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15TH APRIL 2020, HOME



Do you know that feeling? When everything is happening too fast? Information raining in, shouting at us, demanding attention, deserving more than we could ever possibly give? Do you not find it impossible to keep up? News of epic proportions washed away by more news of epic proportions: 9/11, banking crisis, planet in meltdown, half of it flooding, half on fire, corporate monopolies exploiting the world, refugees across the globe made homeless by oppressive regimes, climate calamities, or a never-ending succession of wars.

On top of this, our data is harvested, credit profiles monitored, social platforms analysed, predilections targeted, all demanding input because we need the likes, the comments, the validation.

Amongst all this we must wrestle with time, like hamsters in a wheel, gotta keep it all moving, our lives functioning, chasing dreams never satisfied, futures never actualised, for as fast as we run it is never fast enough. And when the pressure is at us from all sides, when it’s all too much, too overwhelming and we can no longer cope, we just want it all to STOP. For someone, anyone to hit pause on the entire fucking world.

Well, someone has. Okay, not someone. Something. A living organism a mere 0.0005 of a millimetre in size has managed to bring the entire human world to a shrieking halt. Charmingly named Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2, rebadged to the slightly less alarming Covid-19, an infinitesimal lifeform, but technically not alive at all, more like a zombie in its bionomy, replicating at an alarming rate once inside the warm bosom of our respiratory systems. 

A zoonotic virus, believed to have travelled through a bat then an anteater, on its journey to us, has successfully called a halt on pretty much all human activity, smashing apart free market dogma and blindsiding world governments into a state of ideological confusion.

World leaders have deliberated over legislation designed to reduce carbon emissions. A woefully slow response to what is spectacularly obvious to all: we are destroying this little blue planet’s ability to keep our species alive. Then, quite unexpectedly, this teeny viral eco-warrior springs forth from a lab or wet market in Wuhan or wherever and within a matter of months carbon emissions plummet; planes are grounded, drivers fined for unessential journeys and an economic system dependent on all of this in confused chaos, shining a light on the sheer simplicity of the problem.

Where we go from here, no one knows. Covid-19 has forced us to stop in our tracks and take a long hard look at our lives, our motivations, as we all recalibrate our hierarchy of values. The psychological impact far greater than the banking crisis, for alongside the economic devastation, a shadow looms large over our health and of those we hold dear. We have no clue what lies ahead, yet deep in our bones we all know one thing: humankind’s future trajectory has been forever changed.

It feels more like a real war, but this time with a mystery enemy, for no one knows who is next in this pathogen lottery, if we will soon be grieving the loss of a friend or family member. Tragedy dealt out in huge swathes all over the globe, America brought to its knees by their intellectually challenged President, powerfully exemplifying why private health is a societal failure of profound proportions. Governments are nervous, even with their Police State emergency powers, as there's more of us than there are of them. They know too well every culture has its breaking point; every dog has its day.

We’ve been flung through a wormhole into a parallel universe, where every holiday, every concert, every new job, every house move, every visit to our mum can no longer happen. The future’s been cancelled. Any plan that involves leaving our homes to do anything other than what the State considers essential, is now illegal. Still, there’s no fear of missing out as there’s fuck all to miss. Instead, we occupy a new reality, where the simple act of nipping out for groceries has become an alien concept fraught with unseen peril. Institutionalised within our own homes, we inhabit a digital universe where apps like Zoom and Houseparty are everyday tools for a continued social life - meetups, gigs, even raves. Friends, colleagues, relatives reduced to visual avatars with delayed audio as the fibre optics buckle under the strain of it all.

Meanwhile, in the analogue world, like Big Brother contestants in a house they cannot escape, relationships are tested and much like Amazon, divorce lawyers have found themselves on the winning side of this pandemic.

I cannot say this lockdown has no upside. Everything is just so chilled and time feels weirdly fluid. Even the weather’s decent enough to create the illusion of an extended holiday, a staycation at least.

I do miss going out though. Took it all for granted, assumed nothing would ever change, well, at least not in such a fundamental way, our entire existence reduced into this half-life within this lame yet utterly insane new universe, this new normal. Grappling with our health and our sanity, bouncing off the walls as we try to create some meaning.

