’s playing the current glam sound – Marc Bolan, Slade and the Sweet. Better than his impressive audio rig, and far better than his weedy lights, are the electric stripes of colour he’s creating on the tent’s roof. Amorphous, shape-shifting blobs flicker across the battle-scarred ceiling, beaming from projection lamps that have either a whirling oil-filled wheel on their front, or a slowly revolving circular slide, with images of groovy dancers and exploding stars on it. Twirling ever round, a non-stop, flickering boogie. I am entranced. There’s something about this combination of music, fireworks, projections, synced-up lights and yes, even the warming joy of the Heinz tomato soup, that feels, sounds and tastes better than anything I’ve ever experienced before. It’s a chimera, an after-dark, smoke-and-mirrors illusion. Yet this industrial light and magic casts a potent spell.

It’s the tunes that gets me most. I’m absorbing music via radio and TV, from this disco, from these transmitters to the playground. The first songs I hear are radio hits that my dad sings along to. Rousing, cheery numbers, like the Scaffold’s ‘Lily the Pink’, Marmalade’s cover of ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da’ and the Strawbs, ‘Part of the Union’. Cheeky tunes with oompah choruses that would liven up any boozy suburban house party. Not for my dad though. He is teetotal. He loves a good singalong, however, and is the life and soul of any party, without the need for a livener.


Cum on Feel the Noize

1973

Thursday’s TV chart rundown on Top of the Pops is a weekly ritual. An instant, unmissable obsession. Bizarrely, we have purchased a tiny red Russian-made television, from the massive Walco store in Hatfield. It is perfect for watching Apollo moon missions, as well as the similarly stellar new acts on the BBC. Top of the Pops is a gold mine. A ragbag of unlikely talent and glittery turns, one after the other. They seem to get hairier, and more spangled, by the week. The Sweet histrionically stomp their way through ‘Teenage Rampage’, the drummer’s sticks a-whirling, the guitars screaming, with the bouffant blond rug of Brian Connolly leading the charge from the front. He rips up a school notebook, singing ‘recognise your age it’s a teenage rampage’ in his strangled falsetto. It all seems highly transgressive. The band look rough as fuck, like poodle-haired brickies who’ve had a punch-up with a make-up bag. And lost.

Luckily, there’s higher-class fare on offer. 1973’s TOTP has started beautifully, with David Bowie performing a live version of his new single, ‘The Jean Genie’. Bowie is a white-out ghost, a panstick spectre. Hennaed bouffant, insect-thin bare chest, massive bike chain around his neck. It looks far too heavy for one so slight. The effect is topped off with an equally weighty-looking single earring, which must have been borrowed from the BBC Christmas tree. Mick Ronson’s chopped-up guitar riffing is a minimal statement of intent. His gold leopard-skin drape mirrors the singer’s sartorial flash. Bowie smiles like a reptile. Like a cadaver. Death-white cheekbones, like razors. This is sharp and nuanced rock and roll, harking back to those electric blues-harp tones of yore, while looking straight ahead, straight up, towards the twenty-first century. Not that I’m sure about all this. But I can feel it more than the Sweet.

Two weeks later, the Sweet are back with ‘Blockbuster’, which quickly climbs to number 1. It sounds exciting; urgent in a bubblegum sort of way. It also sounds curiously like ‘The Jean Genie’– there’s a lot of ‘blues plus glam stomp equals top 10’ hit equations going round at the moment. The difference is that Bowie looks, sounds and acts like an originator, while the Sweet just camp it up with a knowing wink. As if they’ve arrived at the studio directly from a post-Christmas run at an end-of-the-pier panto. Puss in Stack-heeled Boots, perhaps. I may only be eight years old, but I can spot the difference. So can all my friends in the playground. We avidly watch Top of the Pops every Thursday and discuss every minute detail. Including whether ‘Blockbuster’ is a ‘Jean Genie’ rip-off. We intuitively understand that Bowie is the real deal, and the Sweet are hitching onto his sequinned coat tails.

