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Foreword
 

 

I’ve known Steve Hanley since the age of six. We grew up together… or you could argue we never grew up together. We were joined at the hip. Inseparable. We spent our childhood together. We bought our first Action Man dolls (Eagle Eyes) and first split-knee pants together. We co-owned a grass snake together (Grasso). We lived our glam rock teens together… and eventually became members of our favourite band in the world together.

There have been several books written about The Fall, but I’d venture that this one is the most eagerly anticipated by fans the world over. This book has been meticulously crafted to provide real insight into The Fall, thanks to the impressive experience and memory of Steve Hanley. The same Steve Hanley who is admired and hailed by the off-kilter, underground, non-conformist rock fraternity. The thunderous bass playing engine room of the band. The most patient, industrious and loyal band member you could ever wish for. 

The Big Midweek is an amusing, poignant, candid and sometimes uncomfortable recollection of Steve’s twenty-year stint in the institution often correctly considered even by its committed followers as something of a madhouse. Does this then mean all Fall members leaving the less than comforting arms of Mark E Smith are in some way ‘institutionalised’?

Well, you can now be the judge.

You don’t have to like The Fall to enjoy this book. You don’t have to like Mark E Smith to enjoy this book… Hell, you don’t even really need to like MUSIC to enjoy this book! It’s a gripping tale of forged and broken relationships, friendship and betrayal.

As you would hope, this is no lightweight skip through hoary anecdotes and limp quips (though there may be a couple of mine included here and there). It’s a complicated, sometimes harrowing journey into the heart of one of the most talked about bands of the last 30-plus years. A story that starts with euphoria, teenage optimism and trust, and ends with… oh no… I don’t want to give the end away… although I suspect some of you manhandling this tome will already be only too aware of the outcome of this (sometimes grim) fairy tale.

 

Marc Riley

Resident non-musician in The Fall, May 1978 – January 1983.

 

 






  







 

 

‘With great power comes great responsibility.’

 

Spider-Man, Marvel Comics

 






  

A Leafy Suburb of Manchester: Saturday, 18 September 2010
 

 

How can I get these lads to leave? There’s about a dozen of them, acting like they own the place. Somehow I’ve got to make them go but, since I’m not a teacher in a suit, they’re not listening. I draw myself up to my full height, all six foot-odd of it, and start to jab for a weak spot.

‘Come on, guys, I need you to leave.’ No response. I am invisible. ‘What are you doing here anyway, smoking weed in the playing field of your old primary school?’ A couple of them register my presence with condescending stares. I carry on regardless. ‘Your cars are parked over there. You could drive anywhere you like, but you’re still here. Look at you, with your disposable barbeque, your cost-cut burgers and a white loaf. Have a bit of style!’ They eyeball each other, a little less sure of themselves. ‘You could at least get ciabattas. We are in Didsbury, after all. Where’s your home-grown rocket salad and your organic hummus?’ 

‘Chill out, man. Whatchu chatting at me for?’

‘Didn’t you use to be in some rock band?’ It’s the bare-chested ringleader, playing keep-ups with his football. ‘My dad’s got one of your records. It’s pure shit, man.’

‘Safe. No wonder he’s stuck here, being a saddo caretaker.’

‘You lost somethin, brother…’ It’s hard to distinguish one from the other. I’m being taunted by the window display of JJB Sports: a bunch of shaven-headed, Adidas-muscled designer mannequins brought to life. Just about. 

‘I’ll lose sommat in a minute if you lot don’t clear off!’

‘You lost dat bit of hair at the front of your head!’ He sniggers and they all have a good laugh, but they soon stop when they see how upset I’m looking. 

‘What did you just say to me?’ I’m trying to use my most threatening voice. 

‘Piss off, baldie!’ 

‘Do you think you’re the first person to have ever said that to me?’ I shouldn’t rise to it, but I quite enjoy this banter, it makes the job more interesting. ‘People have even written songs about it. “The League of Bald-Headed Men”, I’m the founder member. The fact is, grass doesn’t grow on a busy street. But who’s ever going to write a song about you?’

Surely they must be reaching the end of their attention spans. If they’re not doing any damage, I usually leave them to it, but this Saturday the yoga teacher who hires the school hall wants to take her class outside. Hopefully the temperamental Manchester sky won’t cloud over before I’ve got them all to shift. 

‘Hey, Steve. Have you heard of Tupac?’

‘Course I have. That rapper who was shot dead in the car park after the Mike Tyson fight.’

‘See,’ he turns to his mate. ‘Even he’s heard of him and you haven’t!’

 ‘Shut up, fool!’ And they start arguing amongst themselves. 

 ‘What are you talking like that for anyway?’ I ask. ‘You’re a bunch of white lads from a middle-class ghetto. You wouldn’t last five minutes in a real one. And as for you,’ I turn my attention back to the main man, ‘I remember you in Year Six, bursting into tears when Mr Buckler shouted at you for tripping up the infant girls…’

Finally I’ve hit a nerve. I detect a slight flushing of the cheeks as he decides they have in fact got better things to do than listen to this. They slope off, arguing about what’s cool and what isn’t.

Divide and rule. Kind of what used to happen in that band I was in. But the whole episode’s got me thinking about blindly following self-appointed leaders. Is this something I’ve been guilty of myself? I’ve done more than I set out to do in life, but how much did I have to compromise myself? Would it have worked if I hadn’t? And how much does it really matter anyway? 

Heading inside to give the yoga teacher the all-clear, on the way I notice a suspicious-looking plume of smoke wafting up from underneath my car. I crouch down to investigate, only to discover their barbeque smouldering on a log under my petrol tank. Lucky for me, those lads are a by-product of the health and safety generation so they took the trouble to piss on it first. I dump the lot in the skip, vowing to give them more grief when they next turn up.

Back in my office, with an hour to kill before locking up, I flick through the paper and turn to the horoscopes for a spot of cosmic nonsense:

 

Come on, Gemini! Isn’t it time you moved on? Living in the past isn’t doing you any favours. Do whatever it takes to come to terms with whatever isn’t any more and pour your boundless energies into the here and now. No one else can help you – it’s got to come from deep within. 


 

Wondering where to start, I glance around my office walls. What about this Fall poster my oldest friend Marc Riley gave me? It’s advertising a German tour with the single ‘Victoria’. Because it was after his time in the band, he had it framed for me; it’s a pleasant reminder of a winning era and I don’t particularly want to take it down, regardless of what today’s astrologer thinks. When the past keeps cropping up everywhere I go, it’s going to take more than that to try and put it behind me.

 

 






  

Part I: The Wythenshawe Jesuits
 

 

 








  

The Darling Buds of Music
 

 

October, 1973. Embarrassingly enough, even Bowie’s got a novelty song in the charts: ‘The Laughing Gnome’ is at No. 6 but at least ‘Sorrow’ from his covers album is new in at No. 16. Mott The Hoople are still hanging in there at No. 29 with ‘All the Way from Memphis’ and we’ve managed to get tickets to see them play the Opera House because me and Marc are finally allowed to go into town at night. No matter how much we begged, we weren’t allowed to go and see Ziggy and The Spiders last summer. I don’t think I will ever get over that, especially since Bowie took his own lyrics too literally and broke up the band at the end of the tour.

Our first live concert. Since Mott The Hoople covered ‘All The Young Dudes’ we have seriously gotten into them as well. It’s not the same, but still.

We’re waiting at the bus stop at the edge of Europe’s largest council estate when a couple of soul boys approach. They’re always after us about something. So what? We’re off to the Opera House and where are they going? To the chip shop most probably. 

‘Ha ha look at you two all dressed up!’ sneers one. ‘What are you wearing? It’s not Sunday.’

When they try to give us a furtive kick on their way past, Marc’s quick with a comeback: ‘I had a tank top like yours,’ he says, ‘and I gave it away to the jumble sale. That’s where you got yours from.’

We dodge out of the way of their kicks. In a daring move, Marc spins around and gets one in on target just as the bus pulls up and we jump on the back, the uniformed conductor putting them off pursuing us further. We run up the stairs, pay the two-pence fare and laugh with relief as the bus pulls out. 

‘I’m getting sick of being pushed around by them,’ says Marc. He pats down his hair, sits back and looks like he’s been riding the bus into town at night for years. 

Much to his mother’s annoyance, Marc’s been growing his feather cut for two and a half months. Now that the longest strands are starting to reach his shoulders, everyone at school is ripping into him for having long hair, but he doesn’t let that bother him.

I’d quite like to have a feather cut myself, but a requirement of being in the school Air Cadet Corps is hair that doesn’t reach beyond the collar. It’s a constant battle for me. I have mine as long as I can get away with and I’m always getting reprimanded for my blond locks. 

After all that action, I’m sweating like mad in my best woollen suit and it’s starting to itch. The five-mile journey through inner-city Manchester takes ages, people getting on at every stop and then, to top it all, at Moss Side bus station the drivers choose our journey to swap shifts. At this rate we’ll end up missing the start. 

At long last we finally reach Oxford Road and the bus trundles past the old housing estate we lived in before they knocked it down and relocated us to Wythenshawe. Marc’s two years below me at school but we’ve known each other since we were really young because our dads used to work together. His family lived round the corner from us before they mowed our terraces down. I was still going to the corner shop on my blue three-wheeler to buy candy cigarettes even after local kids started getting snatched from up the road by the Moors murderers. Eventually the council wanted to demolish the whole estate so we were moved out to Wythenshawe and Marc’s family came shortly after, so now we live round the corner from each other there as well.

In accordance with my dad’s strict instructions, we disembark two stops after the Dunlop rubber factory that he hates working in twelve hours a night. We’re opposite the Palace Theatre, glad the streets are illuminated enough for spotting any of the Clockwork Orange boys who patrol this zone. Maintaining constant three-hundred-and-sixty-degree vigilance, we reach the Opera House unscathed, only having to strategically cross the road twice. Once we’re opposite our designated destination I catch sight of the big black letters pinned to the theatre billboard – MOTT THE HOOPLE – and we know we are safe. Sort of. It’s as close as we’re getting because the street is packed with crowds of long-haired glam rock fans. 

‘Need any tickets, lads? Got any spares?’ A small, unshaven man in a dark overcoat is in my face. He stinks of cigars.

‘No thanks,’ says Marc, grabbing my arm and pulling me across the road to join the other fans. The anticipation is cutting through the cold smoggy night but how are we going to penetrate this lot?

‘That’s not a queue. People are just pushing their way in.’

Tickets at the ready, we aim for the bottleneck near the door and after a surprisingly small amount of jostling we push through. The momentum at the other side carries us towards a bar. Between us, we’ve got enough for a drink. If they’ll serve us. Marc wastes no time in volunteering me. ‘You look older than fourteen,’ he says, his animated eyes weighing everything up. ‘You’re taller than some of them lot getting Newcastle Browns.’ We’ve had a sneaky drink of our dads’ Party Sevens before but we’ve never even been to an off-licence, never mind a proper bar. I might be taller but most of the aunties in our family still go on about my baby face whenever they turn up from Ireland. Besides, it’s now embarrassingly obvious we’ve worn completely the wrong clothes. Everyone else is in bleached ripped jeans and leather jackets, which isn’t helping.

Nervously, I look at Marc. He’s got even more of a baby face than me. It’s unlikely the bar staff would notice his inner steel in the first instance. ‘I’m not bothering with all that lot tonight,’ I decide. ‘Let’s just go and find our seats before we miss something.’ I start heading off towards a set of ornate staircases before Marc has chance to protest. Since we’ve only paid eighty pence for our tickets, I’m not expecting seats right at the front. Judging from the outside of the building, you’d never guess it actually contains countless flights of stairs but eventually, at the top of them all, we find our row. And there’s only two between us and the front of the balcony so, for now at least, our view of the stage is not obscured. The stage, however, does look quite small from up here. 

I’m surprised the auditorium is so empty. Only a few sporadic clusters of people are in their seats. When are they going to dim these lights so no one will notice what I’m wearing? I decide to take the jacket off because it’s sweltering, though I’m not sure if the starched white shirt I’ve got on underneath is much better. 

‘WALLY!’ shouts a bloke behind me and I flush even hotter.

‘WALLY!’ shouts someone else from down below.

Suddenly half the audience is shouting ‘WALLY’ at each other. 

‘It’s for when roadies come on stage,’ explains Marc. ‘I read about it in Melody Maker.’

Good. So it’s nothing to do with my shirt, then.

While the place is still filling up the house lights go down, the curtain goes up and the stage is dazzled with a thousand bright lights. The drummer’s already playing as the rest of the support band run on.

They’re called Queen. According to the music papers they’re going to be massive. The singer’s wearing a billowing white cloak which he throws across the stage during the first song, leaving him bare-chested in only ballet shoes and shiny white tights. If he can get away with that on stage, who cares what I’m wearing? Part ballet dancer, part hairy lion tamer, he’s grasping his mike in one hand and with the other he’s theatrically waving the top half of his mike stand around like a whip. He’s small but his voice is quite different. The music’s a mixture of glam rock and heavy metal with the odd blues riff thrown in. It even changes from one style to another in the middle of a song. They could do with picking a style and sticking with it instead of trying them all out at once. 

It’s a bit distracting having to stand up and let people past all the time but, by the end of Queen’s set, every seat is taken. The excitement’s growing and people start chanting ‘Mott! Mott! Mott!’ When the lights go down for the second time, the intro music rips through the darkness and, instead of just hearing it, even up here I can feel it. It’s a lot louder than the support band. The stage is filled with smoke and as it clears four guys with long hair, leather trousers and shiny shirts appear: aliens from Planet Rock. The opening chords of ‘Roll Away The Stone’ start up and the whole theatre erupts. People are on their feet, shouting along with the words, jumping up and down in time to the music, punching the air in time to the beat.

They play all our favourites: the mighty ‘All The Way From Memphis’; ‘Violence’, during which the singer and guitarist start shoving each other around the stage pretending to fight; ‘Ballad of Mott The Hoople’, when each band member gets a namecheck. The bass player, Overend Watts, silver hair and thigh-high platforms. Ariel Bender, the guitarist, big top hat and white sequined catsuit. Buffin the drummer, blond feather cut, frilly shirt and glittery kit. Ian Hunter, the flamboyant lead singer with his big curly hair, sunglasses and Maltese cross-shaped guitar. 

They’re fantastic. When they stop we scream for more so they do a couple of encores and finish with Lou Reed’s ‘Sweet Jane’. No one wants it to end. As we leave and for the following month it’s all we can talk about; on the bus, at school and whenever we’re hanging around the streets in between.

 

We vow not to miss anyone who comes to play in Manchester: Man, Budgie, Nazareth, Bachman-Turner Overdrive: You ain’t seen nothing yet and we haven’t until T.Rex, Lou Reed, Steve Harley & Cockney Rebel, The Who at Belle Vue. Some of these bands have come over from America where they stand there on enormous stages with lightshows, playing guitar to thousands of people…

What a weird place Belle Vue is for a concert: there’s a funfair, a circus and a music hall. A mini-Blackpool in the middle of the city. King George’s Hall, a big-top-shaped building, has been cleared out but still smells of elephant shit. Stage at one end and rows of circular benches round the edge. No seat numbers so we squeeze our way to the standing area near the front and sing along to all the songs we know. ‘Anyway, Anyhow, Anywhere’, a favourite of mine since that time my Uncle Gerard came to stay with us from Ireland, bringing his suitcase full of singles and a red plastic record player. Suddenly the house was filled with music. The Kinks, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones. I snuck them on when he was at work, trying not to scratch them, since he was more precious about his music than anything else.

Johnnie Walker’s lunchtime music show helps get me through a day at school. Tuesday is when he does the new charts and on Wednesday mornings, thanks to my paper round, I get an early copy of the NME so when I turn up at school I know who’s playing when; social gold dust in that minefield of philistines. On Thursdays it’s Top of the Pops. I secure my spot right in front of the telly well before it starts, when Tomorrow’s World is still on. I’m at the ready with a hand-held mike plugged into my cassette recorder, wishing the budgie would quit its constant chirping and my dad would stop rattling the Evening News. I have to fight three brothers off just to watch this show! And no one will shut up while I’m trying to tape it. ‘How are those long-haired eejits supposed to make any money if everyone like you is stealing it from the television?’ demands my dad.

‘I’m taping!’ I scream, wrecking my own recording.

On Saturdays there’s the weekly visit to Virgin Records, a tiny, scruffy shop down a little side street on the way to Piccadilly Station, but it’s got big comfy armchairs with speakers built into the headrests so you can sit there all afternoon listening to the albums you like. The guy behind the counter doesn’t seem to mind as long as you occasionally buy something.

After Virgin it’s on to Tib Street, past several pet shops rammed with tortoises and lizards climbing over each other. There’s rabbits as well, and the occasional hungry-looking snake. The smell follows you to the bootleg shop which is right in the middle of them all. I get lost in there, spending hours thumbing through dusty stacks of white-sleeved vinyl for rare editions. If only they weren’t so scratched! But, if you weigh down the record-player arm with a two-pence piece, it tends to do the trick. 