I so miss my family. And my mates. All of it. The larks, the giggles, the arguments, the hugs, the wind-ups, the dramas, the drinks, the smokes, the gigs, the craic, the smell of beer and piss and perfume and sweat. . . 
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The Roof Dog, The Train Driver, Burnt Human Hair, Meat Raffle Tickets

Oh the chainless sea is a-clanging

From the Lefty’s windowsill

Ole Billie’s brewin’ brimstone

Up there on Brixton Hill

“Brixton Hill Revisited” – Milk Kan

––––––––
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29TH JULY 2017, BRIXTON UNDERGROUND STATION

Woo! I fly up the escalator, the two flights of gold-encrusted stairs, weave my way through the commuters towards the exit and out into the hot damp muggy NOx-infused summer air of Brixton Road, already crackling with tension and Saturday night anticipation. So am I and with good reason, two musical happenings: one big, one small, both in Brixton, eight different bands. To see everything will be a physical impossibility, can’t be in two places at once, but better to be spoilt for choice than bugger all happening.

First stop, the Windmill in Blenheim Gardens just off Brixton Hill. A shitty looking flat-roofed seventies breezeblock construction surrounded by gentrification which would have also faced the bulldozers had it not managed to achieve iconic status on the musical map of London, often listed in top ten London venue lists - just duckduckgo it. Now, no one dare touch it, for to do so might cause a riot. A bit of a walk from Brixton station, just long enough to clear my psyche of travel stress and get in a crafty smoke. Unlike most London venues, you don't have to grab a decent beer on the way, as they offer up a fine selection, including their rather exceptional Guinness. Okay, not as cheap as Spoons, but that's the price you pay for Independence and not supporting an exploitative Farage supporting Gammon.

Now, for the uninitiated, the Windmill is not just a pub and is not just a music venue, it is both of course but so much more. It’s a veritable microculture, a disparate melting pot of musicians, artists, poets, chancers, DJs, bloggers, blaggers, filmmakers, producers, youtubers, self-abusers and oholics of all colours, all persuasions. It takes in the young, the old and every imaginable slice of humankind in between. No one is judged, all and everyone's accepted, except, perhaps, anyone who turns out to be a cunt.

The Windmill has found itself at the epicentre of this whole south London happening, along with a string of other pub venues, all connected by the bands they support and their couldn’t give a toss leftfield attitude. It is, without doubt, my favourite London musical hangout and in my view takes the London small venue crown.

It's a meeting place, a community, brimming with creativity, experimentation, utter lunacy and flashes of sheer genius. The role the Windmill plays in a band’s development is significant, for they are channelling something fantastically unique, an interstellar nursery for all manner of burgeoning talent or any nutter with a mad idea. It makes other London venues feel unsatisfying, especially north of the river where it no longer feels authentic, not since money crept in and fucked it all up with contrived authenticity, like distressed furniture whose journey through time is a work of deceit.

I turn off Brixton Hill into Blenheim Gardens and can already make out the silhouette of Tim the train driver, standing by the benches near the entrance, sucking hard on a rollie. Tim Perry’s his name and he’s not really a train driver. My bro dubbed him that because he has played (and continues to play) such a key role in creating this whole wonderful thing, whatever this thing is (and yes, I am strenuously resisting the word “scene”). Tim is the Windmill’s events manager and he does look like a train driver. Not a modern one, more like an old-fashioned steam train, except Tim isn’t stoking an engine with coal, but a music venue with a weird and wonderful ragbaggle of musicians, performers, artists and DJs.

“Tim, how’s it going?”

He turns to me.

“All right, Dave, you’re nice and early tonight,” he observes, in his soft Northern Irish lilt, because I'm usually reliably late.

“So, I haven’t missed Zsa Zsa?”

Zsa Zsa Sapien is a mate of mine and the first act on the Windmill menu this evening. More on him later, much more.

“No, not yet we’re running a bit late tonight.” He looks at me, chuckles and sighs. “Because Zsa Zsa’s running a bit late.”