Everybody loves Slade though. Their grinning, gurning leader Noddy Holder barks out his crazy misspelt teen anthems ‘Cuz I Luv You’ and ‘Cum on Feel the Noize’ with an infectious energy. His oversized tartan jacket flaps about as he shakes his hairy mutton chops and reflective mirror hat. Even better is guitarist Dave Hill, decked out in a silver one-piece outfit he calls the ‘Metal Angel’. Dave riffs away on his SuperYob guitar, beaming, staggering around on stack heels, having the time of his life. Slade seem to be different to the London bands. I imagine them putting the outfits on, playing the show, then motoring straight back to the Black Country. Job done. The band seem to be reliably down to earth, but also rowdy, the perfect band for our playground gang with their singalong, heads-down anthems.

Marc Bolan is another matter. He is glam personified, every inch the diva superstar. I was too young to catch him play what becomes my favourite song, ‘Hot Love’, on Top of the Pops, with its glorious loping beat and chanted chorus, but I paid full attention when ‘Metal Guru’ was a hit, all last summer. As 1973 rolls around, he’s everywhere. By the time I spot him lighting up the living room with ‘Metal Guru’, he’s morphed from floating hippy to a space-age Chuck Berry in silver lipstick, spending weeks at number 1. The playground committee instantly approves. He seems not of this world, but also oddly familiar. We love TV and we love T. Rex.

Our passion for sparkle and drama isn’t surprising. It’s normal for us. We’ve never seen pop stars without make-up and glitter on TV. We’re also glued to Doctor Who, and all manner of dramas soundtracked by the strangest bleeps and whooshes the BBC Radiophonic Workshop can invent. Our TV life is full of deranged fantasy, set to creeping, ominous, analogue synthesiser tones. It’s no wonder we take a shine to pop stars decked out as lipstick bootboys, as Bacofoil space aliens. Every aspect of Marc Bolan’s stance – his feather boa, the way he holds his head back, his pout, his leer – is permanently etched into my brain, in real time. As is the come-hither hand jive of be-quiffed rocker Alvin Stardust, who beckons us with his jet-black glove with its massive, shiny ring on it. Over the top of the glove, like a fisty version of Superman’s pants.

One indelible TV moment is the arrival of Sparks on Top of the Pops. They hit the screen with ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough for Both of Us’. Their performance creates the most excitement the playground has ever witnessed. Even more than when Mick Ronson draped his arm round Bowie during ‘Starman’. ‘Did you see the scary man???!!!’ everyone asks. Ron Mael’s malevolent stare, slicked-back hair and Hitler moustache are TV gold. Everybody watches the keyboard player’s creepy moves with unabashed glee, mixed with the kind of terror normally reserved for the Cybermen on Doctor Who. The singer, Ron’s brother Russell Mael, ramps up the drama with more flounce to the ounce and a startlingly high vocal. It’s fabulous, but it’s Ron we love the most. His death stare never falters. Later, a slight hint of the most sadistic smile ever emerges, through thin, tightly closed lips. This makes him look even more psychotic, if possible. We are convinced he is like this twenty-four hours a day. There are playground reports of younger children crying, screaming, running behind the sofa, clinging on to parents for dear life. It’s that good.

Lessons come and go in a repetitive haze. I don’t pay much attention. Apart from that one time when the head teacher, Mr Gibbons, explains that maths is about infinite patterns. A world opens up to me. It’s the best kind of teaching – he’s communicating something that I feel like I’ve known forever, but that no one before has put into words. That’s it! Pattern recognition! It’s in everything. I picture vast, endless, interlocking shapes, repetitive patterns creating life forms, codes, language. It’s such a brilliant lesson. I never forget it. I now understand the grid.


Jabberwocky

1974

I’m now in Andrew Sawyer’s year two class. Mr Sawyer encourages my interest in music and a new-found love of reading and writing. So much so that when the class decides it is going to make its own magazine, I’m appointed editor. We make one oversized copy of the magazine. Everyone works on it. It gets wrapped in thick yellow cardboard, with ‘TWO’S NEWS’ emblazoned across the top. There are drawings, writing, poetry. Janice has done a gig review about Rod Stewart. I don’t think Janice actually went to see Rod Stewart play a gig. It does sound, however, like how you imagine a Rod Stewart gig would sound. ‘Rod sings “We Are Sailing”. He kicks footballs about. They land in the crowd. His hair is amazing.’