 

*

I scrape through my exams and then, for me, school’s out forever. Marc and I have started hanging out at A1 Repairs, the big music shop on Oxford Road, looking the part in our platforms and high-waist green flares, starting to entertain the idea of having our own band. There’s a talent night at The Yew Tree Social Club round the corner from where we live. Perhaps we could start off there? 

The following week we go along to check out the competition, me going first. While I’m looking my tallest at the bar and managing to get served, Marc infiltrates the shadows to an out-of-the-way table near the back of the narrow room. I join him in time to catch a dodgy comedian followed by a pub crooner with a bad comb-over. The shiny silver curtain falls, marking the end of the first half. 

‘I don’t think this is quite our scene,’ observes Marc, drawing out his half a mild just like the old-timers at the next table. 

‘Well,’ I reply, crashing like the man who fell to earth, ‘when we’ve actually got some instruments and learned how to play them, perhaps that’d be a good time to look for a more appropriate venue.’

In August Marc’s family invite me to go with them on a summer holiday to Barry Island Butlins camp in South Wales because his sister doesn’t want to go. We spend the Saturday prior to departure tracking down a pair of Bowie hats; proper American gangster style. We are the dudes, or we think we are, anyway. Nobody else seems to. Strolling around the amusement arcade wearing them we are given some funny looks. Our feather cuts are more fluff than feather after messing about in the pool all day. ‘Let’s just squash them down with the hats,’ says Marc. ‘No one will notice our hair.’ 

Come on, girls, I’m all yours! There aren’t any takers. The most attention we get is off a couple of lads from the estate back home. Is there no getting away from these boys? We’re forced to share the main show bar with them, where their parents have installed themselves for the entirety of the week. The same band plays every night: really bad versions of chart hits. Marc and I are soon bored of listening to them so we start making up our own lyrics. Surely we could do better ourselves? We need to start learning.

 

October, 1975. Bowie’s at No. 1 with his epic ‘Space Oddity’. I can’t get this music out of my head and I don’t want to. Walking up Oxford Street past Reno’s music shop, I spot a gleaming red drum kit in the window and imagine myself rolling the snare in time to the song. I take in all its cymbals, pedals and toms. I’m sitting behind it, drum sticks in hand, providing the beat for the rest of my band. 

It’s going to take some saving up for.

I’ve just started chef college and manage to find a Saturday job at the local butcher’s, so now I’ll be humping boxes of meat about instead of hanging out in town with Marc. My first day on the job, I have to clean out the mincer and the chopping blocks using a wire brush and sawdust with the boss’s Simon & Garfunkel album playing on repeat in the background.

Marc turns up to meet me after work. He’s ridden round the corner on one of the bikes we’ve been building from discarded parts we’ve found around the neighbourhood. I’m knackered and I just want to get myself cleaned up but he insists on going for a pint first, even though I smell of raw meat. Luckily the landlord of our local, The Park, doesn’t seem to care if you’re underage. So long as you’ve got the money for a pint he’ll serve it, so we’ve started coming in here for the occasional sneaky drink. 

It turns out Marc’s only gone and met Mick Jagger in Reno’s. I panic. ‘He wasn’t buying that drum kit, was he?’ It’s irrational, I know, but I’ve just earned my first couple of quid towards it.

‘No, mate. He was in there buying guitar strings.’

How typical of Marc to be in the right place at the right time! Years I’ve spent, traipsing the music shops with him every Saturday and the first time I’m not there he goes and meets Mick Jagger. ‘Did you speak to him?’ I ask miserably.

Marc’s glowing. ‘Well, I didn’t want to impose, but in the end I thought, it’s not every day you run into the lead singer of The Rolling Stones, is it? So I went up to him and said, “Are you who I think you are?” and he said he was so we had a bit of a chat.’

Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. That’s made my day, that has.

‘He just seemed like a normal bloke,’ continues Marc in a vain attempt to tone the whole thing down. 

‘Did you get his autograph?’ I croak, flicking a stray piece of gristle off my shirt cuff.

Marc looks at me like I’ve asked if he licked Jagger’s boots.

‘It was hardly the right moment, Steve. He was doing his shopping.’

 

*

June, 1976. We have a mate from school called Andrew Berry, and his sister’s boyfriend is the lead singer of a band called Slaughter and the Dogs. Me and Marc also know the guitarist, Mike Rossi, from the night bus. We were gobsmacked by him one time when ex-Spider-from-Mars Mick Ronson came out of the Free Trade Hall’s stage door to sign autographs, saw Mike and greeted this local boy like he’d known him for years. Mike had been following him around the country, going to every gig. But tonight, having persuaded their local youth club to let them play there, Slaughter and the Dogs are on and we’re all going. 

This youth club’s in a church hall with no bar but the band’s got cans of lager, even though they’re all my age except for the singer, who’s nineteen. They’re surprisingly professional and they’ve obviously thought about what they want to sound and look like. They’ve got an image: early, dressing-up box Bowie, what with the singer’s dyed blue hair and black cloak. They’ve got their own energy: anger. The singer growls at the audience while the rest of them sneer. Our mate Mike’s doing it the most, laying into his riffs with absolute disregard. 

The audience, consisting mainly of estate lads, have probably never heard anything quite like this. Neither have we. It’s not glam, that’s for sure. There’s nothing frilly. After a couple of songs someone throws a drinks can at the band. Several more follow before one of them pings off Mike’s guitar neck onto the stage floor, spilling pop onto his boot. Instead of pretending this hasn’t happened, Mike glares back and shouts into his microphone: ‘It’s cost you mahney to frow that caaaan!’ When did his Wythenshawe accent morph into a fake Artful Dodger? ‘Moy guitar’s taff. It did not break. It’s cost you mahney!’ Nobody chucks any more cans after that. In fact, by the end of the set, the estate boys seem to have become a little more open-minded.

What’s going to happen to the cheesy discos they usually put on in places like this? Will they ever get away with playing Brotherhood of Man again? Will they even want to? 

 

I find a job at a pub called The Hotel, which beats clearing up blood and guts on a Saturday afternoon. Now I’m stuffing four hundred vol-au-vents a week and get to watch the bands that play instead of mincing meat to ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’. By the time we’ve cleared up at the end of a shift it’s midnight, it’s too far to walk, there’s no buses, taxis would eat up half my wages and there’s nowhere nearer home I can get catering experience. The time has come for me to have my own transport. And the only way I’m going to do that is by cutting deeply into my drum kit savings to invest in a moped. 

The summer of ’76 is blazing hot. In July, Slaughter and the Dogs play a support slot at the Lesser Free Trade Hall, a different sort of venue altogether. It’s a lot smaller than the big hall downstairs and has the look of a shabby union meeting room with a small theatre stage built into the end. The whole place smells slightly of damp, Newcastle Brown and patchouli oil. It could hold about three hundred but it’s only half-full. Posing Bowie fans – mirroring his Thin White Duke incarnation of slicked-back hair, baggy white shirts, smart black waistcoats and matching trousers – weave past close-knit straggly-haired heavy metal fans displaying allegiance with bleached denim and AC/DC and Led Zeppelin patches. There’s a strange new faction with spiky hair, ripped jeans and leather jackets covered in metal studs. The occasional hippy relic in an Afghan is wandering around looking lost. A conclave of different tribes, all here to establish ownership of new turf. Marc and I must look pretty tame in our T-shirts and jeans, though it seems we’re sitting in the right section: everyone here in these back few rows looks as straight as us. 

The first band on get my attention. Apparently they’re from Manchester as well. One of the songs really sticks in my head. Boredom! Boredom! I’ll be singing this for weeks. They’re called Buzzcocks, according to the flier. As I nod to the beat, it all clicks into place. It was their ad on the Virgin noticeboard a couple of weeks ago which read: ‘Fancy a buzz, cock? Drummer required…’ I feel a wave of resentment towards my moped. The only buzz I’m getting is when the exhaust falls off and the bloody thing’s rattling me down the road. 

They play to a stringent rhythm. It looks like the guitarist’s sawn the top section of his guitar off; its top edge is completely flat but he really gets into playing the thing during a super-fast version of The Troggs’s ‘I Can’t Control Myself’. He throws in lots of unexpected changes and finishes off by chucking it at his amp, ripping the strings off and stomping off stage with the rest of the band. It’s enough to fire the audience up into similar discord. 

Slaughter and the Dogs are on next, playing to a much tougher crowd than in that youth club. The lead singer’s hair is now green and Mike Rossi seems to be emulating his own hero’s image to the letter, wearing exactly the same clothes Mick Ronson does: a red and white striped T-shirt, black-vinyl waistcoat and skin-tight pants. It looks like he might have tried to tame his thick curly hair into some kind of feather cut too, but it’s just not working. There’s a lot of shouting and heckling and jumping up and down, though it’s hard to tell if that’s because people are liking this or they’re not. But Slaughter stand their ground, making it through to the end of their set without being pelted by anything.

Marc and I only stay for the first couple of songs by the headlining act. The lead singer’s enigmatic, I’ll give him that. But the band as a whole are making a pub-band racket, so we head off for a bag of chips and only come back for the last couple of songs. Munching away at the back, I wonder how the singer has the gall to go on stage in a shirt that’s so ripped he’s had to safety-pin it together. Perhaps he’s been having worse trouble on his estate than we have recently, which is hardly surprising, given his attitude. ‘You’re all sat there like bumps on a facking log!’ he shouts. ‘Get ap! Get ap and daahnce!’ Nobody’s sitting in the front few rows anyway. They’re all leaping up and down and shoving each other about. The band power into another song and people start pushing each other down the aisle in time to the machine-gun rhythm, not stopping until the band finally leave the stage. Even then people are spitting and screaming; I’m not sure if they’re in pain or if they want more. In any case, Rotten Johnny comes back on stage on his own, takes what’s left of his shirt off, rips it to bits and chucks it into the audience before storming back off again to an accompanying screech of feedback. 

Looks like it’s over so we move to the bar, which is already busy. Fair enough, good or bad, that band were completely original. They haven’t been to Chetham’s School of Music, that’s for sure. They wouldn’t get through the door! And now everyone here is getting ideas. Surely we don’t need some scruffy Londoners coming here to make a racket and scream abuse at us when chances are we can do that ourselves. 

‘I’m going to start a band. The Frantic Lifts.’

‘I’m going to get a guitar tomorrow.’

‘I’m coming with you. I’ll get a bass and we’ll look for a drummer.’

‘We could call ourselves The Stiff Dogs.’

‘Stiff Cats.’

‘Nah. Stiff Kittens!’ 

‘Stiffs. The Stiffs.’

‘Did you just say The Smiths?’

‘No. That’s way too normal. It’s got to be Stiff sommat.’

‘The Outsiders. Now there’s a name for a band.’ 

The whole place is suddenly filled with people starting bands.

‘We really should get our band together,’ considers Marc. ‘But I just don’t think Magnum Opus is going to cut it anymore. It’s way too prog rock.’

‘Yeah. We need to be more like those Buzzcocks.’

 

 






  

The Sudden Importance of Albert Camus
 

 

Slaughter and the Dogs play a gig in a disco called Rafters. They’re a punk band now, apparently. It’s the only name the music press has thought of to describe what went on that night in the Lesser Free Trade Hall. 

We’ve never been to Rafters before. Well we wouldn’t, would we? Soul-funk discos aren’t our thing. The only club I’ve been frequenting over the past couple of years is Pips behind the cathedral, mainly because it’s got a Bowie room. But if bands like Slaughter are playing, we’ve got to go. 

The low-ceilinged room is packed with people milling around, getting close to the stage. This isn’t an audience waiting to be entertained; most people here seem to know each other or know the bands. A spider’s web of new opportunity is starting to spin itself together. Slaughter headline and spit blood.

By Christmas there’s a network of club venues opening their doors to anything new and different: The Ranch, a gay club; The Squat, a disused meeting hall near the university; Band on The Wall, a jazz place; The Electric Circus in North Manchester, a heavy metal venue. All these are beginning to house this wave of new bands and its growing audience. 

Marc buys a cheap guitar from the Johnny Roadhouse junk shop. Every time I go round to his, instead of listening to music and talking about it, he’s there trying to play it. His bedroom’s covered in chord books and he’s copying riffs like he’s got a gig booked in for next week. 

While he’s strumming his fingers raw on all those As and Es and Ds, to pass the time I leaf through his mum’s catalogue. In amongst the fondue sets and Chopper pushbikes there’s a musical instrument section where I find a bass guitar that costs eighty quid. It’s more than Marc’s paid for his guitar but it’s a lot less than the drum kit. You pay an £8 deposit and the rest goes on the drip at 80p a week. You can get four pints for a quid! But the time for sacrifice is nigh. Maybe I’m not meant to be a drummer, maybe playing the bass will be my thing.

I ask his mum to order it and a week later my starburst Fender copy arrives in a large triangular shaped cardboard box. It’s heavier than I thought. I open it carefully and run my fingers over the thick strings. How am I going to twang them in a hurry? How do you tune this thing? 

After a while of getting used to it, Marc shows me how to play ‘Hey Joe’ by Jimi Hendrix, quite difficult, then ‘Anarchy in the UK’, a lot simpler. It’s come out as a single and doesn’t sound anything like the noise the Sex Pistols were making that night we saw them last summer. It’s been produced.

I’ve recently switched from lunchtimes with Johnnie Walker to John Peel’s late-night show. He’s playing the Buzzcocks on national radio and it’s like a signal telling everyone to get up and do something.
I tape ‘Boredom’ and play it back again and again until I’ve worked out the bass line by a method of trial, error and perseverance.

 

If crap bands we’ve seen like The Drones and V2 can get gigs in our local clubs, why couldn’t we? The only thing that’s stopping us is an acute lack of our own songs. Craig Scanlon, a moody-looking classmate of Marc, starts coming out with us. So far, I haven’t seen his eyes; they’re hidden beneath a thick, dark fringe. But even so, judging by the constant downturn of the corners of his mouth, it’s clear he disapproves of everything. He’s been playing guitar in his bedroom for a couple of years, he’s left-handed, he’s got a strumming action that makes his guitar sound different from anyone else’s and he’s already got some ideas for songs. Before long, the three of us are round at Marc’s throwing simple riffs at each other. Then Craig starts adding some quirky sequences that you think will never fit but, once Marc and I have built a base for them, they do. Now it’s just some hard-hitting lyrics that we need. And, oh yeah, a drummer. 

Craig’s Mr Obscure. If more than ten people like something, he doesn’t. When he went to the cinema to see Eraserhead, he walked out as soon as it was half-full, complaining it was way too mainstream for the likes of him. He’s already lost interest in William Burroughs, who I’ve never heard of. Even Peel is borderline for him. He sneers at the NME but has to compromise himself weekly with Melody Maker because at his local newsagent’s there is no music publication subversive enough for his tastes. How he’d love to subscribe to ZigZag and Cream, if only they weren’t written by Londoners. I quickly learn never to mention Top of the Pops in his presence. 

The three of us’ll be watching bands and it no longer seems outrageous to think it could be us. Every other chancer with a battered leather jacket, an uncivilised haircut and a hustled guitar is having a go. One payment down then a swift change of address and some of them are even putting records out.

‘We should advertise for a drummer.’

‘Who’s gonna sing?’

Marc has a go at the singing and Craig has a go at the singing. I refuse to have a go at the singing. It’s one thing being on stage with an instrument to hide behind; with only a microphone to clutch onto you’re far more exposed. A week later we’ve got our own ad up in Virgin. ‘Singer and drummer required for new punk wave band…’

No one calls for weeks, except some nutter who threatens my parents whenever they answer the phone. We’re thinking nothing’s going to come of it when a songwriter called Steve Murray rings up. 

We meet him in town the next day: skinny guy, tight jeans, T-shirt, standard-issue leather jacket, frizzy fibre-optic hair. Although the jeans aren’t my thing, I’m realising you can’t be in a band like ours wearing flares. This guy’s a sinewy light stick of energy. There’s a constant sense of urgency in his eyes. He’s into the idea of a band as much as we are, his words are good and he’s definitely got something about him. We reckon he’ll make a decent frontman. Several days later a posh student drummer calls and we all become The Sirens. 

 

*

This punk thing’s creeping into bigger venues. The Damned and The Clash play the Apollo. We brave the badlands of Collyhurst for the closing night of the infamous Electric Circus, a run-down old cinema that’s been hosting punk bands for the last nine months and is already being shut down. Raucous queues reaching towards Piccadilly, bar supplies rarely meeting demand and ineffective random patches of empty egg-boxes for soundproofing have done little to save the venue. Bands like The Jam, The Clash, The Stranglers and The Ramones have been selling this place out to way above capacity and the police have been inundated with complaints from the surrounding tower blocks. I’m quietly apprehensive, waiting in the queue, wondering whether we’ll get in and, if we do, whether it’ll all kick off. 