Tim is wearing his special T-shirt with the words “. . .And You Will Know Us by The Bark of Roof Dog” emblazoned across the front. This is one of many T-shirts specially made when, in 2015, the Windmill’s iconic Roof Dog - a Rottweiler named Ben - sadly barked his last bark and is now immortalised as the venue’s website logo, as well as the pub’s own brew “Roofdog” (of course).

Tim’s knowledge of music is wide and weird, his opinions strong and unforgiving (just ask him what he thinks of Bob Marley or Nick Cave), but he truly is a lovely gent and seems to know every unsigned band on the circuit at any given time. He fills this place up pretty much every night of every week, year in, year out and has tirelessly done so since 2002. All this, yet still he finds time for a Sunday afternoon live punk barbeque.

There is none of this “pay to play” bullshit, the venue takes just 10% of the door, barely covering the cost of the doorman, the remaining 90% divvied up amongst the bands.

On the downside, Tim’s a fervent supporter of the band HMLTD, previously known as Happy Meal Ltd, until the fast-food chain’s corporate lawyers caused them to rebrand, making them sound more like a Swedish clothing retail outfit. Maybe I've been around too long but I find their art school-infused gender-warping image pretty unoriginal, yet still they act as if they’re spearheading a cultural revolution, "dressing” their environment, burning human hair during their set to create “atmosphere”, describing their shows as a “4D experience” - if, that is, you still have a sense of smell.

All I can smell is bullshit.

My relationship with Tim can be a little complex, our encounters often descending into ruthless banter and like a couple of old anoraks we often argue over music, even if we largely agree. Yet, what I love about Tim the most, is his total indifference to his own importance within all this, for none of what he has created here, or the significant role he plays in nurturing and encouraging so many of south London’s finest, has ever gone to his head and he’s visibly embarrassed when complimented, far more comfortable trading insults.

I pay the £5 entrance to Nasos, the friendliest doorman in London by a long yard. Yet, it must be said, a stickler for the rules. You can offer him a crafty smoke and he will gladly accept, but it’ll buy you no favours. He’s protecting the band’s income and the venue’s licence, so you can only respect him for that. He smiles and hands me a raffle ticket, though I forget to ask why (no cloakroom here - only trust), before branding my wrist with the Roof Dog paw print stamp.

I head for the bar, order a stout and look around, see who’s about. I greet Seamus, the gruff, troll-like proprietor perched in his usual spot at the end of the bar by the entrance to the beer garden, undoubtedly the best vantage point in the whole place and with good reason, for together with his wife Kathleen, he runs the Windmill.

Seamus lifts himself off his stool using the bar for support. “Better check the barbie,” he barks in his thick Donegal accent.

“Is there a barbie?” I quiz.

Seamus stares at me like I’m stupid.

“Did ya not get yer ticket?”

“What ticket?” I ask, confused.

He pulls out a handful of raffle tickets.

“One of these.”

“Ha-ha,” I laugh, “meat raffle tickets!”

Seamus shakes his head, chuckling, before disappearing through the door and into the beer garden.
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​Fleapit Feng Shui, Musical Pulp and the Brother from Another Mother
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Paintings by Pre-Raphaelites

You like that sort of thing

We got lots of things in common

Like staying off heroin

“Brother” – Meatraffle

––––––––
[image: ]


According to the rules, this is the point where I should describe the Windmill’s interior using all the literary descriptive prose at my self-educated disposal. But there really is nothing aesthetically extraordinary about this place. In many respects, it’s just your average fleapit rock/punk pub venue: walls littered with graffiti, peeling posters, the odd bit of artistic flourish (no doubt daubed on the walls by various Windmill attendees). They either go to great lengths to make it look unremarkable, or more likely don’t give a toss about aesthetics and even less about feng shui. The layout of the place is pretty haphazard, the bar dominating most of the available space, plonked awkwardly along one side of this long, rectangular room and stretching all the way to the stage at the far end. There’s no glamourous backdrop, only what appears to be large linen dust sheets draped along the rear wall, upon which a small Windmill logo has been hastily pinned. There’s faded art on the ceiling signifying a once more glamourous time, now scattered with remnants of shredded gaffer tape, a living history of past events. The toilets, behind two adjacent doors, are smothered in promo stickers, with nothing to indicate which door belongs to which gender. Outside, you'll find a covered smoking area known to all as simply “The Shed” and beyond that a shabby walled beer garden, generally full of music-obsessed revellers.