As well as this debut attempt at journalism, at the end of the school year I get my first taste of being onstage. Well, not exactly on a stage, more like the front bit of the assembly hall. The class is working on an adaption of Lewis Carroll’s nonsense poem ‘Jabberwocky’, originally included in Through the Looking Glass, his sequel to Alice in Wonderland. It is a work of great psychedelic magic. Me and Andrew Wilson are the main narrators, while the rest of the class are a chorus from bedlam. We’re hiding behind an expanse of wobbly cardboard and magic marker, fashioned to resemble the ‘tulgey wood’, from whence the mighty Jabberwock appears. We shout, grunt, hiss and declaim at the top of our lungs. The rest of the class punctuate the scene, particularly relishing repeating ‘galumph galumph GALUMPH’ and ‘snicker SNACK’, at ever-increasing volume. We match each other for histrionics. ‘All miiiimsey were the borogoves, and the mooome raaaths outgraaabe,’ I bellow, stretching the phrases out like an elastic band. Andrew counters with a piercing, high-pitched ‘O fraaabjous day! Callooh! Callay!’ If there is a top to go over, we are on a trampoline, heading for the sky. Our performance is met with stunned silence. Then nervous laughter. Then loud applause. Our class teacher smiles. Other staff members look confused, somewhat taken aback by what we have brought to light, this strange gobbledygook rite. I love every second of it, particularly the noise and confusion, and the licence it gives us to twist words, and sound, into something odd and new. Something quite scary. Afterwards, I thank Lewis Carroll for his bonkers poem and what it has unleashed.

Back at the girl guides’ camp, things have got more interesting. The girls are paying attention to Stuart and me, inviting us into their tents, mucking about, starting water fights. A couple of them have cigarettes stashed in their rucksacks, and sneakily offer us a puff. I cough, and try not to splutter too much. We are soon escorted out of the tents by the frowning guide leader. Words are had with parents. Shortly afterwards, it’s decided that we should move to St Albans, five miles away from Colney Heath.

My mum is now a social worker, and has managed to get us a council house as part of her job. A step up from our rented bungalow. We move to a bland estate on the edge of the city. My days in the woods are over.

The cookie-cutter houses repeat like photocopies along our road, all boxy little rooms, identical green front doors and tiny patches of lawn. Every time I glimpse an expanse of trees from the back seat of the Morris Minor, I feel a gnawing pain, right in the middle of my chest. I miss the endless fields. The promise of the rainbow, the vast slowness of time, with only the poacher for company. I miss the woods looking out for me. I miss the silence.

What must be, must be. It’s almost time for secondary school. As Colney Heath only has a village primary school, the move makes sense. In the meantime, we are put in the school on our estate. It’s grim. Stuart and I are in the same class, in some kind of groovy teaching experiment. The work is basic – we did similar things two years ago at Colney Heath. The experiment includes the novel idea of making up your own lessons in the afternoon. This results in nobody doing anything at all after lunch. It sounds idyllic, but Stuart and I wander around, aimless. We are bored out of our minds. It’s not like we particularly want more schoolwork, yet within two weeks we are begging to go back to Colney Heath. It seems like a lost dream. It’s miles away, and both our parents get up for work early, so it would eat into their shifts. Yet they see what a state we are in. It’s decided we should return to Colney Heath for the short time before secondary school. It is a massive relief.

I’m soon in year one, the last year of primary school, and one of the oldest pupils. I have a new class teacher, Mr Thursfield. He knows who I am – he’s already taught Stuart. He clocked me a while back doing the ‘Jabberwocky’ assembly. I’m not sure if he is annoyed, or jealous. If there’s anything theatrical going on at school, Mr Thursfield wants to be at the heart of it. Five foot one in shiny Cuban heels, dark of hair, eyes and temper, Mr Thursfield loves a drama. He’s a big fan of my brother, but seems to take an instant dislike to me. I’m not sure why. As I move into his class, I feel constantly made aware of how much better he thinks my brother is, and how I’ve got no chance getting the scholarship my brother has achieved for St Albans School, the main school in town, near our new home.