Once we finally make it through the dilapidated doors, wade through the ankle-deep swamp of discarded cans and their dregs, adjust to the darkness and smoke, the atmosphere is surprisingly welcoming. The place might smell like a damp garage next to a brewery, and the only paint that isn’t peeling off the walls has been sprayed on, but I recognise half the faces in here.

The Worst are on stage and, boy, do they live up to their name. It’s up and down from here with Warsaw, The Prefects, three songs from the newly-formed Magazine, a new band called The Fall and the Buzzcocks sharing the stage with reggae band Steel Pulse and punk poet John Cooper Clarke. 

Marc’s so impressed with The Fall he insists we go to their next gig, a support slot at Rafters. We arrive early enough not to miss them, unlike the rest of the crowd. It’s pretty sparse near the front as the various members of The Fall walk on stage with attitude but no apparent image. There’s no posing or posturing either; these people are clearly here to get on with the serious business of music.

The guitarist; dark, minimal, almost mechanical, is providing the rhythm which the melodic bass really cuts through, providing the tune. And, as for the drummer, forget bum-tap bum-tap dugga dugga dugga; here’s an octopus. His radical, lawless backbeat is interspersed with unsystematic keyboards from the stage-side. The combined effect is mesmerising. The first song, which may well be called ‘Stepping Out’
since that’s what the singer keeps repeating with increasing severity, has a harsh edge to it. I’m not too sure about his gaudy acrylic golfing tank top… isn’t he taking anti-fashion a step too far? But his gaunt, intense anger rips through every lyric. 

I can’t help getting drawn into it. This is half an hour of something distinctive. Everyone’s doing the opposite of what you’d expect, yet it works. We don’t leave until we’ve found out where they’re playing next, which is a headline spot at Band on the Wall in a couple of weeks. Marc rips the sleeves off an old T-shirt for the occasion and spray-paints The Fall across the front. The lead singer spots it, chats to Marc after the set and hints that they might be needing a roadie soon. There’s nothing aloof-pop-star about this lot. 

 

There’s a warehouse in the centre of town which opens up as rehearsal space, so The Sirens hire a room. It’s the shell of a disused mill. The walls are bare brick, the floors are bare boards, half the windows are broken and haphazardly boarded up with bits of scrap wood, probably by the bands themselves to stop the draughts, of which there are plenty. The place is freezing cold, even in summer. It’s a massive building with rows of huge oblong rooms, each one almost big enough to hold a gig in. You can hear other rehearsals whether you want to or not but everyone tolerates these conditions because there’s nothing nearby so you can make as much noise as you want.

The landlord, T.J.Davidson, cuts his running costs down to zero by letting Mike, the local Irish tramp, sleep here for the night, pose as a watchman and prise rent out of the bands. 

Upstairs from us there’s Warsaw, who’ve just changed their name to Joy Division. Their music’s slow, morose and almost disturbing in the way it kind of lodges itself in your head, especially when you hear them playing the same song over and over all afternoon. It sounds very different from what everyone else is doing. They’re working on their first single, which they’re planning to put out themselves. Their manager, who’s the DJ at Rafters, is sorting out the finance. They’re in here for hours on end, every day, totally dedicated. 

A few weeks later, we’re walking up the stairs just as The Fall arrive with all their equipment. They’re moving into the rehearsal room next to ours. Made up, we give them a hand with the amps and as I’m sounding out the common ground it occurs to me that these people are also very serious about what they’re doing. It’s their life. None of them are training to be chefs in the daytime or anything like that. We haven’t even had a gig yet and they’re about to record their first album.

After we’ve finished rehearsing our own relatively short set, Marc, Craig and I decamp to the pub on the corner and, before long, so do The Fall. We get talking and since there’s no hiding how impressed we are by their music, the lead singer’s girlfriend, who is also managing the group, invites us to come back and watch the rest of their rehearsal. She’s convinced this is the best music around and she’s determined that everyone in the world should be given the opportunity to experience it for themselves. And she’s clearly pleased that we agree. Her name’s Kay Carroll. ‘And that’s Mark Smith,’ she says. I look over to the end of the bar where the lead singer’s holding animated court with a couple of rowdy pensioners in brown overcoats. From what I can remember of seeing them live, Mark Smith looks exactly the same off stage as he does on it. He’s one of those scrawny men of average height who seem a lot larger than they actually are.

 A small, bowl-haired woman wearing jeans and a black blouse makes her way over to our table. ‘This is Yvonne, our keyboard player.’ She gives us a shy smile before Kay introduces us to the guitarist, Martin Bramah, and Karl Burns, the drummer. Karl grunts a cursory greeting but Martin is silent, coolly ignoring us as a guitar hero like him can ignore his fans when suddenly faced with them.

Back in the rehearsal rooms it’s a real opportunity for us to see them at work, close up. It doesn’t take long before they leave themselves behind; when the drummer leads, everyone else follows, fitting in perfectly with his intricate pace. Mark Smith’s voice rolls on top of the music like barbed wire, fencing you into a place you never thought could exist.

This new song they’re working on, ‘Various Times’, is dramatic in its simplicity. They go through the first part a few times before it starts to really come together. When they play it all the way through, it takes me over. Here, in this dank shell of a building which smells of rotten floorboards, something special’s going on. 

Afterwards, we’re helping them move their gear into the lock-up, a centrally-positioned smaller room containing a metal cage for all the bands’ equipment. Kay says they could do with a hand for their next gig. Bollocks. Craig and I can’t get out of work but Marc’s available and willing. He’s due to finish school himself in a couple of months and he hasn’t got any other plans for when he does. ‘This is all I want to do,’ he tells us on the way home. ‘Music. There’s no point in doing anything else.’

All of this gets me thinking. If we’re serious, we could do with at least getting a booking. The next day I decide to call Pips behind the cathedral since they’ve started putting on new bands. Pips would be a low-key venue to start with. Joy Division are playing there in a couple of weeks so it could be a good time to make a call. Surprisingly, after just a quick chat the manager decides to put us on and even offers to pay a fee of fifty pounds for the night. That’s a tenner each! He doesn’t even ask for a demo tape. 

Now we’ve got more reason to work at what we’re doing. Our set consists of a couple of covers: ‘Sweet Jane’ and a punky version of a Beatles B-side, ‘I’m Down’. There’s half a dozen of our own songs, which we’ve based around a combination of Marc and Craig’s riffs and Steve Murray’s lyrics. We spend the next couple of weeks rehearsing avidly and persuading family and friends to come to the club.

 

A mate of my dad has offered to transport us and our gear to the venue but his van breaks down on the afternoon of the gig. It’s a cold, wet night and we’re having to move our dodgy second-hand gear in a convoy of three taxis. Compounded with the nerves of playing live for the first time ever, I’m now worried about the possibility of my amp blowing up and me dying on stage of an electric shock as much as I’m worried about making mistakes. 

The club is a disco warren, consisting of several cave-like rooms connected by a series of white-plaster archways. When I first started coming here I was impressed with this calcified limestone look but now, setting up in the cold early-evening light, without the smoke and mirrors, its random stalagmites look cheap and tacky. 

There’s an all-girl band on first and by the time they’ve finished throwing up on stage there are about fifty people here I don’t recognise, standing well back. Usually there’s soul-funk, disco or Bowie playing in the other hollows but tonight they’ve only opened this room so these people must be here for us. Where are all the gyrating men with eyeliner? It’s all gone Rent-A-Punk!

We’re headlining, I’ve even bought some straight-legged pants. It’s not a long set but the friends and family we’ve dragged in seem to get into the music we play, judging by the polite clapping between songs. The people we don’t know just stand there. Nothing gets thrown at us, no one boos and no one screams for an encore either. Which is just as well because we haven’t got any more songs. The Sirens’ first live performance and we seem to have got away with it. 

 The next day, college isn’t quite the same. I’m extra careful not to burn my strumming hand on the copper-pan handle while making risotto. For a year I’ve been boring my fellow trainee chefs about my band and my payments on the bass. ‘Only four more weeks till it’s mine…’ At last, to have finally played live is something truly appetising I can throw into the mix. 

But my jubilant mood is to be short-lived. A few days later Craig, Marc and I are warming up in the rehearsal room, waiting for Steve Murray and our drummer to turn up, happily trying out a new song. Steve is uncharacteristically late and, when he does show, even more uncharacteristically sheepish. ‘Fancy a drink, lads? I’ve got sommat to tell you.’ 

We don’t go for a drink. We stay put as he explains, with a bout of guilty foot-shuffling, that his cabaret-bass-playing brother was at Pips and wants them to form a band together. The Sirens’ alarms begin to go off. Everyone knows it’s unheard of to be in two bands at the same time. 

‘Does that mean you’re leaving? You can’t do that after just one gig.’

‘It went okay, didn’t it? All we need is better songs and more rehearsing.’

‘Yeah. And an image.’

‘Yeah. And perhaps a couple of new amps.’

‘Yeah. And before you know it, we could be supporting The Fall or Joy Division or someone like that.’ 

‘Could we?’ Steve doesn’t look convinced. ‘That’s not what Stuart thinks. Don’t forget, he’s a professional musician. He gets paid for what he does.’

‘So did we.’

We all look at him. It’s a stand-off. His eyes are as urgent as ever. I’m getting a sickening feeling in my stomach.

‘Look,’ he goes on. ‘There’s no easy way of saying this. But, musically, Stuart doesn’t think you’ll ever be up to speed. We’re starting our own band. He wants to call it Fast Cars. I’ve just come for my gear.’ With that he unplugs his mike, picks up his stand, spins around and begins the long journey across our vast rehearsal room towards the exit, where Stuart’s probably waiting with the engine running. 

Not good enough musically? Surely he must mean me. If the brother’s a professional bass player then he’ll have had his eye on me. Certainly, there’s nothing wrong with our guitarists. 

Our drummer doesn’t even show up to tell us he’s leaving. So instead of preparing for our next gig, Craig, Marc and I have no choice but to audition a long line of unsuitable singers and drummers. When they’re late or don’t bother showing up, we’ve plenty of time to watch everyone around us working on their next album or whatever it is they’re doing. 

We soon notice that Mark Smith and Kay are very focussed and have a clear idea of where they want the band to go and how they want it to develop. They spend hours discussing their manifesto: how to keep control of the art, why record companies shouldn’t be allowed to impact on creativity, the importance of being fair to people who work with the band and the benefits of a good work ethic. We sit there taking all this in while waiting for the next drummer to let us down. ‘That’s why we’re called The Fall!’ declares Kay regularly. ‘We’re upfront about working in the underground.’ For a band name it’s certainly memorable. ‘Haven’t you read any Camus?’ she demands. ‘Jesus! We were going to be The Outsiders but that fucked-up London punk band already called themselves that. I’m glad of it now. The Fall requires imagination.’ 

They’ve recorded a single, ‘Bingo-Master’s Break-Out’, and they’re working on an album for a record label. But whenever Mark and Kay are out of earshot, it’s weird how quickly the other blokes start backbiting. Eric the bass player complains about not getting paid enough and not being credited for his songwriting contributions, but he isn’t anywhere near as good as the bass player I saw them with at Rafters. That one’s already left for some reason and Eric’s only been in the band a couple of months, but you can’t hear him half the time. Why doesn’t he use a plectrum? Still, what do I know? I’ve only just started writing the occasional bass-riff myself.

Although it’s obvious Martin’s sole purpose of living is to play guitar, he hates being told where to be and what time to be there. He still hasn’t spoken to me or Craig direct, but I occasionally overhear his exchanges with the others. ‘They won’t pick me up,’ he’ll moan. ‘They make me go to theirs and when I get there they’re never ready anyway. Have you seen that fanzine? ZigZag? They only interviewed Mark and Kay. What about me? I’m the guitarist! They want everything their way. Like when they never asked us what we thought the B-side should be. Someone’s forgetting whose idea this band was in the first place.’ 

Karl’s a brilliant drummer and he knows it. Key promoters have been telling him he could make more money in other bands and he seems to be raking around for excuses to try. But they’re making great music together! Why are they being so petty? Keyboard player, Yvonne, is the only one who seems to stay out of discussions like these, describing the others as ‘energy-vampires’. As the only band member who answered an NME ad rather than being a Prestwich local, she’s committed enough to travel over from Doncaster regularly. Surely they all just need to believe in what they’re doing, keep doing it and everything they want will follow. 

When they are asked to go to John Peel’s studio for one of his recording sessions, Marc is invited to go with them. Of course I want to hear all about Marc’s amazing day out at the studios in London at the end of my gruelling kitchen shift the next day. We’ve had a funeral in so I’ve spent half the time butchering chickens and roasting their legs, and the second half boiling, peeling and chopping their eggs for the sandwiches.

Curiosity demands I pop round to Marc’s on my way home. He has some interesting news: Eric the bass player didn’t make it to London.

‘Why would you not go to London?’ I ask, incredulous. 

‘I couldn’t believe it myself,’ says Marc making the brews. We sit at the kitchen table as he proceeds with the details. Eric wouldn’t get in the van because he took exception to the driver, Conga Steve, who was also going to be playing on one of the songs. ‘“I’m not getting in a van with a driver who’s wearing a loud Hawaiian shirt!” he shouted. “We’ll get stopped. We’ll all get arrested!” In the end they just drove off without him.’

 ‘It’s not about the shirt,’ I observe. ‘Couldn’t he have just put a coat over it? Remember that last gig at The Squat Club? He was just standing at the back of the stage, smoking, hardly playing a note. Remember? Mark had to push a chair at him to wake him up. So what did they do for the session?’

‘Martin played the bass.’

‘So who played the guitar?’

‘He did. He played the bass, upside down because of being left-handed, and then he played the guitar.’

I try and picture this for a moment. There’s Martin, guitar slung over his back, bass upside down across his chest and John Peel wandering about looking really impressed. ‘So, what did John Peel say when he heard that?’

‘He’s not there for the recordings.’ Marc’s dismissive, as if everyone knows that. ‘He just plays it all on the radio afterwards. It’ll be on in a couple of weeks. It worked, though. Martin played live and then overdubbed the bass afterwards. On the way back we were all talking about what to do next. Eric’s not in the band anymore, that’s for sure.’ Marc’s been building this story for a while, and now the roof’s about to go on. ‘So then they asked me if I want to try.’ 

‘What, playing the bass?’

‘Yeah. Playing the bass.’

‘What, in The Fall?’

‘Yeah. In The Fall.’

‘What, as a band member?’

‘Yeah. Well, yeah.’

‘That’s brilliant,’ I’m as pleased for him as I am annoyed with myself for not being good enough. ‘But you haven’t got a bass.’ And now we haven’t got a guitarist. 

‘No,’ says Marc, raising the hammer for the final blow. ‘I haven’t. But I know someone who has.’

 

Marc’s good enough to play their next gig at Band on the Wall and of course Craig and I go along to watch. There he is, on stage, grooving on my bass wearing some tight jeans and one of my old sweatshirts. 

It sounds good, way better than Eric.

Clearly Marc won’t be playing with us anymore. Backstage afterwards, Kay comes over and asks us if we want to help shift the equipment for their next gig, now that their roadie has graduated to being in the band. ‘We can’t pay you much, but at least you’ll get in for free and a few beers out of it.’

I’m due to finish college next month so there’s nothing to stop me. Why bother getting a normal job when everyone else seems to live off nothing? Craig’s job as an office junior at a printing firm is on the line because of his late nights, so it probably won’t be long before there’ll be nothing to stop him either. 

We waste no time in making ourselves useful. I’ve never set up an amp so quick. I learn to rig up the drum kit with expert efficiency. Afterwards, I take all the gear down and load it into the van before the band’s even out of the dressing room. Craig’s as on it as I am, the pair of us determined to become indispensable, while still searching for members to fill our own band.

Having shunned the glitter and heard the polite applause of the stunned friends we dragged along to our one and only gig so far, Craig and I are even more determined to carry on. It might not have been packed, but the feeling of playing to an audience needs to be relived. Two months it takes us to finally find a singer and drummer before we become Staff 9. Una Baines also joins. Una is Mark Smith’s ex-girlfriend and was The Fall’s first keyboard player; it was her idea that he set his poems to music. Marc and I can’t carry on sharing my Fender copy so he chips in and I go for a cherry-red Gibson SG copy which will have to do for now. 

 

It’s July 1978, I’ve just turned nineteen. As I graduate from college, The Fall are setting off on a tour around Britain which Craig and I have been asked to roadie for. This is it. I’m going to have to pack in my job at the pub. When I break the news to my dad he looks at me steadily with a quiet anger in his eyes. ‘Hang on a minute. I’ve supported you through school and college to the tune of three sets of knives. A chef’s outfit once a year. A waiter’s uniform. And now you’re telling me you’re going to carry instruments around the country for some music band!’

I can see his point. Just about. Understandably, trying to make a living out of music is totally alien to my parents. I’m not sure it can happen myself but I’m thinking it’s worth dragging things out just in case. The Fall are building up a real following. The next night, after a gig, I’m backstage with the Buzzcocks’ bassist discussing the relative merits of various amp makes; the following morning, the idea of slicing thousands of cucumbers is even less appealing. I hand in my notice, bringing the wrath of my father upon me once and for all. 