All in all, the Windmill could not be described as special, but the magic conjured up here makes it very special. Plus, they have a thumping sound system, so I guess it’s all about priorities.

I wonder if Tigger’s in yet. Perhaps he’s in the beer garden sampling the barbeque or maybe he’s gone straight to the Academy. Nothing has been arranged, it’s rare we do nowadays. Not like a few years back when we first stumbled into all this. Intrepid explorers at the musical coalface in search of all things alternative, avant-garde, anything in touch with the zeitgeist. You couldn’t separate us back then as we dug around for music that holds a mirror to this cultural malaise, this political clusterfuck: Trump, Brexit, wars without end, rampant terrorism, neoliberal economics and a planet being physically and psychologically torn apart by all the above.

The skies appeared to be darkening on our world, but with Tigger none of these topics were up for discussion, only music. Was this our version of escapism? Perhaps. Of course. But more than anything else we wanted something real, outsider artists with authentic voices, something to challenge the mediocrity of the musical pulp dominating the mainstream and rammed down our throats at every opportunity. We explored the weirdest and grimiest musical corners, unearthing new and forgotten gems, something, anything that hadn’t been hijacked, dumbed down and packaged into saccharine shite with barely a morsel of cultural relevance beyond a couple’s first shag or a blockbuster film soundtrack.

Our friendship took some time, a forced relationship pushed together as our wives had become close. We socially orbited one another, resistant and reluctant support actors in our respective partner’s friendship movie. You know what it’s like when they really want you to get on with their best mate’s other. It feels like an arranged marriage and something inside repudiates. Neither Tigger nor I wanted or expected any kind of meaningful friendship to develop. I thought he was an arrogant prick. And he is, but then I guess, so am I. He has a wild dishevelled look about him, like a sort of late Cobain had Kurt survived another 10 years. Initially, our relationship remained safely superficial but over time we discovered in each other a shared musical heritage stretching back more than two decades before we met. We both attended Spiritualized’s legendary Royal Albert Hall gig in ’97, both off our tits on acid yet oblivious to each other’s existence. And now, the one album that truly connects us is undoubtedly Ladies and Gentlemen, We Are Floating In Space. It was our album, our ground zero.

Having a mate get this close was a big thing for me. I’ve always found friendships tough, for as much as I try and resist, I’m drawn to the crazy ones and them to me. It always starts out okay as we winch to the top of our new friendship roller-coaster, but inevitably one of us ends up being too loopy for the other. Sanity is so fucking relative. 

I just find it tough relating to straight people, having normal conversations about normal things, small talk and the concentrated effort it requires. My mind gets super-bored, super-quick and wanders off before they’ve even finished a sentence. I really try to hang on to what’s being said, sometimes all the way to the end, even though it can feel dull and predictable. I’ve a tendency to butt in, which people see as me being rude or not listening, but I just know how the sentence is going to end and don’t want to go through the pointless ritual of waiting. Though try I must, for these are the rules of social engagement. Over the years I’ve become better at feigning interest, responding appropriately. But sometimes they notice the light in my eyes flicker out as my unruly mind coaxes me into a more interesting tangential thought. I have a condition, on the spectrum, somewhere, but then I guess we all are to some degree, aren’t we? Aren’t you?

I’m a kick junkie, a pleasure seeker, some would say a hedonist, but that’s an all-too-convenient label. I’m just like everyone else with a constant need for dopamine to help life feel more tolerable. Enjoyable even. The only trouble is the tap in my brain regulating the flow is faulty, it takes a little more stimuli to kickstart it. I find people on the edge of this or some other condition more interesting, more fun and more likely to help release my own happy hormones. What is sanity anyway? Conforming to society’s norms? Accepting mundanity? Being debt slaves? Clocking in, clocking off? Devouring mind-numbing entertainment? Filling the hole, the emptiness, the lost sense of purpose, just passing time and waiting to die?