Mr Thursfield’s teaching style veers erratically between joy and low clouds of doom, which are usually directed at me. But he also has a lighter side. One morning he comes in beaming. ‘Everybody! Stop everything! We must listen to this!’ he says, rushing into the room. He’s brandishing a copy of a black, 7-inch vinyl single over his head, as if he’s Chamberlain on the way back from Hitler’s gaff. He fires up the school Dansette, the one that’s previously been used for the Scottish reels, and drops the needle on the record. It’s the new single by Queen, just out, a track no one in the class has heard before. It’s called ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Mr Thursfield is overcome as Freddie Mercury bismillahs and fandangos his way through the next six minutes, twice the running time of the tunes we are used to on Top of the Pops. I’ve not clocked it before, but there’s something very Freddie Mercury-like about Mr Thursfield. What with the drama and the raising of voices. The record is, we have to admit, quite unlike any single we have ever heard before.

My first hallucinogenic experience, if you don’t count the out-of-body bunk-bed flying trip, happens one day after school. No hippy parents were involved, no spiked orangeade. It’s an ordinary afternoon at a local dental practice, an unassuming place next door to St Albans City Hall, where I’ve heard loads of bands perform gigs. My mum takes me in to get a tooth removed. It all seems quite straightforward, and calm, until the dentist straps me to a rubber gas mask and starts to pump massive hits of nitrous oxide into me from a big tank. Relax, he says. Count backwards with me. Ten, nine, eight …

By the time we get to four, I’m somewhere else. I’m awake, I’m aware, but the world is different. In front of me I can see the face of the dentist’s assistant, looming down with stern concentration. I can see the lines on her skin. She has bright white streaks in her greying hair. A dash of bright-red lipstick slashes her gaunt, pale face. Her veined hands grip a steel scalpel, ready to prod my incisors. She examines me through watery blue eyes with an air of matronly authority. Behave. Don’t mess.

Her head and her two hands are floating free, happily disconnected from the rest of her body. She is defying gravity, floating untethered in space. In the background, a slowly evolving black and white pop-art chessboard pattern swirls around. A living, breathing Bridget Riley painting. With a gravity-defying head and two disembodied hands in the centre. She purses her lips. The scalpel glints. This goes on and on, forever.

After an age, I come to. The dentist is making clipped, efficient, approving noises. I am one tooth less and the assistant is cleaning up. I’m quickly led to the street, with the promise of ice cream. We run into Mr Vucovic, my schoolfriend Paul’s dad, who chats breezily with my mum. Meanwhile, I am having difficulty with reality. I am confused. Scared, even. The grown-ups notice. They look concerned. I am in shock. I am led back to the Morris Minor. We head home. No ice cream for me.

The image of the floating dental lady will stay with me, in high definition, for the rest of my life. It terrifies me, but I am also fascinated by it. It has a strange, evolving, three-dimensional quality, with hyperreal detail, hinting at worlds beyond the here and now. Whatever neurological pathways were imprinted on my brain that afternoon are there forever. I grow, over time, to love this vision, this other world, with its undulating monochrome squares, floaty limbs and bright-red detail.

Many years later, with the advent of MTV, green screen and digital video graphics, I see this kind of image on my TV screen on a regular basis. I finally have something to compare it to. You see it endlessly in nineties rave and pop videos, like Deee-Lite’s ‘Groove Is in the Heart’ and in one or two that I become involved with myself. You see it when the evil Mugatu tries to hypnotise Ben Stiller in the first Zoolander film. But that is at least a decade into the future. For now, on slow afternoons at school, I drift off, back into this other place, and catch up with my stern dental assistant in her weightless, op art world.