Luckily, I’m not around much to suffer it. Craig leaves the printing firm and off we go… and as a result Staff 9 begin to support The Fall at some of their out-of-town dates. I’m devoting myself to this now. I spend so much time in front of the mirror, perfecting my stance, my mother starts accusing me of having a twin. With hours more time to practise, I’m finding it easier to play runs without constantly looking. And I’m making sure everyone can hear. 

We play with Joy Division at a youth club on the posh outskirts of Manchester, so Marc returns the favour and roadies for us. Their popularity is growing similarly to The Fall’s; there’s an overlap in the audiences. During the soundcheck, their bass player, Pete Hook, sings a Fall song, the piss-taking bastard. 

After the gig, we have a good laugh with Ian, Joy Division’s lead singer. He’s a different person offstage. Away from the manic, jerky dances he punctuates his soulful anguish with, he’s softly-spoken, modest and deliberate. ‘It’s alright writing these doomy epics,’ I tell him knowledgably, ‘but I reckon you need a song with love in the title to get a hit.’ 

 

The Fall record their first album: it’s a cross-section of sound and radical ideas they’ve called Live at the Witch Trials, even though none of it is actually live. Upon arriving at a London studio, a flu-ridden Mark Smith lost his voice. The pressure was on so before too long the record company sent him to Harley Street for an injection in his arse. Whatever it was they gave him seemed to do the trick because the band managed to get the entire album down in the two remaining days. It was songs they’ve been playing since they started out, but two days for eleven songs is some going. 

When they return, we all listen to it at Mark and Kay’s flat; everyone’s shouting, on a high. Martin shouts: ‘It’s the second-best album of all time!’ 

‘What’s the best?’

‘The next one!’ 

Marc’s playing my bass like a natural. Martin’s guitar-work is spectacular. Karl’s showcasing his skills like he’s being paid by the roll, the amount of them he manages to squeeze in. But then, before the album’s even released, he absconds. Unable to resist the temptation of auditioning for Public Image, he finally decides to seek his rock and roll fortune in London. 

 Live at the Witch Trials comes out in March to enough acclaim across the music press to incite healthy sales. It doesn’t reach the Top 40 album charts, but it sells well enough for Marc to trade in the Fender copy bass I lent him for a real Fender. 

 

*

April, 1979. Iggy Pop plays the Russell Club in the heart of inner-city Hulme. Tony Wilson, a local TV presenter turned band promoter, has started using this place for gigs and he’s managed to bring Iggy over from America. The chance to see the original Godfather of Punk this close up is well worth the danger-riddled walk past the concrete crescents on the way to the club. 

This is the local Caribbean community’s favoured venue for domino matches by day, but now all the laid-back pot-smoking grandads have drifted off to be replaced by several hundred edgy punks on speed. Here they only serve ice-cold cans of Red Stripe and spicy Jamaican patties. I’m at the bar at the back of the club with Craig and Ian Curtis, discussing Iggy’s return to form, when in strides Marc. ‘I’ve got some news.’ He’s always got news. ‘Martin’s just left the band,’ he announces. 

Craig and I look at each other, quietly understanding the impact this could have on us. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen his eyes (he’s been cutting his curly hair further and further back but he still rarely looks upwards). Over the past year, having travelled the UK with The Fall, we’ve been party to their internal politics. You can find another drummer, but how do you go about replacing the main songwriter? Martin started The Fall, intending it to be a creative co-operative, but they’re hardly going to stop now. As we discuss the viability of such an egalitarian set-up in the modern world, the bar gets too busy, forcing us towards the stage to secure a good spot for watching Iggy. 

‘Democracy and bands rarely work,’ decides Craig, casting his eyes firmly downwards. ‘Having Kay and Mark in charge wouldn’t bother me.’ He positions himself opposite the guitar amp, no doubt already mentally working out the chords to ‘Rebellious Jukebox’. 

‘It wouldn’t bother me either,’ I mumble pointlessly, eyeing up the bass amp in vain. So that’ll be Marc and Craig in The Fall and me as the hapless roadie, back in Virgin Records holding out for an appropriate ‘Bass Player Wanted’ ad. I’m certain Craig will be asked to try out, the lucky bastard! Since we’ve been supporting The Fall, Mark Smith and Kay have seen what we’re doing and seem to approve. Having Craig on guitar would be the next logical step.

I’m saved from further comment by the jostling crowd. The little black door at the side of the stage opens, on staggers Iggy to the opening chords of ‘Success’, and here’s me wondering if I’m ever going to get any.

 The next couple of days are tense with speculation until the phone eventually rings, breaking up my rainy-grey unease. I’m surprised to hear Kay on the line: ‘Steve. I take it you’ve heard about that dickhead Martin? We’re having a serious reshuffle. Riley’s going on guitar. What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Are you into playing the bass?’

‘What, in The Fall?’

‘No you la-la! In fucking V2.’

‘What, playing the bass?’ 

‘Well you can’t play anything else, can you?’

Oh my God. Let me quickly think. ‘Rebellious Jukebox’, that’s a bit of a tough one. I’d have to practise. ‘Psycho Mafia’, quite fast, but I’ll manage. ‘Various Times’, three notes. No problem. 

‘Hello? Do you want to play the fucking bass or not?’

‘Yes! Yes, I do! Of course.’

‘All you need to do is make sure you know the songs and get your arse down to the rehearsal rooms with Craig. He’ll be on guitar as well. We’ve got our first Scottish gigs in a few days and you lot need to be shit hot.’ 

She slams down the phone. 

‘Who was that?’ asks my dad, choosing precisely this moment to walk through the hall. 

‘Ah. It was The Fall’s manager,’ I tell him, my mind privately cartwheeling away to itself. ‘I’m in the band now.’

‘Is that right?’ he says without a flinch. ‘Does that mean they’ll be paying you at last?’

‘I suppose so,’ I reply. ‘I didn’t think to ask.’ 

 

You can never be ready enough, is what I’m thinking when the seven of us are in the van heading up to Scotland. Our first gig’s Aberdeen
Music Hall, quite a famous venue six hours away, which is a long time to be nervous for. But this time I’m not setting up the gear for anyone but myself. 

After an efficient soundcheck there are three dressing-room hours before we go on stage for real. I soon realise that time behaves differently for roadies than it does for musicians on the verge of a performance, though being entitled to the rider rather than having to rely on charitable beer handouts from the band does help. Suddenly, Mark Smith, our self-appointed foreman, is handing us a set list each: ‘Five minutes, lads! Then we’re on.’ Judging by the increasing volume of the shouting on the other side of the dressing-room wall, the crowd’s all set. 

It’s ‘Various Times’ first then ‘Psycho Mafia’ and my focus is purely on keeping pace with the drums while getting the changes right. It’s not until the third song, ‘No Xmas for John Quays’, a really simple two-note bass line, that I dare to look up and acknowledge my surroundings, only to realise there’s no vocals. Mark Smith’s glaring at the panicking monitor man and pointing frantically at his mike. The rest of us keep playing but as we get onto the chorus the giant speaker stacks on either side of the stage give out an ear-splitting squawk of feedback before packing in. The only sound we’re left with is coming from the amps behind us. In a hall this big, that’ll only be reaching the first few rows of the audience. My first gig in The Fall and we’re reduced to doing instrumentals in the face of pure technical disaster. 

‘Rebellious Jukebox’ is the next song on the set list. What are we supposed to do now? We’re all looking at Mark, who’s at the mixing desk with Kay and the sound engineer, but nothing’s happening. Mark gesticulates at us to carry on as the crowd begins to lose patience. This audience is even more fanatical than the ones back home, with people either spitting at us or gouging their arms with broken bottles. Who do they think we are, Sham 69? We haul ourselves through a couple more songs before surrendering to the conditions in the field, finishing early and getting ourselves and our gear out of there as fast as possible, a wounded unit retreating from an advancing battalion of marauding Scottish music fans. 

Mercifully, the Edinburgh gig the following night is the total opposite. The sound’s great, there are no technical issues and everything clicks into place. By the time we’re on to ‘Rebellious Jukebox’ I’m standing there in front of hundreds of people not just watching us but going crazy. I’m thinking, This is working. I can do this. After the gig we get nicely hammered and sit there for hours, listening to the tape, pulling the performance to shreds, working out what we can do better next time and I’m cartwheeling all the way. 

 

Venues begin to grow and we start writing the next album. Mark Smith never sings anything you’d expect. And what he sings doesn’t mean what you think it does. Mark and Kay decide to record ‘Rowche Rumble’ as a single, a song Marc and Craig have written the music for. It’s not a song about skinning up, it’s about housewives getting addicted to valium. Ugh. Ugh. It’s drum-led, but I’ve been weaving my own ideas for the bass through it. We spend a day in Rochdale recording and two months later it’s in the shops.

We even get to go to the cut; a day out to a plush studio in London. We give them the tape. They do whatever alchemy is required to turn it into vinyl and give us what they call the white label. It’s a thrill, seeing the record made. I take it home and listen to it over and over again.






  

American Dream
 

 

There’s something going on with this band that musicians don’t seem to like; they’ve only been going two years and they’ve already been through one drummer, one keyboard player, a guitarist and three bass players. And now, with two guitarists and a bass player in the band, feeling somewhat surplus to requirements, keyboard player Yvonne’s decided to leave. Being a gentle soul, the stresses of a busy tour calendar haven’t been sitting well with her either. But whether my dad has a point that I’m getting myself involved in something riskier than working in a kitchen is not something I have much time to think about. 

Since turning twenty, most of my first few months in The Fall have been spent learning the songs, rehearsing, writing new ones, recording them, loading the van, finding the venue, setting up the gear, soundchecking, pacing myself, trying to stay sober, trying to play a gig that I’m not going to get ripped to bits about, coming back and repeating to fade. 

There’s also been dressing-room politics to contend with. After the soundcheck you’re locked into a tiny room with five other people at different points of their adrenalin cycles psyching themselves up. You’re not literally locked in, but you’re in the band, not the crowd, so where else are you going to go? It’s a strange city and the dressing room’s your only space. But in there emotions are heightened. It’s like the office party every day of the year. Things are said that wouldn’t normally be said. But, once they are, they can’t be unsaid and you haven’t got two weeks off over Christmas for everyone to forget about it. Unlike working as a trainee chef, I’m already discovering that making a living out of music is an all-consuming process. At the end of the day when I walked out of the kitchen, I wasn’t still thinking about tomatoes. 

We’ve been receiving a mixed reception from some tough crowds, like the Middlesbrough gig where Teesside skinheads came to the Rock Garden and threw everything: bottles, glasses, ashtrays. As a roadie I’d seen The Fall getting pelted but when you’re in the firing line, it’s like dodging lethal frisbees. You have to learn to keep an eye out before they have your eye out. 

 A lot of the audiences were expecting a Live at the Witch Trials set and shouted for ‘Last Orders’ and ‘Stepping Out’, which the casual new wave fan would know from the Electric Circus compilation they brought out shortly after the club closed. But we’d moved on from crowd-pleasers. All that stuff had been written two years ago by people who weren’t in the band anymore. 

But John Peel loves the new songs and gives them a lot of airplay, sending us on an upward spiral which culminates in Kay organising an American tour for November. We’re off to the States! The furthest I’ve ever been is Ireland! 

Kay – oracle, manager and now effectively the sixth member of the band – has a lot of sway with our record label, Step Forward. The boss, Miles Copeland, has been forging the way for British bands by getting them over there on a shoestring. He’s not letting budgetary constraints get in the way of British music in America. His attitude is: ‘Carry your own guitars, get yourselves on a Freddie Laker flight and stay in the cheap hotels, but at least you’re going.’ Kay gets on with him. Maybe he thinks it’s quaint to have a feisty English woman shouting down the phone at him. Like many small people, what Kay lacks in height she makes up for in volume, and luckily he seems to quite enjoy it.

The tour is going to be a mixture of small clubs we’re headlining and support slots at bigger venues. Since Freddie Laker’s budget planes don’t fly to New York from Manchester, we have to go to Heathrow. Just after we’ve checked-in, Mark Smith asks me, somewhat nervously, if I’ve ever been on a plane before.

‘Actually, yes,’ I tell him. ‘In fact I’ve flown them.’ Mark’s never struck me as someone who’s easily impressed, but it seems I’ve managed to attain at least surprise. I contemplate going into the finer details of having been in the Air Cadets at school. I was only really in it for the music because the Cadets had a hut in the corner of the playground with a radio you could listen to and avoid the bother of lunchtimes. It was a pretty rough all-boys Catholic grammar, the school you got sent to if you just scraped through your 11-plus. We ran the tuck shop. I stood behind a tiny counter with hundreds of lads rugby-scrumming it to buy their Mars bars as I chucked the money into a tub. Come on, the temptation’s there, isn’t it? It wasn’t exactly difficult to help myself to a few pence – enough to take to the chippy afterwards. Then I could put my feet up, have my pie and listen to Johnnie Walker’s music show while everyone else beat each other up outside.

The flipside to this was compulsory attendance at after-school life-skills sessions where they taught me essentials like how to shoot and how to cook eggs outdoors in a billycan without breaking the yolk. They also taught me how to iron my pants properly. I would be there in a stiff wool suit that rubbed like hell unless I wore pyjama bottoms underneath. For the love of music I would put up with non-cadet classmates mercilessly taking the piss if they saw me in my uniform during the parades, where if I was marching an inch out of line I’d get screamed at by the sergeant major. 

Once a year I’d get to spend a week at a real RAF camp. First night there, I managed to get some cider from the camp shop and stayed up all night drinking with three fellow cadets. The next day I had to fly. It might all have been pretty relevant training for my current position in The Fall.

‘How the hell did you drive one of them fuckers?’ says Mark, nodding towards the daunting rows of jumbo jets outside. In search of the departure lounge, we’re now marching down an endless glass tunnel flanked by giant 747s.

‘You don’t drive them, Mark. They’re not Robin Reliants,’ I point out, suspecting he’s never operated anything more complicated than a cigarette lighter. ‘Anyway, they were only small ones. Two-seaters.’ 

It was a Chipmunk. A rickety thing with a cockpit and a sliding glass roof, two tiny seats, one in front of the other, and a million dials and buttons which could have done anything. On the wing was a thin rubber strip you had to walk along to get in. If you put your foot either side, it’d go straight through, that’s how sturdy it was. Thin metal and canvas or something. Hardly fills you with confidence when you’re about to go up ten thousand feet. So there I was, sitting behind the RAF pilot, two parachutes strapped to my back, first ever hangover kicking in after three hours’ sleep and, as soon as we were up in the clouds, the pilot’s posh Air Force voice crackled through the radio: ‘I’m handing over the controls. Roger.’ And I said, ‘I have the controls, but it’s Steve by the way.’ 

There was only one dial you had to keep an eye on really. The big round one with the important-looking red needle in the middle. Not realising just how sensitive it was, I pushed the joystick forward and woooahh, we went straight into a nosedive. Panicking, I moved it back fast and we headed straight up again. The pilot’s clipped tones came through the radio once more: ‘I’m taking over the controls, Steve.’

‘What about you, Mark? Have you ever been in a plane?’

‘No, I haven’t and I’m having a large, stiff drink before I do,’ he replies. ‘Have you seen any signs for the bar yet?’

 

Our transatlantic flight to New York’s an easy ride compared with my RAF days but, even so, like the rest of the band, I pay attention when the stewardesses go through the safety procedure, wondering where they keep all the parachutes on this plane. 

‘Bloody hell, I’ll never remember all this,’ says Craig, squashed into the seat next to me, struggling, like I am, with the limited legroom. At eighteen, Craig’s tall now, if slightly portly, and already afflicted with a hint of guitarist’s stoop. His floppy fringe coupled with his dark eyebrows etch a firm line across his forehead as if to emphasise that any important things will only be found below it. Ruddy-cheeked, on the rare occasions Craig isn’t looking at his guitar, these days his mouth effortlessly settles into a vaguely-anguished sneer. Though jeans and T-shirts are generally his standard attire, for some reason he’s developed a habit of slinging a fake-velvet suit jacket over the top, which he’s currently wrestling to take off while keeping his seat belt on, perhaps thinking it might hamper his escape in the event of an emergency. 

‘Don’t worry about it, you can’t swim anyway,’ points out Marc, never one to miss an opportunity for a friendly put-down. Sitting on the other side of Craig, Marc Riley is the antithesis of him in many ways. Still fresh-faced and shiny, his feather cut has been trimmed back neatly, revealing all his features in a devil-may-care kind of way. Eyes flitting shrewdly around in a manner that makes you suspect he knows more than he’s letting on, under the surface there’s usually a smile ready to break out once he’s scored a point, especially when he’s bantering with Craig.