Fuck that. At least those touched by madness make life a bit more thought-provoking, more stimulating. At least they inject some colour into this otherwise grey, tedious world. As Jeffrey Lewis says in his Leonard Cohen homage: “It’s the ones who’ve cracked the light shines through”.

Whenever Tigger and I got together, it turned into a party, even if the crowd had whittled down to just the two of us, we’d end up pogoing around the kitchen to The Gun Club, The Cramps, The Fall, The Velvets, Wasted Youth, all sorts of old shite. But the band that truly nailed our friendship and dragged us from what was good back then to what is good right now, was Fat White Family. We would feast upon their live YouTube footage and their twisted fucked-up videos, giggling our tits off as keyboardist Nathan Saoudi glides in and out of shot on a skateboard, naked from the waist down whilst Lias sneers out the vocals of “Touch the Leather”.

Or “Cream of the Young” with its stomach-churning table manners and blood-curdling lyrics. Not to mention the truly insane footage accompanying “Special Ape”.

It was all so wrong. Which is why, to us, it was all so right.

Before we knew it, we were hanging out at each other’s pretty much all the time, smoking, drinking, fighting over the next track to play, both intent on blowing the other’s mind with something new or unheard or just plain nuts. We were going to gigs all over town and whenever there was a party we’d be there or one of us would be throwing one. Wherever, whatever, it was always a celebration, always a blast. It was also a rare and some would say perfect scenario, our wives and kids all mates and Tigger was my surrogate brother - `my brother from another mother.
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​​Anti-Fashion, Fighting Cocks, Shit Live Music, Warm Flat Beer

With a bottle of orange Lucozade

Showing all the kids how the other kids live

Give ’em all the pop, but take away the fizz

Is this Rome, Babylon, or ancient Belfast?

“Rock Fishes” – Fat White Family

––––––––
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“Would you like to pay for this, Dave?”

I snap out of my thoughts, sucked back into the moment, blinking, readjusting, bringing forth the outward version of me, the one that interacts with the world. It’s Piotr, welcoming, friendly, always smiling, with long wavy locks like a surf dude or a 70s rocker. Piotr is sharp as they come, nothing gets past him, he’s seen it all having run the Windmill bar for the past fourteen years, before most of the Fat Whites were old enough to even drink. He’s smiling, my stout resting before me, already settled.

“Ah sorry, Piotr, for a minute there I lost myself.”

He laughs as I hand over a tenner.

“Have one on me?” I offer.

He is not really used to that, it’s not really a tipping place. Mainly just down to economics but also, at the risk of sounding like a fucking hippie, money’s not the primary currency around here.

“I’m fine thanks, bit early for me anyway.”

I don’t want to make it awkward, so I take my change, grab my drink and nod.

“Okay, before the night’s out. . .” 

“Sure,” he smiles.

He really is the polar opposite of that other barman, the surly death metal fan, whom I eventually discovered is called Toby, a name that does not befit this man’s demeanour in any way, shape or form - way too friendly. For reasons unclear, Toby just hates everyone. I used to think it was just me, but no, it’s everyone, the entire human race. It’s as if the nihilism of his music has seeped into his general world view. I’ve seen him get into many futile spats along the way. I do get it, I’ve worked a bar and the drinking public can be arseholes to deal with, it goes with the territory. We all have to find a coping mechanism, a way of dealing with all the alcohol-pickled knobheads. This is Toby’s chosen method.

I take a large glug of stout and survey the interior of the Windmill again. Still not many in, but a healthy amount considering it’s only around 7:45 p.m. I do so love this venue. Watching a band here is not just intimate - it’s immersive. This is why I am always conflicted, initially rooting for a band, wishing them all the success, but when it comes, I end up mourning for the good old days. As their audience grows, they move beyond these intimate venues to the next level up; the moment it all begins to change.

You know the places: the show ends, we want a drink, need a drink, deserve a drink – but no, the music stops, lights go bright, bar’s closed and unfriendly bouncers shepherd us out like naughty children, “You can all piss off now, party’s over”. So, we pour onto the streets, the cold, brittle air killing the buzz, snapping our party heads into sobriety and bringing the evening to an abrupt and disappointing end.