At the end of the year, I’m summoned to the headmaster’s office to meet Mr Kilvington, the headmaster of St Albans School. Where my brother has been for a year now, the school Mr Thursfield is convinced won’t give me a place. Luckily, my year two class teacher Mr Sawyer and the Colney Heath headmaster are both on my side, and have given me a good report. Having a brother there already also helps. Mr Kilvington is all soft-grey tailored suit and warm smile, a bit like my grandfather, so I am at ease. I chat about football, art and reading. A few weeks later I get offered a place.


The Filth and the Fury

1976

Creighton Avenue is a suburban street on a suburban estate, about a mile from the city’s main high street. St Albans is a satellite city in the commuter belt, with an abbey, a large park and a typical English city centre. There’s a Marks & Spencer and a Woolworths, and a record shop, Cloud 7, sitting next to an Elizabethan-looking WH Smiths newsagent’s. It’s a few miles from London, under twenty minutes by train to King’s Cross, but for me, aged ten, the capital could be a million miles away.

My world revolves around my box room, which I have painted midnight blue; the transistor radio; a handful of sweets and Monster Fun magazine. My mum soon finds out her occasional threats of ‘Get to your room!’ don’t work, as that’s exactly where I want to be. Stuart and I both have our own bedrooms, which feels like an unthinkable luxury. For punishment, she docks my sweet and comic money instead.

During hot summer days, me, Tracey and Joanne from up the road lounge about on the sloping bit of grass near the houses. I wear my prized outfit – an orange Adidas T-shirt with three black stripes on the shoulders, and black drainpipe Levi’s that I found at a jumble sale. I love these jeans. I’ve never seen dyed-black drainpipes before. They seem to hark back to another place and era that I’ve only seen on TV. Everyone else is in flares and high waisters. We listen to Tony Blackburn on the radio all summer long, a mid-morning Radio 1 session of bad jokes, requests, jingles and non-stop hits. Plus, a lot of soul – the DJ is a soul boy at heart, and we love these tunes the best. His Philly selections are as bright and breezy as the endless summer. George McRae’s ‘Rock Your Baby’ is played on repeat, as is the Hues Corporation’s ‘Don’t Rock the Boat’, Jim Gilstrap’s ‘Swing Your Daddy’ and Timmy Thomas’s ‘Why Can’t We Live Together’, which had been out a couple of years before.

Tony Blackburn is my first DJ hero. I am so enamoured with his show that when it’s announced he’s going to do an in-store appearance at the mighty Woolco, I’m first in the queue. It’s rammed, but I manage to get his autograph, which comes packaged with a toothy grin and a firmly pressed handshake. It doesn’t seem too weird that a DJ is turning up at my local shop, signing autographs rather than spinning tunes. They are all at it. From Noel Edmonds to Kid Jensen, even Dave Lee Travis, ‘the hairy cornflake’. The BBC has turned these DJs into light entertainment celebrities who seem as big in the star department as the acts they spin on the radio and compère on Top of the Pops. The Radio 1 Roadshow, the same curious mix of jingles, japes and tunes, with added goodie bags, attracts thousands to seaside hotspots like Cleethorpes or Torquay. It’s broadcast live to the nation, including added screaming. It never gets near St Albans, mind, so I can only dream of its alluring coastal glamour.

There seems to be no end to Tony Blackburn’s have-a-go talent. Early one Saturday evening I catch him on Seaside Special on the BBC. He’s singing ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’. Alongside a lion tamer, smack bang in the middle of a cage full of lions. I still listen to him after this, but I’m increasingly moving the dial towards the Greg Edwards soul show, every Saturday night on Capital Radio. I am naturally drawn to soul. Although I also like the Wombles.

I’m now in class 1C at St Albans School. It’s a weird mix – half local scholarship kids like me, half well-heeled kids who pay fees. Getting home from school is a challenge. It involves cycling up a steep hill through an estate a fair bit dodgier than our own. It’s okay in the morning, as it’s all downhill on my Raleigh bike. On the return journey my blazer makes me an instant target. ‘OI! ST ALBANS!’ shout my aggravated young neighbours, as if I am the city itself. I run the gauntlet daily. All sorts are lobbed in my direction, a hail of shite that I duck and dive through, repeatedly. Sometimes there’s a direct hit, and I get knocked off my bike, which results in a one-on-one scuffle. Luckily, I carry an indestructible Samsonite briefcase with me everywhere. Even when I’m not at school. It’s a battered old beast, given to me by my grandad. It’s a lethal weapon when swung at force at knee height. After a few near misses and a couple of hits, my opponents back off. The altercations die down, but not before I’ve learnt to cycle fast up a very steep hill. Which keeps me fit, at least.