Marc’s developed the rare ability to look like he belongs, wherever he is. Stick him on a horse and you’d think he’d been running the ranch since he was old enough to walk. Stick him on an altar and he’ll be the holiest boy there, and all of a sudden being an altar boy will become the new in-thing. Sometimes he’ll go on stage in a half-unbuttoned shirt and black pants, other times it’ll be a crew-neck jumper and jeans. Right now he’s sitting here in that cast-off sweatshirt of mine, the one with a picture of a tramp on it and the strapline ‘Booze is the only answer’. I had thought it was passé and since I’d worn a hole into the armpit I thought I’d pass it on, but now it’s been immortalised on the front cover of the single ‘It’s The New Thing’ I might just ask for it back.
Right now the three of us are trying to out-cool each other about how it’s no big deal to be getting paid to cross the Atlantic and play gigs. 

Listening to Craig and Marc talk is like listening in on the obscure-music round of a pub quiz. 

‘Did you hear the Dead Kennedys on Peel last night?’

‘Can’t say I did. I was watching The Desperate Bicycles on The Old Grey Whistle Test.’

‘I had that on as well.’ 

Sitting on the other side of them there’s Mike Leigh, the drummer who replaced daft sod Karl Burns, who apparently has already been kicked out of Public Image for being too wild. Isn’t that like getting kicked out of the Gestapo for being too cruel? Mike’s a really solid bloke with a wicked sense of humour. A jovial Northern Teddy Boy with a proper moustache, he’s brought a suitcase full of drape-and-drain suits for going on stage, maybe because his last band was Rocking Ricky and the Velvet Collars, a cabaret band who were hired for weddings and the like. When Mike first listened to a Fall record, it wasn’t like anything else he’d ever heard but they were looking for a drummer and he took a chance and signed up. According to North Manchester folklore, he used to somersault over his drum kit at the end of a show. I’d like to see such a gravity-defying feat. He’s no small lad.

What you see is what you get with Mike. If he’s excited about something he’ll show it, unlike the rest of us. Like the other day, when we were in the pub and there he was with his lemonade, telling his mates how brilliant it is Dragnet’s just been released and we’re all off to America. The rest of us were cringing behind our pints, trying to be blasé about it instead. 

A few rows behind us in the smoking section are Mark Smith, Kay, and Grant Showbiz, our champagne-hippy producer and soundman. I can hear him cackling away from here. His barking laugh’s as loud and distinctive as he is. Grant’s the most one-off human being I’ve ever met. He’s a blond, floppy-haired, middle-class nice guy from Hemel Hempstead with a penchant for charity-shop clobber. With his deep-set eyes, puffy-lidded and dark, he looks like a skinny panda high on coca leaves. He’s the ultimate vibemaster, getting along with everyone and finding a positive side to everything, which might be one of the reasons he’s coming with us.

Free drinks, and now they’re bringing us some food. Mine doesn’t taste too bad. Craig and Marc, being vegetarian, eat their offerings with the forced cheerfulness of someone being mistreated for heroic behaviour. Mike and I have the burgers in a bun with salad; they get salad in a bun without the burgers. 

Turning my attention to the free magazine, I hone in on an article about the perils of Times Square at night. Muggings are on the up, especially of foreign tourists, and there’s seedy massage parlours and amusement arcades everywhere. The advice is never dawdle, never look at a map in public and always adopt the thousand-yard stare, never looking anyone directly in the eye. Right then. 

 

At customs, herded along by our matriarchal manager, us and our battered instrument cases with ‘The Fall’ crudely stencilled across them arouse no end of curiosity from the border officials. Eventually we get through and Miles Copeland, the record-company boss, welcomes us like it’s the most natural thing in the world that we’re here. He’s beginning to have quite a lot of success in America with the British band he also manages, The Police. His brother’s the drummer so maybe that helps, but right now he’s here to meet us. He escorts us to his swish Dodge minibus; all shiny chrome strips, big headlights and a brilliant sound system, it’s several steps up from Mike Leigh’s dodgy little blue van we’ve just done the last UK tour in. We’re being driven into New York City with Bruce Springsteen’s Darkness on the Edge of Town blasting through the speakers. Seeing the lights of the New York skyline reflected in the water as we cruise across Manhattan
Bridge, I even allow myself a moment to be quietly excited about being here to play our music. 

The yellow cabs, the steam rising up from the subway grilles, the skyscrapers, the car horns blasting away: it’s all here even if no one’s filming it. We check-in to the same hotel The Police are staying in: The Iroquois on 44th Street. It might be a bit of a dive by local standards but, compared with the cramped B&B’s back home, it’s roomy and the people who run the hotel couldn’t be friendlier. There’s five of us in one room, but we don’t care, we’re in New York and everywhere smells of hot dogs. Miles gets a round in at the hotel bar, hands us a fistful of dollars and off we go, trawling Times Square at midnight, zapping aliens till dawn.

One of our first gigs is in New Jersey, where we’re supporting the Buzzcocks, a first for me. A milestone, in fact, three and a half years on, in America, supporting one of the bands that got me into all this in the first place. They’ve been doing a lot to help other Manchester bands break through. They even paid for the recording session of The Fall’s first single, ‘Bingo-Master’s Break-Out’,
and gave Kay the tapes to pass on to Step Forward. When the fledgling Joy Division asked them for advice, by the end of the night they’d been invited to support the Buzzcocks on a British tour, playing venues as big as The Apollo. Boredom! Not a fucking chance. 

Having conquered the British charts by getting to No. 12 with their big single ‘Ever Fallen In Love’, recently the Buzzcocks have been antagonising the mainstream. The last few times I’ve seen them, it’s all gone co-ordinated stage outfits and sing-along choruses. Since we’re only bothering the Indie Chart and haven’t got any outfits to co-ordinate, let’s see how their American audiences react when they get a load of us. 

The gig’s at a club called Emerald
City, a full-on high-tech disco made to look like the control console in the Wizard of Oz. It feels like we’ve taken off to voyage the galaxy. Instead of the skinheads and punks we’re used to, this place is clustered with casually-smart student types in well-pressed clothes and neat hairstyles, not a studded leather jacket in sight. The girls, long-haired and short-skirted, look like they’re fresh from their latest cheerleading session. There must be about four hundred people here already but the place is so vast it seems half-empty. Having done the soundcheck earlier on, Craig, Marc and I are at a concealed asteroid bar near the dressing room, its green flashing lights sufficient cover for our usual pre-show assessment. We’re heading into the unknown here. These boys look like they’ve spent the past few years sipping milkshakes and jiving in their local diner, pretending to be John Travolta. How are they going to take to our noise? It could be a rough ride.

Our menacing riffs coupled with Mark screaming about psychics soon knocks the crowd out of its reverie. People start gravitating towards us in shocked curiosity. Having captured their attention, there’s no way we’re letting it go: by the time we’re onto the last couple of songs, there’s an almost tangible sense of understanding in the room. Mission accomplished, we float towards the bar, relieved and ready to witness the Buzzcocks taking off.

With an inward smile I note they’ve still got decoy walls of Marshall amps stacked on the stage, not plugged in, masking the small H&H combo amps they’ve always used to blast out the sound. 

The crowd are revved up and seem ready for anything. After the first few songs it’s clear the Buzzcocks have toned their rawness down. Maybe that’s what you have to do. Normally, Pete Shelley articulates more than necessary to sing the words. He exaggerates; the defiant challenging look in his eyes coupled with timely eyebrow raising usually gives the impression he’s taking the right royal rip out of everything he’s singing. But not tonight. Tonight he looks like he isn’t so bothered, and the crowd start singing along. It feels tamed. Tailored. Like his shirt: yellow, purple and orange squares of different sizes, outlined in a firm black, with stripes down the arms.

What’s the matter with lead guitarist Steve Diggle? He could do with calming himself down a tad. There doesn’t seem to be anything tongue-in-cheek about his rock posturing. At the end of each song he raises his Gibson vertically into the air like a protest flag. As if this isn’t enough, he starts marching about the stage, holding it aloft. Even Pete Shelley’s looking slightly embarrassed. 

Next, a fast-food delivery guy in a white baseball cap and apron starts stacking what looks like pizza boxes at the side of the stage. When they finish ‘I Don’t Mind’, each band member grabs a box and jumps into the audience, handing out slices of Margarita to everyone. Only Diggle is left brandishing his guitar, doing his poor man’s Pete Townshend. It’s not until the front row are munching away that he realises he needs to help his bandmates out a little. It’s a bit of a weird thing to do. They must have sat there for ages trying to think of ways they could win over an all-American audience before they came up with this one. 

When they go back on it’s ‘I Believe’, a slower song which takes a while to build up; long enough for the audience to finish their pizzas before joining in with the final refrain. It’s repeated enough times not to leave anyone stranded. ‘There is no love in this world anymore.’ Everyone sings their heartfelt accord. The audience has united with the band, contrary to Mark Smith’s prediction, who didn’t think Americans would relate to so many soppy songs about love. ‘They’ve all been shagging since they were twelve!’ he said. ‘They won’t like the Buzzcocks.’ 

 

We’re joint-headlining the legendary CBGB’s with the UK Subs. I remember reading about CBGB’s in the NME when they’d sent journalists over here to interview The Ramones, Television and Talking Heads. At the time there wasn’t anything as grass roots in Manchester. I’d imagined well-lit, unconverted loft spaces filled with clever people sitting around on upturned crates, talking about art, designing new looks for themselves, sleeping on mattresses they’d found in the streets and playing instruments they’d wheedled out of pawn shops. Hock shops. Listening to Lou Reed and Iggy Pop, just like I was. 

And this is the place they’d get to play to a live audience. Probably made up of people from other similar nearby lofts. This is where Malcolm McLaren came across the New York Dolls and then went on to stylise the Sex Pistols, borrowing the look from founder Television bass player, Richard Hell.

Country, Bluegrass and Blues, it stands for. I bet there’s never been a steel guitar in here. Maybe just stolen ones. When we walk in I’m shocked at just how literal its dinginess is. How incongruous they’d have such pristine diners over here and yet a club as important as this has clearly never been subjected to a functioning vacuum cleaner or a lick of paint. The smell of stale beer and fags is overpowering. But despite the fact there aren’t any cubicle walls around the toilet in the Gent’s and your boots stick to the floor like Velcro, someone from Blondie could walk in at any moment. Graffiti covers the walls and it’s not even anything witty. Stuff like ‘Richard Hell woz here’. During our soundcheck I spot a hip guy with dark glasses and spiky black hair mooching at the bar. Perhaps it’s him? But then the place fills up with several more who look exactly the same. 

Beneath the graffiti, the walls are plastered inch-deep in photos and newspaper clippings of all the bands who’ve performed here. Between the soundcheck and the gig, in comes the club photographer to take one of us as well. Over the past six months there have been several photo shoots. Us, on a patch of wasteground, looking moodily into the mid-distance. Us, in front of a derelict building, looking generally disinterested. But in these photos we’re all smiling, even Craig. We can’t hide the fact we’re really happy and the photographer doesn’t even want us to. 

We meet people in bars and it only takes moments before they want to know everything about us. Placing our accents down to a fifty-mile radius, they always think we’re from Liverpool. ‘Do you guys know The Beatles?’ People are surprised to discover just how dramatically culture can change within such a short distance. Fifty miles is like a stroll to the shops for Americans. They rush around, never looking up, hurrying along to the next part of the freedom their grandparents came over here to find. There’s only one person they’ve heard of from Manchester, George Best, but he’s from Belfast. We make sure they know all about The Fall as well.

Having breakfasts in diners becomes part of our late-morning routine. Like the one just up the road from the hotel where the waitress chews you out if you don’t leave a tip: ‘We live off gratuities, Sir.’ And then five minutes later you’ve heard her life story. I think of all the people I’ve known for twenty years back home and I don’t know half as much about them as I do about her, her kids, their various fathers and her lame miniature poodle. There’s pages of menu and you can have your eggs done twenty different ways. ‘How would you like your eggs, Sir?’ ‘Fried?’ She keeps topping up our massive cups of coffee so by the time we leave we’re all jittery. But I’m starting to open up a little out here myself and I vow that next time I’ll risk asking for ‘eggs over easy’, whatever that means. 

From what the reviews are saying, our anti-rock and roll stance seems to be going down well. On the East Coast, at least. After a week, just as I’m starting to get the hang of this place, we’re flying right across the country to LA, the city we’ll be based in for the rest of the tour. 

 

At LA airport we’re met by a representative from A&M Records, the people who have licensed Step Forward over here. Everything’s suddenly big labels, showbiz and film sets. Judging by his shorts and T-shirt, this might well be the tea boy, but by the way he’s talking you’d be forgiven for thinking he was just about to sign a multi-billion dollar film-score deal with Scorsese himself. We walk out of the air-conditioned terminal into a stifling wall of heat, even though it’s December. Every road is covered with huge billboards advertising Marlboro Man or the latest movie they’re making up the road. The hotel’s not far from the airport, but it’s far enough for us to have to cruise down a couple of deserted palm-tree-lined boulevards, that Hollywood sign occasionally popping up from the hills in the background. 

The following day there’s a two-hour drive to San Diego, where we’re playing the same stage as Iggy Pop. I wonder if we’ll get to meet him? We arrive at the venue and, blimey, it’s the restaurant bar of the hotel we’re staying in. There’s a chance we might even bump into him down a corridor or in the lift. I’ve been on enough tours to know the chances of meeting the act you’re supporting before a show are virtually zero. Even Generation X, who were headlining a gig we played at the Lyceum, cleared everyone out of their dressing rooms half an hour before they went on stage themselves. Was it down to arrogance? Security? How much space did they actually need to get into their zone? I can understand not wanting to let anyone into your dressing room before a show, but why would you need all the other dressing rooms around you to be empty as well? Just to get in the mood for playing three chords?

This is Iggy’s comeback tour. It’s a bit of a fragile existence, this life on the margins of the music industry, if even he’s having to do a comeback tour already. You’d think that working with Bowie and coming out with hits like ‘Lust for Life’ and ‘The Passenger’ would be enough to perpetuate success. Perhaps I should tuck a copy of Dragnet into my guitar case on the off-chance I get to do a Devoto. Then I could go up to Iggy and say, ‘I’m a big fan of yours. I’ve got all your albums. And (presenting him with Dragnet) now you’ve got all mine.’ 

The soundcheck’s an eye-opener. He’s put a band of British musicians together for this tour, including Glen Matlock from the Sex Pistols on bass and Brian James from The Damned on guitar. He himself doesn’t come. He may only be playing small venues like this chicken-in-a-basket-type place, but he’s still Iggy. 

His band noodle about for ages, jamming as we wait until they finish. After a few hours, even Grant starts to look a little worried. He vaguely knows Glen and Brian from the trendy squats of London’s Ladbroke Grove, where they all attempt to distance themselves from their middle-class roots by roughing it, but even so he’s not in a position to hurry them up. He’s got a belt-buckle which clips off and doubles up as a pipe. He’s been blasting away on it so long he’s starting to run out of weed before he’s even had chance to get his hands on the desk. The man’s a self-contained smoking system. He doesn’t need an ashtray: he just rubs ash into his pants. I’m surprised he’s not cultivating some sort of micro-plantation in his jacket pocket. 

There isn’t even a stage here, it’s more of a little alcove with a dance floor. Think package-holiday evening entertainment, but it’s Iggy. Bizarre. Let’s hope he doesn’t get his knob out. We want to hurry them up but the old punks are sneering at us, knowing we can’t because they’re headlining and they’re milking it. At least the heat’s making them sweat in their leather jackets. Eventually they stop posing and leave, not acknowledging us whatsoever. It seems that, even though we’re all miles away from home in a sub-tropical paradise on the Mexican border, scowling London punks are still scowling London punks. 

After the fastest ever soundcheck, it’s straight back on with just the briefest of visits to the dressing room. Mike slips into his stage gear but the rest of us stick with what we’re wearing anyway – T-shirts, jeans and Craig’s jacket. I wonder if we should start getting stage gear ourselves? Maybe we should at least look like we belong to the same band rather than a bunch of roadies who have kidnapped an overweight Teddy Boy and a scruffy golfer just for the hell of it. 

We’re go on to a room half-full of hotel guests trying to eat their dinners and lads in baseball jackets milling about expectantly. Personally I’d never listen to The Fall as background eating music; it’s more likely to give you indigestion. I’m assuming the rest of the audience are only interested in seeing Iggy. Judging by the amount of drinks that start to get thrown at us, they don’t like The Fall and they’re not too keen on the beer either. But at least they’re keeping hold of their glasses and we’re not having to crunch around on bleeding feet. Once Mark Smith gets soaked, he starts insulting them: ‘We won’t take your flak! You’re a disease that’s rife in America…’ Oh no. Surprise surprise, they throw even more. We play on ruthlessly to the end of our short set before sidling off to get dry and slipping back into the restaurant just as the man himself is due to appear. 

‘Great gig, shame about the crowd.’ I look around. Is this one of the beer-lobbing jocks wanting to shake my hand? 

‘Thanks,’ I say, trying to sound like I mean it.