Then you move up the venue trajectory to the 1,500 plus capacity, a journey any aspiring young band naturally yearns for. Yet also the point where the audience experience begins to diminish. You know the gigs: bands perform, audiences observe, mostly passive, apart from some clapping between songs and the obligatory “I was there” shot on their phones, for upload to the more exciting, more fulfilled online versions of themselves. The mosh pits are invariably lifeless, occasionally a small crowd by the stage are dancing, sometimes moshing, but only in that rugger-bugger, let’s make a circle, we’re so edgy, bullshit way, totally missing the point and so involved in their stupid and frankly irritating game, they forget about the band they’ve spent their hard-earned cash to go and see.

The bigger the band, the larger the venue, the wider the physical gulf, until you can drive a Sherman tank in front of the stage without hitting a single flailing limb. Any human connection between band and audience distanced to the point of there being . . . no fucking point.

Worse still, when a band is fully embraced by the mainstream, helped along by the promotional machinates afforded to such rock/pop luminaries, they play these massive stadium concerts. Most of the audience only get to see these gangly stick dudes strutting about in the distance. They don’t even bother watching the stage. No, their “live” experience is via a ginormous pixelated screen.

Seriously people, why do you bother? So much for the economy of scale, paying stupid amounts for your tickets just to stand in some damp field or stadium; mouth dry cos the queue for warm shitty flat beer is no longer viable, bladder bulging, as the beers you had on the way have arrived at their internal destination and seek immediate release. The toilets a tortuous mission where you find yourself in another queue in which you practically piss yourself. And all of this to watch your favourite fucking band, on a big fucking telly, surrounded by fucking morons who won’t shut the fuck up.

And that’s supposed to be fun?

Fuck that. At the Windmill, there is no gulf, no distance at all and at times the entire venue is a mosh pit. Also, no green room, so when the bands are not performing, they mix with the audience, in fact, half the audience are performers. Most people here know how tough it is to put yourself on the line and this invites higher levels of creative tolerance, a rare thing in today’s competitive, commoditised, neoliberal world. Bands here have the freedom to explore, experiment, swap members, try shit out. Sometimes it is shit, sometimes they hit upon something truly special and unique, other times they go ape-shit-crazy to the point of falling apart - and that just has to be the most exhilarating music, when it can all fall apart at any moment yet somehow doesn’t.

Who wants perfection? Who wants their live music polished and safe? Check out the Windmill, let it readjust your set. I promise you will never be fully satisfied when you return to those carefully choreographed, perfectly produced, soul-deadening gigs.

I look around again and right behind me, bent over his lap-top, intensely hammering on the keyboard, I spot the crazy, anti-fashion, overall nut-job that is Angus Knight. Eyes encircled with badly applied black eye shadow and accompanying black lips. He looks like he’s about to play Dr Frank-N-Furter in in a local production and I reckon he could just about pull it off.

He’s so engrossed in his laptop he hasn’t seen me, so I walk towards him, lean over the table to speak and note his large naked hairy legs poking out the bottom of his jacket. Is he wearing no trousers? This place is a backlash to this brand-obsessed culture, so anti-fashion with a touch of am-glam is the order of the day round here, the dodgier the better, even if that means being partially naked.

“Hey, Angus!”

He briefly looks up.

“Hey, man.” He quickly returns to his screen. 

“So, you’re not wearing trousers tonight, then?”

Angus looks up again, then smiles theatrically like a bad transvestite before standing up to reveal his skimpy denim shorts - unreasonably short shorts.

“I’m wearing shorts! I always wear shorts at No Friendz gigs!”

They are in fact women’s hot pants and it’s also a total lie, which is Angus’s default setting, yet delivered with such camp am-dram boldness it’s just not worth arguing. He’s worn all manner of garb: glam rock, pinstripe suits, dresses, even good old jeans and T-shirt. Tonight, though, denim hot pants will surely finish off the weird look Angus is after and it is without doubt an unbridled success - he does look properly insane.

“Aw shit, I forgot you guys were on tonight.”

“For fuck’s sake, of course we fucking are!”

“What time?”

“I dunno? Nine fortyish?”

“Oh bollocks. I’m gonna catch The Moonlandingz at the Academy after Zsa Zsa’s set – they’re on at nine thirty.”