I naturally gravitate mainly towards classmates who are interested in music and art. I find a new bunch of mates this way. One day, I come home from school and switch on Thames TV, our local regional ITV station, who have booked in a band called the Sex Pistols for a chat on the Today show. This band aren’t well known. They did a very early gig up the road a while back, at St Albans Art College, blagging it onto the bill by saying they were the support act. It was their second ever gig, after they’d played at a more prestigious art school, St Martins, in London. I didn’t hear anything about it at the time. Barely anyone did – by all accounts there were very few people there. I wouldn’t have been allowed out anyway, being well underage. It would be great to say that the Pistols playing in St Albans was like the legendary Manchester Free Trade Hall gig some months later, or like when Joe Strummer saw them when he was in the 101ers. That everyone went off the next day and formed a band. That didn’t happen. If this was year zero for St Albans punk rock and do-it-yourself culture, most of the bands missed the gig. The Sex Pistols played too early in St Albans to have an impact on the next generation, because the next generation were still too young.

Mr Thursfield’s idol Freddie Mercury had apparently been booked for the Today show but bailed out, complaining of toothache. As I switch on the TV, I am greeted by a vision of eight seemingly pissed young things with spiky hair, mohair jumpers and ripped T-shirts with naked breasts printed on them. The host Bill Grundy is saying that ‘the other rocker’ Eamonn Andrews will be back on the show tomorrow, and that he hopes he won’t be seeing his guests ever again. He mouths ‘Oh shit’ over the end title sequence while the assembled punks dance along to the rubbery Moog tones of the Today theme tune. So it comes to pass that I miss the most legendary punk rock TV interview ever broadcast. By about two minutes.

The next day, Mr Grundy’s ‘Oh shit’ looks like an understatement. The tabloids go insane. ‘THE FILTH AND THE FURY!’ screams the Mirror, bristling with mock indignation about this ‘rock outrage’. Someone is reported to have kicked in their TV when they saw the interview, as they were so affronted that their eight-year-old child had heard some swearing. Me and my classmates love every minute of this. Wait a minute … you’re giving us the filth, and the fury? Where do we sign up?

We hoover up every scrap of information we can about these Sex Pistols and the punk rock movement. It seems perfectly aimed at us eleven-year-olds, in the same way that glam rock was meant for us a few years before. The papers are losing their wigs over a few F-words, yet to your average schoolkid this seems like a massive, cheeky laugh rather than any serious threat to society. The participants seem to be taking the piss rather than plotting real-life, actual anarchy. Even if their single is called ‘Anarchy in the UK’. It’s vaguely rebellious and upsets all the right people, but it’s still pop music with verses and choruses, albeit with some shouting, on the telly at teatime.


God Save the Queen

1977

I save pocket money and buy very occasional vinyl singles from Cloud 7 on St Peter’s Street. ‘Anarchy in the UK’ comes in a black bag, with the same EMI label as ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ in the middle. Otherwise, the two records are aeons apart. At least the Mirror headline was accurate in one sense – this is furious. A deep wail over raucous fuzz and marching drums, the tune instantly levels all before it. It’s a joyous, carefree noise. The music, the sleeve design, the attitude, the slogans, the art … these records are sacred artefacts to us, beamed in fully formed from another world. Confusing, exciting, distant yet also tantalisingly near, via the art college up the road or a quick train hop into Soho. Here is desire and possibility, a different way of thinking. Towards, perhaps, a new kind of life.