‘Seriously, I’ve never heard any of your music before tonight. When people started throwing drinks I was amazed you guys carried on at all. I really respect you for that. Where can I buy the record?’ 

Further conversation is suspended by Iggy’s arrival. His band of punks do a good job of playing the music. Iggy himself is powerful but not crazy crazy as I was expecting. But I guess this isn’t the right kind of setting for climbing up the PA, crowd surfing or cutting yourself up with broken bottles and then bleeding all over the audience. Perhaps they should have chucked the glasses after all.

After the gig one of their roadies invites us to an after-show party but Grant’s the only person who feels like going. The rest of us politely decline and go to bed instead. Well, we’re knackered, we don’t get on with Iggy’s band, it’s been a bit of a weird night and Iggy himself probably won’t be there anyway. 

The next morning Grant delights in telling us what an amazing night it was. He’s laughing louder than ever while we kick ourselves around the car park before heading back up the highway to LA to play Madame Wong’s, a club in one of the city’s beach suburbs.

Another odd night. For some reason the club owner bills the headliners in the middle of the two other acts, so is there really much point in going on last as we are? It becomes clear that most people have come to see local band The Nu Kats, who everyone around here seems to know. There’s a lot of spandex in this part of LA, especially amongst this thin-tie and spiky-haired brigade. As we play, overtones of last night’s scenario spin themselves sickeningly across the stage. But tonight, instead of chucking beer at us, most of the crowd are simply losing interest and drifting off. It’s a funny thing that you can play the same notes in the same order and one night it works and another night it just doesn’t. Our music might be described as industrial, but we’re not machines. Even Grant can’t get a decent monitor sound out of the dodgy PA. Sometimes it’s to do with the onstage sound but it’s never because you don’t care. 

‘What the fuck were you all doing?’ demands a furious Kay in the dressing room showdown afterwards. ‘That was the worst gig I’ve ever fucking heard! What’s the matter with you lot? You sounded like you were half-asleep. I wouldn’t mind but you didn’t even go to the party last night. I was ashamed to be stood there with Madame Wong herself having to watch my band humiliate me like that. Virtually everyone walked out!’ In case she isn’t making herself clear enough, she takes another step forward. ‘Do you know the songs? Did you write them? Shit drums, shit guitar. And double double double shit bass!’ As she spits this final insult directly at me, she is standing so close that the tip of her nose is almost pecking my chest.

Our collective shock is somewhat tempered by the regularity of such torrents of abuse. Mark Smith turns away to hide his laughter. Hang on a minute! It wasn’t that bad and it certainly wasn’t for want of trying. Was it our fault Madame Wong doesn’t understand how to make the most of her line-ups? How about billing the popular local band last to keep the audience there? The sound system was shocking but we carried on. We’re never just going through the motions. Maybe if you’re wanting to change the set list every night then some nights are going to run better than others. ‘Shut up, Kay,’ I pipe up, a week of America bringing me out of my shell. ‘For fuck’s sake. We’ve heard it all before.’

There’s silence in the room as everyone turns to look at me and I realise this may well be the first time some of them have heard me speak. The only person who isn’t too stunned to react is Kay, who deals with my outburst by chucking the whole of her pint over me before storming out and slamming the door firmly shut behind her. For the second night on the trot I am soaking wet, but this time it’s an inside job. 

She must be really angry because I’ve never seen her waste a drop, whether it’s her own pint or the rest of somebody else’s. I don’t know if I’m more shocked at her reaction or at the viciousness of the initial reprimand. Mark Smith looks at us, looks at the door, and then back at us again before following her out.

The next day we’re off to San Francisco on a frosty six-hour bus journey, despite the heat. Six hours driving and we’re still in the same state. Thankfully, when we were in New York, Craig and I discovered a brilliant bookshop just off Times Square. It was more like a department store with escalators, filled with floors and floors of books and a coffee shop right at the top. As well as a couple of Stephen King books, we went mad on Jim Thompson’s original pulp fiction: Mills & Boon for men; full of crime, death and sex. Craig got excited at shelves full of the stuff and now I’m finding they’re great at deflecting the fear and loathing. Hunter S. Thompson? The guy’s a novice. 

 

San Francisco! Shouldn’t this be a watershed moment in the history of our band? But, sadly for us, it’s heads down for a straight in and out with not even an overnight stay, let alone a day to mooch around and explore. The Golden Gate
Bridge is just a means of getting to the next club.

It’s a black room. Any structures, such as the DJ booth and the stage itself, have been constructed solely from scaffolding. We’re headlining, for what it’s worth. No drinking, no joking, focus, concentration, determination. Post-punk in the heart of the West Coast punk explosion. It’s straight on stage to play the set, which we execute with all the mechanical precision we can muster. 

Afterwards, Kay has no feedback whatsoever. The pack-up is conducted in the throes of an uncomfortable truce which begins to slowly settle during our journey back to the LA hotel. In a surprising move, halfway through the drive, Mark Smith turns round from the front seat he has been sharing with Kay and makes an announcement: ‘I’ve been talking to Claude. Claude Bessy. Y’know, the French guy who interviewed me for Slash magazine. He’s going to help us stay on. He’ll sort a couple more gigs for next week. We’ll do some radio stuff. We can promote it ourselves. I’ll do the fliers, you can hand them out, Kay can throw a pint over Steve and everything’ll be back to normal! What do you think, lads?’ He punctuates the end of his speech with a zany smile.

Before anyone can respond, in swoops Kay with the practicalities. ‘I’ve talked to Miles about changing the flights. It’s not a problem. The budget’s tight so me and Mark’ll stay with Claude and his mate’s got a beach house for you lot.’ 

So our work here is not yet done. In LA the underground scene is kind of like Manchester was a few years ago: only just beginning. But the music’s more hardcore: loud, nasty, horrible punk. Bands like X, Fear and Bad Brains. They’re not kidding. They could really do with our input and we wouldn’t want to leave America on a mediocre note.

Mark Smith has found a new friend in this Claude. For the next half hour it’s Claude this, Claude that. I discover that Claude founded Slash, the stylishly-anarchic rock magazine he writes for. Finding much common ground, Mark clearly admires this chain-smoking, hard-drinking Frenchman who makes a living by winding people up to their face and in print, thus goading the majority who encounter him into doing something creative. After the Madame Wong’s fiasco, the two of them spent the rest of the night pushing each other to the outer edges of their limits, during which time Claude came up with this new plan for our band.

We move to the comfortably-ramshackle wooden-slatted beach house a surfer mate of Claude is kindly lending us. What is he thinking? You can see dolphins bobbing about in the water from the end of a nearby pier. There are some pushbikes in the garage so we go for a ride up the Californian coast in our T-shirts and jeans. No shorts, mind. The wide boardwalk beside the beach is the only place in this city I’ve ever seen anybody walking.

It’s all very do-it-yourself and last minute: we make posters, hand out fliers and visit as many radio stations as we can to promote the two new dates. Claude’s one of those people who seems to know everyone and to whom everyone seems to listen. And if they don’t, he just tells them to fuck off. As a result, we get a fair amount of radio coverage and, by the time we play our final two gigs – an early show at Hope Street Hall followed by a late show at The Anti Club – they’re rammed with several hundred hard-core LA punks shouting impatiently for ‘Rowche Rumble’. 

We start with ‘Psykick Dancehall’, an apt description of this venue, before obliging the audience, which is when they really take off, shouting along to the chorus and pogoing down the front. The jumping about and slamming violently into each other tails off after a while since most of tonight’s set is medium-paced. Perhaps not the hard, fast, tuneless racket they’re used to but something they still seem open to experiencing. There’s a lot of screaming along to ‘Stepping Out’, the only throwback from our own punk roots, and later even more screaming for encores. 

This is how it should be. This is what we expect of ourselves. A brief backstage discussion as to what the extra encore should be results in ‘A Figure Walks’. 

There’s no bass drum or snare in this song; it’s all tom-tom so technically a drummer doesn’t need to sit down to play it. And sure enough, as we reach the nether ends of the song and Mark Smith repeats again and again the lines about the shadow figure walking behind him, in actual fact the shadow of Mike Leigh begins to loom over the stage. Out of the corner of my eye I notice that our drummer is no longer sitting on his drum stool. Has he decided to enact the lyrics for increased theatrical effect? Maybe he’s getting caught up in the anarchic vibe of this place; perhaps he’s rebelling against his rockabilly past. Or, more likely, perhaps he’s going to reaffirm his rockabilly past. I play on, turning to watch as he rises up behind the kit. Will he? Won’t he? Is it just an urban myth?

He launches into the long drum fade-out at the end of the song, accompanied only by Craig’s discordant guitar. Soon his feet are on the drum stool and he’s still playing. Even Craig’s sneaking sideway glances across the stage. The song ends, Mike rolls the drums one last time, gives Marc Riley a cheeky wink, the crowd goes mental but, instead of raising his drum sticks triumphantly over his head as usual, he closes his eyes and stretches his arms out to the sides like a paratrooper about to launch himself into an abyss. Here it comes. The Evel Knievel of underground rock. What more can we possibly do to break America?

 

Feeling slightly altered, I’m back to Wythenshawe in time for Christmas. Strange to be coming home. But, the good news is, once I am paid from the tour my dad stops laying into me. When my radio royalties cheque arrives, I begin to feel completely justified in my recent career choice. We’ve been on the radio a lot recently: Peel’s playing our singles to death but my dad wouldn’t know about that, being such a staunch Radio 2 listener. So I take him, my mum and my brothers to the pub. 

After a few pints courtesy of Radio 1, my dad starts to change his tune. Now there’s a bit of a twinkle in his eye instead of the glare of the past six months. ‘I’m going to sell the knives, the chef’s outfit and the waiter’s uniform,’ he announces, sitting back in the manner of a man who knows where he’s going and won’t let anything get in the way. ‘But if I ever open up my own pie shop, don’t you worry, you’ll be helping out. You’ll finally be putting that education to good use.’

When have things ever been better? I even win the football card in the pub. More money comes at me. I feel like going up to the bar and shouting ‘Drinks are on me!!’ like they do in those glam American sitcoms I’ve been watching recently. But I don’t. This is Wythenshawe, after all.

 






  

Oh, Brother!
 

 

1980. New year, new single, new tour. Mark Smith’s travelling musical tastes have been dabbling in rockabilly. He’d asked Marc and Craig to come up with a tune loosely rooted in that style and, since Mike Leigh’s an expert, we ended up with something a little more rhythmic than usual, ‘Fiery Jack’. The Cramps, who are also signed to Miles Copeland’s label, are coming over from the New York scene to tour the UK and, since we need to promote our new single, it makes sense for us to join them. 

They’re a treat to watch, rockabilly at its most extreme. There’s the singer, Lux Interior, possibly not his real name, with tight leather pants, bare chest and oversized quiff. There’s ‘Poison’ Ivy Rorschach on guitar, who plays a combination of guitar and bass lines which works well enough for them not to need a bass player. Her humungous cavewoman Afro hairdo coupled with an enigmatic onstage glare is quite unsettling for the first few gigs, but then I spot her putting on a pair of very thick-lensed specs backstage and realise a reason behind the glare. She does the singing on a couple of tracks. Imagine a garage version of Dolly Parton’s voice. The drummer’s Nick Knox: leather jacket, slicked-back jet-black hair, sunglasses after dark. And Bryan Gregory, guitar hero extraordinaire who plays his polka-dot Flying V like a maniac. Great to watch, but strange. They look like they’ve been dug up and brought to the gig in a hearse, a low-down dirty version of The Rocky Horror Picture Show with a slightly distorted Elvis playing the lead.

After the Scottish leg of the tour, where we witness The Cramps evoking a fan base as hungry for their music as vampires are for blood, we’re coming back in the van and we’re about to hit Manchester’s ring road when Mike Leigh pulls into the services. Why he’s stopping here when
the promised cans of beer in Mark’s fridge are only about four miles away is a mystery. It’s four in the morning, a thick fog is descending and there’s no one in the entire car park but us and a lone butcher’s van. Mike turns to face us with a serious look in his eye. ‘Guys,’ he says. ‘I’ve got something to tell you. Rocking Ricky wants me back in his band. It’s been driving me mad thinking about it but I’ve decided that after this tour I’m going to take him up on his offer.’

Is he saying he wants to leave The Fall so he can go back to playing floor-show music at 60th birthday parties? Fuck me, we’ve just toured Scotland with the craziest rockabilly band in the world. What’s he on?

He’s not on anything, which might be part of the problem. Mike never meets up with Marc, Craig and me to write songs or go to gigs. Of course, now we’re new wave superstars we’ve got something to say to bands like The Birthday Party and Orange Juice. Mike’s older, he isn’t into the same music as us and he’s teetotal.

A strong gust of wind whips around our van, rocking it from side to side. Nobody’s saying anything so Mike carries on. ‘Don’t get me wrong. I love doing the tours and making the records. It’s the spaces in between I can’t stand. When I was in The Velvet Collars we were playing every night. Now there’s weeks at a time when I’ve got nothing to do.’

The wind howls, creating more urgency for Prestwich and its cans of beer. We mutter our understanding and Mark Smith gets him to carry on driving. Not a word is spoken until we reach Mark and Kay’s flat. 

Mike usually leaves his drum kit here instead of schlepping it home and back again for the next gig, but all of a sudden there’s no room for it. After heated discussion about how it’d fare being left out in the driving rain, eventually he’s got no choice but to take it with him. The door slams as Mike heads off into the darkness to rescue his cursed kit, leaving the rest of us seething. 

Shifting piles of obscure books and vinyl out of the way, we settle ourselves into two mismatched sofas and an oversized fake-leather armchair. The seating is arranged in a loose circle around Kay, who squats down in the middle of the threadbare carpet next to the upturned skinning-up crate. ‘So. Mike prefers playing fifties cover songs at weddings to touring the world with us, doing what we do…’ She speaks with an air of disbelief, for once too stunned to rant. 

Mark comes out of the tiny adjoining kitchen, systematically handing out warm cans of Holts from his broken fridge to aid the post-mortem. Mike’s startling admission, his strange preference, has opened up a creative wound. We’re not just angry. It’s insulting. 

‘I don’t see how Mike imagines finishing this tour,’ says Marc Riley, voicing my thoughts. ‘Why didn’t he just tell us after it instead of ruining the last few dates?’

‘Christ knows. He’s probably giving us notice so we’ve got time to look for someone else.’ 

‘How much time do we need?’ says Kay in a tone that indicates she’s already got someone in mind. She eyes everyone in the room in turn before fixing me with an intent look. ‘Steve. What about that brother of yours?’ 

‘What about him?’

‘You’ve been banging on about what a good drummer he is. Couldn’t you have him ready in time for Birmingham?’

Everyone stops supping for a moment to stare at me while I try to figure this out. Having been to every gig we’ve played in North West England, my kid brother Paul does know most of the songs and he’d give his entire comic collection for a chance to be on stage with us. But he’s only ever played live once in our local Catholic club. I might have mentioned he’s learning to play the drums once or twice. I didn’t realise I’d been banging on about it. He’s only had that clapped-out kit for six months and Birmingham’s in two days. 

‘Steve? Hello. Are you still with us? Can you get him ready or can’t you?’ 

‘Well, let’s see,’ I’m speaking before I’ve had chance to think it through properly. Our Paul’s sitting his mock O-levels this week. ‘The next gig’s Birmingham on Tuesday, isn’t it?’ I think it’s maths that day. ‘I’ll have to show him a couple of the newer arrangements, so that might be cutting it a bit fine.’ I’m trying to visualise his Spider-Man calendar hanging above the bed on his side of our room. Various subjects are scrawled across the spiderweb squares, before being crossed off with relief. I only hope I’m getting this right. ‘But I reckon I could have him sorted for Friday.’

‘Well, that’s settled then. He can do the Electric Ballroom next Friday, and Tuesday can be Mike’s last gig.’

The next day, I’ve just woken up and I’m checking Paul’s calendar when he clatters in from school. Four years younger than me, he’s already a few inches taller. According to the rest of the family we’ve got the same ears and the same nose, but that’s where the likeness ends. He’s got a full head of thick, fair hair for a start, whereas mine’s fine and beginning to expose more of my forehead than I’d like. Baldness runs on my dad’s side of the family. He was fully revealing by the age of twenty-five, a worrying prospect for me, especially with all the photo shoots. 

‘When’s your last exam? Is it Friday morning?’ I ask as he crosses off today and human biology. 

‘What’s it to you, you lazy arse? Three pm and your feet haven’t seen the other side of this bedroom door while some of us have been sweating away, re-creating the processes of the entire human digestive system.’ He slings his bag into the corner, chucks his blazer on the chair and collapses onto his bed as if he’s a junior heart surgeon who’s just finished a sixteen hour shift in the operating theatre. Wait till I tell him he’s going to have to spend the next four hours in our parents’ garden shed learning ‘Flat of Angles’ before he can get on with his maths.

‘Excuse me, I was working hard till six this morning, doing my best to try and get you in the band. I shouldn’t have bothered!’ That’s enough to get him listening, so I tell him about Mike leaving and Kay’s surprising suggestion. ‘Right then, is geography on Friday morning or Friday afternoon?’