“Well, it’s up to you,” he shrugs, hammily. “Moonlandingz are yesterday. No Friendz are now.”

I do love Angus’s self-belief, his arrogant pomp. I find it infectious and oddly charming. When I first met him, I thought he was a bit of a dick, in fact, we clashed swords, which looking back was ironic, since it was in a pub called The Fighting Cocks who were hosting a Meatraffle gig and Angus was standing in for Cloudy Truffles, their bass player and “The Bird Song” vocalist, their biggest hit to date. After the gig, he and I were chatting, during which he quite forcibly attempted to convince me that he’d seen Nirvana’s legendary Reading performance back in 1992.

“What, on DVD?”

“I was fucking there, man.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“I was! Kurt was amazing - came on in a wheelchair wearing a white frock!”

It’s true, he did, but you’d only have to watch the DVD to know that.

“What were you then, a foetus?”

He looked at me, a twinkle in his eye. At the time, he looked to be in his early 20s, but found out later he was just 18, so when Kurt wheeled onto Reading’s stage twenty-five years ago, he wasn’t a twinkle in anyone’s eye. This is the moment I realised Angus is full of shit, yet it is one of his traits I’ve grown to love and simply come to expect. It can be quite endearing, except perhaps when he inhabits his DJ alter ego “Angus Steakhouse”, during which between, say, Joy Division and The Fall, he’ll play some of the cheesiest pop possible, including Bucks Fizz, then with a poker face insists his ridiculous musical choices are completely devoid of irony.

Here’s a less annoying thing about Angus, he’s an incredibly talented musician and can turn his hand to pretty much any instrument. He’ll get up to all sorts of Hendrix theatrics when on lead guitar - okay, not nearly as good, but he’s got the attitude. His band, No Friendz, are a ridiculously attired glam-infused garage punk band, knocking out crowd-pleasing anthems about being useless, having no friends and wanting to be hedgehogs, which is better in real life than it sounds on paper. The whole band are great musicians: their drummer, Dan GB, turns the cliché on its head by being the sanest and most level-headed member. Then there’s Adam Brennan, their sensitive, slightly precious lead guitarist, a true virtuoso, a Vini Reilly for our times and undoubtedly one of the finest guitarists in this whole south London collective. Fronting it all is the attention-seeking, fully formed prima donna that is Angus Knight and as a frontman he’s a shit-kicking rock star. Whether No Friendz break through, break up, explode or implode is hard to judge at this stage, but they’re great fun live and Angus is definitely one to watch. . .

I grab my stout and then, speak of the devil;

“Zsa Zsa! Madame HiFi!”

I greet them both with a hug.

“You’re late, apparently.”

“Aw fackin’ hell, Dave. I’ve had a nightmare day.”

“Need any help bruv?”

“Nah fanks, mate. I’ll be alwright.”

I nod and Zsa Zsa heads to the stage with his equipment, then turns back and says something incoherent. Madame HiFi is nearer, so I ask her.

“What’s he say?”

“He said wait for him after. He’ll walk to the Academy with you.”

“Cool. I’m gonna go spend my golden ticket,” I reply, presenting my cloakroom ticket as if a precious thing - which it is considering it represents a plate a food.

“Good idea. Line your stomach for once.” chuckles Madame HiFi before proceeding towards the stage.

I head the opposite way towards the beer garden.

As I approach, the door flies open and Tigger crashes into me, his new girlfriend Sadie close behind, both in a frenzied hurry.

“Tigger!”

“Heyyy!”

He throws himself at me. I look at his eyes, he’s clearly well on the way if not already there.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, but we’re off now, dude.”

“Where?”

“We gotta go. Uber.”

“Where you going?”

“Moonlandingz!”

“You’re not gonna catch Zsa Zsa? He’s on any minute?”

“No, we don’t wanna miss The Moonlandingz.”

“You won’t, they’ll not be on for a good hour.”

“We gotta go, dude. Uber’s ’ere.”

“Why d’you need a fuckin’ Uber?” 

“Cos it’s fookin’ raining!” Interjects Sadie.

Is she cross? Who with? Tigger? Me?

“Ah, it’s only spitting.”