It’s with the next single, ‘God Save the Queen’, that punk rock really reaches out to us. The Silver Jubilee PR train rolls on. There are pockets of dissent at school. Some kids a few years above me, who will soon form bands, manage to create a ripple by wearing ‘Stuff the Monarchy’ badges. This gets the attention of the local paper, the Herts Advertiser, which splashes a grinning group of schoolkids, with ‘Stuff the Monarchy’ badges aloft, onto its front page. Detentions all round.

The gleeful Sex Pistols have an influence that reaches far beyond the tunes on black plastic. I’m thrilled. I nip into Cloud 7 one Saturday on a shopping trip into town with my mum. Afterwards, we buy a few bits in Marks & Spencer’s up the road. My mum chats to her friend on the checkout till. ‘Ooh, you’ve bought a record,’ says my mum’s friend. ‘It’s not by those horrible Sex Pistols, is it?’ From my purple Cloud 7 record bag I slowly pull out my new copy of ‘God Save the Queen’, with Jamie Reid’s safety-pinned image of Elizabeth II on the sleeve. She responds as if I’ve pulled out a severed limb. The effect is so dramatic, so pleasing to my eleven-year-old mind, that I am forever grateful.

There’s a bunch of other bands coming through that I love with a passion, but punk rock is mainly about the Pistols to me. For all the violence and nihilism surrounding them, the band don’t appear to be all that macho, unlike some of their counterparts. They look waif-like, dressed in tatters. Dickensian even. I love their cartoonish quality, their ability to stylishly provoke. It isn’t only the music I’m interested in; I want to find out about all of it – who designs the sleeves, the clothes, the situationist slogans. I’m fascinated that there is a shop involved, that they all hang out at a Soho lesbian club called Louise’s. That there are gangs of these people, and not your usual boy gangs, but gangs with girls and gay people in them. It makes the music even more exciting. The energy of the scene resonates beyond Johnny Rotten’s primal scream. It burns brightly, in the now, scorching everything in its way. I am entranced by Vivienne Westwood, Malcolm McLaren and Jamie Reid. I love their vision, and its roots in situationism and protest. It’s political, but also romantic. So playful, so layered, so much fun. Couture and counterculture. Here’s a chord, here’s another, now go and form a band.

We don’t get to see much of the Pistols, however. They get banned from playing anywhere after the Grundy incident, and appear only briefly on TV, so we find out about them mainly from the music papers. There’s a couple of interviews by Janet Street-Porter on a local TV programme, The London Weekend Show, which are a lifeline. The show also features a great special on Poly Styrene from X-Ray Spex. The band are filmed in the Hope and Anchor in London. Polly sings searing, dystopian diatribes about everything being artificial and plastic in this consumer society. She looks as amazing as she sounds, in a sharp suit and trilby hat. There’s a row of braces gleaming in her mouth. She’s singing about instamatics and frozen peas. The band’s single, ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’ is brought to school by an older kid, one of the first punk 12-inch singles I’ve ever seen. The track is a revelation – hollering, transcendent, full of style and suss and grace.

Apart from that, the only punks we see on TV are guests on Marc Bolan’s show Marc. I run home every week when it’s on, making it back just in time for Marc’s camp introductions. The Jam are on, as are Generation X. Marc has recently been on tour with the Damned as support. His hits are thinner on the ground now, but he’s still got taste, and a bunch of mad outfits. He performs an old Tyrannosaurus Rex hippy track in a leopard-skin one-piece, then ‘Ride a White Swan’ in purple satin and drainpipes. On the final programme of the series Bowie appears, playing his new single ‘Heroes’. David and Marc go into a ragged blues jam for a few seconds, before Marc falls off the stage. They crack up over the end credits. Tragically, the series ends when Marc is killed in a car crash, aged twenty-nine. It’s a sad and numbing shock. Even though we’ve moved on from Bolan a bit, towards punk, everyone still has time for the bopping elf with the corkscrew hair. One of the original mod faces, the writer of some of the most primal rock and roll lyrics ever.

Soon, with little regret, we move away from the bland estate, into town, into the centre of things. My dad’s uncle, Roland, needs looking after, so we move with him to Selby Avenue, a street of red-brick town houses behind the main
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