‘It’s in the morning,’ he says, using that industrious brain of his to weigh up the logistics of my mad plan.

‘Well, that’s lucky then, isn’t it?’ I say before he can come up with any excuses. ‘We’ll pick you up straight after it. I’ll bring some clothes. You can change out of your uniform at the services.’ 

‘Steve. Just hold on a minute.’

‘What?’

‘What the hell am I going to tell our mum and dad?’ 

 

By Friday evening he’s sat four more exams, learned ten songs and now he’s setting up the dodgy drum kit he got for twenty quid on the stage of London’s Electric Ballroom. Paul, the clumsy one who hides in the airing cupboard if you ask him to make a brew. He’s such a tall lad, it’s only the cramps that drive him out. Now he’s on stage for the second time in his life and The Cramps have taken on a whole new meaning.

They’ve got this ridiculous limiter in here; as soon as you hit the snare drum the whole electrics cut out. A little daunting for your first professional gig. The soundman’s clever and gets round it eventually but during the soundcheck Paul has to try and remember to hit it quietly. How can you hit it quietly when you’ve got Mark Smith stood in front of you shouting his head off while you’re trying to impress him? 

After the soundcheck, we’re in the wings, watching third-on-the-bill Fashion. Our Paul’s hiding his nerves. ‘Steve. Why does everyone look bored? Surely they must like it otherwise they’d get a proper job.’

‘Paul. Paul. Here’s a tip. You’ve got to look bored. No matter where you’re playing or who with, just look bored. That’s really important.’

‘God, I hope my drum kit doesn’t fall apart.’

I smile at him knowingly. ‘I was exactly the same with my bass amp that first time we played Pips,’ I tell him.


‘It’s hardly the same,’ he moans. ‘This is the Electric Ballroom, The Cramps are on after us and there’s a thousand people out there.’ He’s pacing about, twirling his drum sticks. 

‘You’ll be alright. Whatever happens, if someone throws sommat, if Mark jumps into the audience, if the electrics cut out, just don’t stop playing.’

‘Can I have another can of Heineken? I finished mine ages ago.’

Our parents only let him go on the condition I make sure he’s looked after. Plus, if he messes up, I’ll look a right moron. Normally I’d be the last person to be rationing out the lager. ‘I don’t think you better had until after the gig, do you?’ it pains me to say.

But my worries are unfounded. Moments later we’re on stage ourselves and fter the first few songs I can feel my neck lifting slowly off the line. His kit lasts the entire set, the crowd love it and, just as I’m beginning to relax, it’s over. We come off and Paul’s sweating from exertion rather than nerves for the first time in his life. Could this mean our kid’s in the band? 

Kay approaches us in the dressing room with her most intimidating Medusa glare, rendering movement impossible. We can’t tell whether we’re going to get bollocked or praised. She hands Paul a tenner. ‘Thanks for helping us out.’ We both smile with relief and risk a slight shuffle. ‘Well done. A few too many rolls in “Fiery Jack” but apart from that you were great. There’s another drummer we want to try out. The audition’s next week. Don’t be late.’ 

 

I find out that the other drummer is a lanky, long-haired fanzine writer. It seems this man will try any number of methods to ingratiate himself with the music scene; whether it’s reviewing, promoting or drumming, he’s determined not to be left out. I’ve seen him play in his own makeshift band a couple of times and I’m not too worried. Compared with our kid, he sounds like someone banging a set of saucepans.

Saturday afternoon at the rehearsal rooms, we’re all waiting for him to turn up, including Paul. Not a good start for his rival. Paul watches while the rest of us make use of the time by working on a new song under Mark’s direction. Half an hour late, the other drummer turns up flustered and gabbles his excuses. He’s overslept because he was so nervous about the audition he was awake half the night. His big mistake is to tell us that the only way he could finally nod off was to have a wank. Crikey. What would he do the night before a big show? He might turn up blind. Looks are exchanged between the band, and I’m beginning to think there’s no way Paul can fail. 

‘Let’s see if you’re not too tired to drum, then,’ says Mark Smith, keen to fill the silence with something constructive. ‘We’ll start with “Rowche Rumble”.’

This is an easy one for a drummer, you’d think, but he can’t keep time for the intro, beating away at his own pace while the rest of us move on to the only change, which he totally misses. After two more songs it’s apparent that this isn’t just down to stage fright, it is simply the norm for him. He may not realise it, but he’s impossible for us to play with.

‘I’m going to have to have a rest,’ he says. What? We’ve only been playing ten minutes. ‘My arm’s giving me gyp. It’s still not healed properly from when I broke it.’

‘I think we’ve heard enough,’ says Mark. 

‘I’ll be alright in a minute!’ he protests, but we all know it’s game over. Sticks in hand, he eventually leaves, offering his chummy goodbyes to us all. 

‘We’ll be in touch,’ says Mark, seeing him out. 

Now it’s Paul’s turn. He doesn’t get ‘Rowche Rumble’, possibly because he’s already played it to a thousand people. Instead, Mark asks him to play along with ‘New Puritan’, a song we’ve just started working on to see what he can bring to it. Mark starts reciting his lyrics; less song, more poem. Paul finds a rhythm to back it, using the hi-hat in an unexpectedly off-beat way which fits the unusual metre of the words. It’s just Mark and Paul for nearly a minute before the rest of us join in and it almost sounds like he’s playing two drum kits. One by one we add more tension to it, bringing no respite until the edgy sound of existential dread begins to fill the room. We are all hard-core fiends, marching through the apocalypse, refusing to die. And then, when it feels there is absolutely no way out, Paul brings the song to a sudden climax and we all know we’re onto something. The whole thing’s enough to send you over the edge. 

The rest of the afternoon becomes more of a rehearsal than an audition as we proceed to annihilate our current set, sibling telepathy already beginning to cement Paul and me into a solid bass and drum foundation. 

Mark and Kay are impressed enough to accommodate Paul’s last few months at school into the band’s diary, deciding to book local gigs during the week, away gigs at weekends and rehearsals and recording sessions after school. The only other problem is the Dutch tour during the first half of June, exactly the same time as Paul’s final exams. ‘There’s always someone we can find to fill in,’ says Kay, perhaps a little over-optimistically. Let’s hope that broken arm won’t have healed by then. 

Paul doesn’t get as hard a time off our folks as I did when I signed up, their attitude largely softened by the fact that so far I’m proving it’s possible to make a living this way and not turn into a drug-addicted gobshite in the process. Thus Paul makes family history by becoming the first person to earn a regular wage before he’s even left school. 

But he only gets to play a handful of dates before the Dutch tour, which is now going to feature the infamous conga-playing Steve Davis. We’ve not seen much of him since that time he drove to London for the first Peel session. Great conga player. Nice guy, lurid taste in shirts aside. Rotten drummer though. Paul might be a little young to be hanging around crusty Dutch dope dens, but Steve loves driving around, smoking industrial strength grass and banging the shit out of his mate’s drum kit. He can’t keep the beat and he practically destroys the kit every night. If the rest of us weren’t so highly-medicated he might throw our timing, but as it is, our timing’s thrown anyway. Virtually every night Mark Smith shouts at him on stage: ‘Hit the fucking cowbell, quick! Get the fucking beat right, drummer!’ In a way, I guess we’re lucky he’s here to deflect the blame but afterwards everyone is relieved to get back to a UK of completed O-levels.

 

*

‘Elastic Man’ is released in July. It’s an upbeat three-minute single which some people have gone to extreme lengths to get hold of, like a woman from a one-street village in Northern Ireland who I met after a gig. She’d travelled seventy miles to Belfast just to get a copy. I found this inspiring, but by September when ‘Totally Wired’ is released, some fans start accusing us of selling out. ‘The B-side should be the A-side,’ reckons one guy, priding himself on being a purist. He thinks he’s an expert on us because he followed us around the States last year. ‘That’s the real Fall. “Totally Wired” is too commercial.’ How commercial can it be? It doesn’t even get in the Top 40! 

Unlike Joy Division’s ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, which eventually reached No. 13, a rare achievement for a group who’ve created their own record label. But Ian Curtis’ band isn’t giving up, despite the impossible circumstance of their lead singer committing suicide on the eve of their first American tour. Although I didn’t know him well, our paths crossed enough for this to be a real shock. I can’t quite believe he’s done what he has.

Meanwhile, we’ve moved to Rough Trade, arguably the biggest independent label in the UK. It’s a move the band’s very positive about until the boss, Geoff Travis, starts to attend the pre-album rehearsals. We hear from a disgruntled Kay that he’s trying to talk Mark into going solo, believing he could make more money by hiring session musicians. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘I’m not having some soft-arsed record exec trying to compromise our creativity! What Geoff needs to understand is what you lot do. Translating the feeling Mark wants into songs.’ 

As if to test us in front of Geoff, one day Mark comes into the rehearsal space waving a tape at us. ‘Listen to this!’ he says, slipping it into his portable cassette player. It’s a rough recording of chirping birds with an ice cream van in the distance. ‘I was getting the milk off my window ledge and I thought, “Listen. That’s the sound of the lower-class English summer, is that.” We need to build a song out of it. Get on with it, lads! I’ve got a meeting with Geoff.’ And off the two of them go. 

An hour later they’re back and we’re busy playing our catchy new song. Marc Riley started by inverting the sound of the ice cream van into a keyboard riff and we played along, creating an ironically jolly little gem. Mark seems quite pleased. ‘English Scheme!’ he says. ‘Play it again and I’ll sing.’ To our delight, the pace fits with the minimum of tweaking. The only problem is the sound of the keyboard, which Mark Smith thinks is too light. ‘You’re playing it like a floppy mong!’ he insists. ‘I don’t want to be thinking of a Blackpool Pier family show bar, do I? It needs to be more bored kids chucking bricks through dirty windows!’ But Marc Riley’s convinced the jangly sound of his keyboard is what creates the irony of the piece and after some dispute he wins the argument. 

We move on to ‘The North Will Rise Again’, which Marc proceeds to embellish with a very heavy, hard keyboard sound. It develops into a ten-minute song of two contrasting halves, the second half of which becomes structured around an insistent bass line; I’m making sure I’m defining the difference between us and any session musicians Geoff might want to replace us with. 

 

After completing the album Grotesque towards the end of summer, we’re going to Maida Vale to record a Peel session. This is something I hoped would happen sooner or later and, after listening to so many on the radio, it’s thrilling to be playing at the hallowed studios myself. I listened to his show last night and he seemed excited about the prospect of hearing what we sound like in our current line-up. 

Down a wide, tree-lined street flanked by pricey Edwardian town houses, the studios themselves occupy a whole block. From the outside it looks like the building is only one storey high but apparently much of the complex is underground. As we crunch through the autumn leaves under the grand white archway into the entrance hall, a smart concierge sporting shiny buttons and a peak cap welcomes us, making me feel like we’re stepping back in time. 

A receptionist with a polite BBC voice leads us through a maze of narrow corridors, past studios big enough to fit hundred-piece orchestras, before waving us into Studio Four. This is a completely different ship from Cargo Studios in Rochdale. No foam stuck to the walls, no ladies’ gussets on the microphone-shields and instead of a mouldy, ill-equipped kitchen, there’s a subsidised canteen. It’s like being rescued from a poxy wooden raft by an elegant ocean-going liner. Much more fitting for the likes of Marc Bolan, ATV, Dexy’s Midnight Runners and now The Fall with me, my brother and my mates. I notice that, while Paul’s assembling his kit, he’s doing a good job of not looking excited.

We’ve got about ten hours to record ‘New Face in Hell’, ‘Jawbone and The Air-Rifle’, ‘New Puritan’ and ‘Container Drivers’. That’s not very long considering we’ve never played ‘Jawbone’ all the way through without messing it up. It’s as urgent as a live performance but the opportunity to improve it with a recording is an added bonus.

Ten days later, we’re about to be broadcast. I’ve got my built-in radio-cassette recorder on standby so there’s no need to gag the budgie or sabotage my dad’s Evening News delivery. I’m with Paul and Marc in the front room at ten o’clock when on comes the familiar sound of The John Peel Show intro music. The man himself begins, ‘They always manage to surprise, and this time was no exception. My favourite so far, this is “Container Drivers” by The Mighty Fall…’ And in kicks Paul with his energetic snare drum roll.

We might be getting used to hearing ourselves on the radio, but it’s different when the song’s been recorded live especially for this show. We listen to the entire programme, paying attention to John’s comments and taping our songs as they are aired. The first few times we play them back, I’m mainly concentrating on whether the bass sounds right. In a studio it’s hard to capture how I want it to sound; producers tend to smooth the edge off, but by the fourth listen I’m convinced that this time they’ve managed. 

Marc’s either checking the balance between his and Craig’s guitar or checking the sound of his keyboards. Even though I’m focussing primarily on me, I’m still impressed by his adventurous sequences on ‘New Face In Hell’; they’ve got a fresh kind of electronic fluidity. It’s easy for Paul. He can immediately hear that his drums and the cowbell are loud enough so every time we play it back again he’s sitting there annoyingly patting his thighs to the beat. But by the final playback we’ve more confirmation that the music we’re making is uniquely ours. 

 

*

Early winter and Mark Smith starts coming over to Wythenshawe to write songs with us. He’s never travelled across to our side of the city before, but it’s been good taking him to our local between songs instead of having to suffer musty, drab, bitter Prestwich pubs where you can taste desperation in the flat beer. I’ve been wondering what’s causing his change of heart. Since the ‘English Scheme’ afternoon there’s been no further mention of session musicians, but the episode has left us second-guessing. Perhaps he doesn’t want us writing the music without him? We’ve been working on ‘Middle Mass’, a Craig riff the rest of us have added to and Mark’s improvised some lyrics. Rough Trade send us to an upgraded studio in London to record it.

In the control room, Marc Riley and I are listening to Grant Showbiz doing the rough mix. Grant’s styled up today’s outfit by combining a maroon suit jacket with a pair of tight pillar-box red jeans. A lime green sock draws attention to one of his knobbly ankles while a sunflower yellow one adorns the other. A living rainbow, his feet are currently resting in his favourite desert boots, a boring brown suede pair he’s obliterated with grass-green gloss. 

‘That last take’s groovo boovy banger!’ he exclaims in his Home Counties accent, sliding the faders down and sitting back happily in his leather swivel chair, taking a moment to insert his next joint into a battered cigarette holder. 

 ‘Let’s just listen to that again, shall we, Granto?’ Mark Smith likes to hear playbacks at a distance and continues pacing the small adjoining lounge while Grant lights up and replays the music. It’s quite a limited pacing, given the size of the room and all the Habitat chairs he has to navigate, but he’s managing nonetheless. 

Craig’s guitar stands out. It’s one of those riffs of his that you think shouldn’t work but actually its very discordance is becoming the focus of the piece. It’s a song Marc Riley’s playing keyboards on but he doesn’t come in until about a quarter of the way through. The bass is holding everything together. I haven’t got a problem, but judging from the look on Marc’s face he certainly has. ‘Did you hear what he just sang?’ he says, just as it all starts building up. ‘That’s about me! I’m not having that.’ He invades the lounge, stopping Mark mid-track. 

 ‘That song’s slagging me off,’ he says. ‘That song’s about me!’ Even with the music at its current volume, Grant and I can hear him, but to make sure we don’t miss a word Grant pauses the mix and we turn to watch. 

 ‘It’s not about you. You’re paranoid. You think everything’s about you!’ retorts Mark Smith. 

 This is not the calm Marc I’ve known all my life. I’ve not seen him look so upset since his sister popped his space hopper. ‘As soon as the keyboards start, you start in on me,’ he insists. ‘I know you’re putting me down!’ Personally, I never listen to the lyrics in the studio. I might notice some of them once the record comes out. It can take me months to figure out what they mean, if I ever do. 

‘Why don’t you just shut the fuck up? Play your bloody keyboards and stop interfering. I’ll do my job, you do yours.’

 ‘I know your mind games. It’s about me and my mates.’ Where the hell’s all this coming from? I can’t believe it. He’s not mentioned anything to me. ‘You’ve never liked them!’ he insists. Does he mean me and Craig? I might not have had many in-depth heart-to-hearts with Mark Smith since I’ve met him but I’ve always thought he tolerates me well enough. 

‘And that line about soft mitts and the tape loop! It’s about my keyboard playing. You’ve never liked that either.’

What’s going on? I’m having the time of my life here getting all these songs down in a proper studio. All of us have got a million ideas bouncing about. Has he got a point? And, if he has, does it really matter? It obviously does, to him. 

 ‘Fuck off and do your own job!’ shouts Mark Smith and storms out past me and Grant, leaving Marc Riley to seethe. Blazing, he comes out into the main room of the studio, where I join him. ‘That song’s about me and The Hamsters,’ he says. ‘Patronising bastard!’