I probably shouldn’t have said that.

Sadie hits me with an icy stare and time momentarily freezes. She tugs Tigger’s arm.

“Come on, we gotta go.”

And off she trots, Tigger bouncing behind.

As he disappears through the door, a fleeting sense of loss washes over me, a sulky resentment.

Now, where did that come from?
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​​Trumpet-Wielding Marxists, Lifestyle Fascists and Alien Couture

Pour that guilt into those big wine glasses

Drop your mirrors for scales and bus passes 

Well! They’ve done some mind-expanding

But let’s just discuss the benefits of famine

“Drink and Glide” – Snapped Ankles (Austin/Bendel)








29TH JULY 2017, WINDMILL BEER GARDEN

“Well, fancy meeting you here!” comes a voice.

I turn to find Ollie Cookson, keyboardist from the band Honkies standing before me, managing to simultaneously look like a neo-Nazi and an Auschwitz survivor.

This man is responsible for introducing me to the dark gothic-country-punk sounds of Country Teasers, whose influence and DNA runs through many of the bands peddling their wares on this south London circuit, particularly here at the Windmill.

“All right, Ollie? We must stop meeting like this.”

After constantly bumping into each other at various south London gigs, we soon realised that we might have something in common.

Ollie is quiet but fiercely intelligent, most of it all going on beneath the surface. An occasional scribe for The Quietus who plans to interview Ben Wallers of Country Teasers soon. A big fan with a tattoo to prove it, designed by Ben Wallers who twisted one quarter of the swastika and somewhat bizarrely discovered it took on the look of a man running in terror, arms aloft. The eccentric nutter’s rather proud of it, calling his creation the “Spakenkreuz”, not after the original Hindu symbol, but the Third Reich’s subverted rebrand, the “Hakenkreuz”. Ben’s solo vehicle is called The Rebel and his “Spakenkreuz” decorates the cover of his 2008 album Prawns. It is also the tattoo adorning Ollie’s forearm, the mad fucker. It does make me wonder how long Ben Wallers had been experimenting with this Third Reich symbol before discovering this - and more to the point, why? But then you only need to go through his back catalogue to find it is part of an overall theme, for Ben likes to explore the darker side of humanity, whilst ridiculing the fake morality of the mainstream.

I follow Ollie into the beer garden towards the barbie, where I exchange my raffle ticket for an empty plate and join the small, but growing queue for barbecued food, served up by our gruffly jovial host, Seamus. Apparently, the barbie’s his thing, but to be frank, apart from sitting on his stool, I don’t know what else he does around here. Still, the mere fact he and Kathleen enable this musical community to thrive is more than enough, to be sure, to be sure.

I’m not particularly hungry, but my stomach needs something more than stout to work with and if I don’t eat there’ll be payback later, normally in the form of acid reflux. Fresh salad, sweet potato chips and various forms of barbecued dead animal are on offer. So no, this ain’t no hippie hang-out. But what a result, five bands (good bands), a slap-up meal, wonderful company, which is quite often the bands you’re about to see - and all for a fiver. From the music to the free food, this is something authentic, honest and uncommodified, beyond the reaches of supply/demand capitalism.

I’ve arrived at the front of the barbie queue. “Burger?” enquires Seamus.

“No thanks.”

“Sausage?”

I shake my head. I have this rule you see, to not eat minced or reconstituted meat on account of the fact you’ve no clue what other shit’s been thrown into the mix. Not a critique of Seamus’s food, more the whole meat production industry, which is evil in so many ways I’m fighting hard to resist a prolonged rant.

“Just a piece of chicken, please, Seamus.”

Seamus usually takes a hard line on the meat front - a piece of chicken, a burger and a sausage is what you get - but he gives me a wink and serves up two pieces of nicely browned chicken. I smile and thank him before moving over to the salad table.

Okay, I’m a hypocrite for eating any meat, but having tried full-on vegetarianism for over 15 years, ending up white, pasty and a barely functioning immune system, I’ve reverted to the occasional plate of flesh. Not an admission we need to eat meat, because we don’t, I’m simply fessing up to being a crap vegetarian, not giving enough attention or proper dietary thought to the project. Plus, I hate all the
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