‘Are you sure? Who knows what he’s really singing about?’ Who cares? ‘They’re cryptic lyrics at the best of times. Who’s going to be listening to it and thinking it’s about you? No one. The song’ll come out and everyone’ll just think he’s making general profound observations.’ 

‘Yeah. About me! The bastard.’

‘Yowser McTrouser!’ says Grant, whirling his way in. ‘What’s going on? We’re making music here, aren’t we, guys? What the fahk are you all arguing about? Fahk me. You were only supposed to record a single and I’ve got four fantastic tracks down already. This could be an album! Can we just get on with it?’ 

This can’t just be a row about the lyrics. Lucky that Grant is the original vibemaster, practised in manipulating not only our sounds but also our music to produce the best possible outcome. It’s hard to stay angry near Mr Peace and Love and he’s determined not to waste our precious studio time. He heads out to perform some flowery olive-branch tactics which eventually result in everyone returning to the studio, ready for round two. 

Marc Riley has ditched the keyboards in favour of his guitar and I’m tuning up my bass.

‘I’ve got a new one,’ says Mark Smith, getting his cassette recorder out of a carrier bag. ‘Here’s something for you all to work from. Kay, I want you on backing vocals. Grant, get her a mike.’ He presses Play and we hear him banging on his plastic toy guitar with a wooden spoon. We all listen carefully, none of us really wanting to take the lead. Craig’s looking at me in expectation. Tentatively, I pick up the tune, which admittedly is a bit of an earworm, burrowing into my brain and refusing to leave. Both the guitars duel their way in, playing pretty much the same tune at each other while trying to go off at different tangents, but that’s not easy when you don’t want to play the wrong thing. 

Mark starts with a new set of lyrics. ‘You’d better take an older lover!’ he sings in a high falsetto. Then he tries the same line again, but in an attempted baritone. Who’s this one about? Could it be Kay? She is eight years older than Mark Smith… I daren’t risk a glance at her, so I keep my head down, pounding my strings, wondering what backing vocals she’s going to come up with. I’ve never heard her so quiet.

It’s like a baiting. Mark Smith angles the rest of the song with snarled jibes as if to prove his point that he can sing about whatever the fuck he likes. 

 

Despite the ructions which accompany the recording of ‘Middle Mass’, it’s a song which features with annoying regularity in our performances. If this is bothering Marc, he doesn’t show it, but I’m sure there’s an underlying sense of unease every time it permeates the set list, a cantankerous blemish which deepens when we’re billed to appear at a place called The Riley-Smith Hall in Leeds. I’m surprised Mark Smith’s not sending one of us up a stepladder with a screwdriver to change the sign around to The Smith-Riley Hall. Or maybe even just to cover up the Riley.

During the soundcheck, while he’s testing the kit, Paul begins with a slow drumbeat, which captures all our attention. He’s using just the rim of his snare instead of the skin, and fusing it together with the cymbals and the bass drum. One by one, compelled by the rhythm, we begin to improvise around it, quickly realising something’s growing. We’re nurturing it with our tempered anguish until a hollow atmosphere begins to fill the empty hall. It continues to build but then, with a sudden unanimous exchange of certain eye contact, a dramatic drop is triggered. Intuition takes over as we induce the pressure again, knowing we’ve got the bare bones of something different. Absorbing the music, Mark Smith appears from the wings, locks on and, rifling through his mental portfolio, extracts an alter ego, intoning his Hip Priest into existence. It is this rough embryonic version which also makes it onto the set list for the gig.

The following week, during our second Peel session, ‘Hip Priest’ has developed enough to require nine minutes of recording, by which time everyone is thoroughly aware of just how unappreciated the Hip Priest is. And when it’s broadcast all the Peel listeners know it too. It brings our total session time to five minutes more than the usual fifteen-minute allocation. But nothing’s edited, Peel plays the lot and loves it. I get the feeling that if we played a twenty-minute song he’d broadcast that. Mark Smith’s insistence on the inclusion of his ode to Marc Riley may have cast a certain shadow over the proceedings but, whoever or whatever that song’s about, it does sound fucking brilliant. 

 

 






  

Part II: Fred Karno’s Army
 

 

 



 






  

The Burning Return
 

 

It’s spring and we’re booking an extensive American tour for June and July. However, US Immigration won’t grant our Paul a work visa because he’s too young to get into the clubs we’re going to play. Kay assures him he’ll be back in the band as soon as we return but Paul’s got his doubts, concerned that whoever replaces him might be better and that’d be the end for him.

We’re rehearsing for our forthcoming European tour, waiting for Mark Smith to turn up. The band decides to work on ‘Lie Dream of a Casino Soul’. We’re perfecting the hard and fast changes when one by one we gradually stop playing as we notice Mark walking into the room with someone we haven’t seen for a couple of years. 

‘Look who I bumped into coming out of my corner shop!’ he says, looking ever so pleased to be throwing this particular cuckoo back into our nest. 

‘So he finally let you sad bastards join the band, did he?’ Karl Burns’ dodgy teeth force his speech into a gravelly rasp. ‘I always knew if you followed us around long enough you’d worm your way in somehow. Fuck me, Mark! How come you’re letting the Wythenshawe Jesuits take over?’ he jokes, his busy eyes assessing the current dynamics. 

‘Good to see you too, Karl,’ I say. Which is true, even though chances are it’s unlikely he’s only here on a social visit. Karl, the original Fall drummer who was so good he made me realise I would never succeed at drumming myself. Skinny, scruffy, unshaven, big-nosed Karl with his FA-Cup ears, uncontrollable frizzy dark hair and downturned eyes which give the ongoing impression something rather unfair has just happened to him. He fills the room with his distinctive aura. I haven’t seen him since he left The Fall, nor heard anything of him since Public Image got rid of him for being too wasted. 

‘So what brings you back up North?’ I ask, hoping to hear more juicy details. 

‘Didn’t you hear about all those cases of food poisoning in St. John’s Wood?’ he says with a grin. ‘They were down to me, they were. But for some reason my boss at McDonald’s wasn’t very happy about that.’

I’d be choking on my pint if I had one. ‘Who’d give you a job in McDonald’s? You can’t have managed more than one shift, surely.’

‘That’s all it took. Besides, I couldn’t let you boys struggle on without me much longer.’ 

So he’s back, willing and able to fill in for the US tour. How handy. But we’re going to Europe in two days and there’s a lot of new songs for him to learn. Mark Smith’s solution is to bring him with us and practise on the road. For me this is a two-cylindered engine. Of course I’ve always wished I’d been in the band when Karl was and now I am, at my brother’s expense. One night Karl’s trying to do the lights and Paul’s playing the drums, the next it’s the other way around. It’s a bitter-sweet thing. Our Paul’s teaching one of his drumming heroes how to replace him, hopefully only for the short-term.

The following week I’m packing my holdall, Paul’s not and there’s nothing either of us can do about it. I fold my jeans and T-shirts away as quickly as possible but then I feel bad about the poignant position of my zipped bag at the front door waiting to go on tour. Paul sees it, wishes me all the best and rushes out for a random game of split the kipper with his old schoolmates. 

‘I don’t see why you need to be going for six weeks anyway!’ exclaims my mother, unfortunately the only other member of the family around to see me off. Despite twenty years of acclimatisation in Manchester, her Dublin accent is so defined she still sounds like she’s only just stepped off the boat. ‘Are there that many people over there needing to hear your noise? Don’t you be bothering our Paul. He’ll be on holiday with the rest of the family like you ought to be, instead of swanning your way around America again. Oh, look at the big man, just back from Europe and off he goes to America! Will you all look at him now! He thinks he’s Alan bloody Whicker! Totally Weird is right. I’ll give you totally weird. You’ve already been there once. Is that not enough for anyone? But no! Back you go, without a care in the world for your mother, worried to death!’

‘Mam, there’s nothing to worry about,’ I lie. ‘I’m just going to play a few gigs and then I’ll be back.’

‘And don’t you be getting involved in all them cults. I’ve seen them on the telly, them Morons with their no drinking and their four wives. You’re a good Catholic boy and don’t you forget it. Don’t let anyone brainwash you. Where’s your suitcase? Is that all you’re taking with you? It’s not even a proper case! I take more than that when I go to Ireland for a week. But you. Six weeks you’re going for with what you’ve got in that bag.’

The van arrives to rescue me just as she’s upping a gear. 

 

I’m back in New York with the rest of the band, Kay and our inimitable soundman, Grant. It’s Karl’s first time in America and it’s clear he’s planning on making the most of the opportunity. Times Square has undergone a peculiar transformation and is teeming with people from all over the States who’ve travelled here to see the original London punk band, The Clash, play live. Apparently they were booked to only play eight dates in New York, but the promoters sold three times as many tickets as the venue holds so fire chiefs shut the place down and caused a riot amongst the thousands of fans who’d paid but wouldn’t get to see a show. 

Not wanting to disappoint anyone, The Clash have decided to play enough extra nights to honour all the ticket sales. Very fair-minded of them. And look at the results of it… people have taken up residence outside the club they’re performing at: Bond’s International Casino, which is actually an almost derelict, bombed-out department-store-turned-nightclub, without a roulette table in sight. There’s a huge, home-made Clash banner hanging from the roof. Down below, between the road blocks and the riot police, is an impromptu festival that’s been going on for days. There are people from all walks of life having their own Clash parties: bandana hip hop kids with roller skates and ghetto blasters; bald Hispanic men improvising percussion on bongos and empty beer cans; overweight housewives punked up in radical sleeve-shorn T-shirts and studded leather collars; long-skirted hippy mothers dancing with their flower children; mid-westerners in cowboy boots and swanky-shirted black guys all being herded around by police on horses. 

And now us. Here by happy coincidence, joining in all the fun. Better still for us, The Clash are flying their favourite British bands over to support them – like The Slits and Aswad – but there’s a civil service strike affecting passport applications and some of Aswad haven’t made it, so we get asked to fill in. I spare a thought for the stranded musicians, and for my younger brother, who’ll be even more gutted when he hears about this. It’s all over the local news: British punk bands taking Times Square. The Clash are getting new hip hop artists to remix some of their tracks. Would you ever think of fusing punk with hip hop? Seems to work though. It’s being played on all the radio stations.

Here’s the difference between these boys and Iggy Pop’s punks: as soon as they’ve finished soundchecking, Joe Strummer walks straight up to Mark Smith. ‘I bet you don’t like me,’ he says, in his exaggerated cockney accent. 

‘You’re alright, cock,’ says Mark, his North Manchester twang more refined than ever. ‘It’s your latest image I’m not sure about.’ Mark proceeds to spend much of our soundcheck gaps harping on about them being plastic punks selling out British art. ‘They’re rich boys pretending to be cockneys,’ he complains. ‘Grant, will you turn them keyboards down!’ How does he do it? How can you find fault with something like this? We’ve spent hours sitting around his flat listening to Black Market Clash and now they’ve already done something to piss him off. What could it possibly be? Maybe he’s just mad because we haven’t created as much of a storm over here as they have.

After the soundcheck we’ve got a couple of hours to explore the Times Square party. Amid the garlicky aroma of the pizza parlours, the grease of the takeaways, the electronic bleeping of the amusement arcades, ticket touts and hustlers roam the crowds. Drug dealers sidle past murmuring their wares while desperados try to con a quick buck out of curious onlookers with card-game blags.


Karl and I are caught up in a surging crowd when several helmeted police push us to one side with their horses, truncheons and guns. Somehow they’ve still got to let the cabs get through! In the procedure we are crushed into a bunch of leather-clad girls. ‘Sorry!’ I deliver my polite apologies, underestimating the effects of my British accent. As the stumbling subsides, the girls take another look at me and Karl.

‘Oh my God! It’s Mick Jones! Mick Jones from The Clash!!’ Obviously they can’t mean me. It’d be more accurate to mistake me for the edgy bass player, but no one is doing. It’s never occurred to me that Karl bears a resemblance to The Clash’s guitarist, but now that it’s mentioned, on the litter-strewn pavement below the flashing lights of an amusement arcade, they do both share the moody air of an unjustly dealt-with fifties gangster. 

‘Awright, gerws!’ responds Karl, dusting himself off with a degree of panache I never knew he had. I notice a small crowd of what could be boyfriends or pimps closing in on us and try to seek out an escape route while Karl capitalises on the girls. ‘Ow are you all enjoying this little bit of Lahndon, then?’ You’ve got to hand it to Karl. He didn’t even pause for a beat before laying it on thick with a fake cockney accent, the sly old fox. Who’d have thought it? Karl as a groupie magnet! Having missed out on the States last year, clearly he’s adapting to all aspects of tour mode with twice his usual level of enthusiasm.

It’s the same when we’re playing later. We go on stage to a typical support-slot scenario: people are more bothered about where they’re going to be standing when the headliners come on. But this is the biggest venue Karl’s ever played and he does his best to make sure every single one of those two thousand people are aware of his drumming presence. It’s a short set of our more commercial material and by the time we get onto the last song, ‘Lie Dream’, despite being rabid Clash fanatics, most of the crowd are paying attention. Karl and I lock ourselves into bass-drum combat like two snipers pitted against each other, both becoming profoundly aware that the best way to conquer is to join forces. 

Back in the confines of our dressing room, before long we can hear the crowd start up a feverish chanting for The Clash. The haunting trumpet intro to the title track of Clint Eastwood’s spaghetti western For a Few Dollars More begins to drift down the damp concrete corridor leading to the stage before the great Clash themselves stride past with purpose, guitars in hand. Joe Strummer in white jeans and red sleeveless denim jacket with the collar turned up, his right wrist heavily bandaged to protect it from its own strumming action. Lead guitarist Mick Jones with his slicked-back quiff, suit and T-shirt, strutting like a mean-looking Fonz. The bass player Paul Simonon: black leather pants, studded belt, black sleeveless jacket, dirty-blond quiff, cigarette hanging out of his mouth at a James Dean angle. Now there’s a style – what would I look like if I went on stage in black leather pants and a sleeveless top? Ridiculous probably, not super-cool like him. And sinewy drummer Topper Headon with his hair sticking up at naturally cocky angles and a look on his face that smacks of defiance. On they go, to a fired-up crowd shouting ‘WE WANT THE CLASH! WE WANT THE CLASH!’

Because we can, we follow them down the metal fire-escape stairs, past the dirty bare brick walls through a flier-plastered doorway and stop just short of the stage as they raid into ‘London Calling’, causing mass insurgence in the vast hall. Just as well Joe Strummer’s got those strummer-guards on; he’s thrashing that Telecaster with such vein-bulging intensity he really could do himself a mischief. Mick Jones, on the other side of the stage from me but well in view, is mincing somewhat, windmilling his low-slung Les Paul, indulging in some excessive head-shaking and stamping around, but his guitar action is nonetheless grounded and groundbreaking. 

Of course, my focus is pulled towards the rhythm section. When Topper kicks the bass drum it’s like a glorious punch in the stomach, especially at such short range. Paul Simonon isn’t someone I’ve ever particularly considered to be one of the world’s greatest bass players, but I must admit the way he jumps into the air, does the splits, lands without a stumble and never misses a note is something to behold. 

They can be hit-and-miss, live, The Clash, if they’re too busy pogoing around to give the music the attention it requires. But this is different. In the middle of a two-week stint of two gigs a day, they’re really on it. By the time Mick and Joe level into the classic ‘(White Man) in Hammersmith Palais’, watching from the side of the stage isn’t what this is about, so I head down the corridor to join the crowd for the rest of the set, a searing two-hour epic. The whole effect is like being in the epicentre of a major explosion.

Afterwards, The Clash go off to the bar they’ve hired as a backstage area without inviting us, so we stroll the several short blocks it is to our hotel, feeling very pleased with ourselves. Smug, even. The night air’s warm, the lights of New York twinkle with promise and we’re thoroughly enjoying the moment. We reach the hotel and whaddyaknow? The reception area has been taken over by a crowd of gaunt-eyed leatherette girls waiting for Karl. Unbelievable, considering that they’ve probably seen both bands in action and should by now be aware of the abyss of difference between Karl and Mick Jones’ appearance. Karl’s eyes light up like a school kid’s at the world’s biggest pick ’n’ mix store. ‘Get out of my goddamn way, will yous!’ he says, pushing past the rest of us.

Grant’s the first to pick himself up. ‘Don’t be greedy, Karlos! It won’t do your drumming any good if you wear yourself out, will it?’ But Karl’s attentions are already torn between a strawberry bon-bon and a chocolate almond, so Grant takes the opportunity to delve into the rest of the selection while Craig, Marc and I balk at the sidelines, our Catholic-boy schooling more of a disadvantage now than ever before. We slink off to the bar for some help in overcoming our inhibitions, only by the time we are finally ready for a taste, everyone’s gone and we’re left on the shelf like a bunch of sherbet lemons. 

During the next few days, in between playing nearby clubs, Karl and Grant especially are enjoying this makeshift fiesta. After two weeks of it, life in our punk carnival has started to feel normal but there’s only so many venues you can play in New York. The Clash have done what they set out to do, leaving us suitably fired up for our marathon pilgrimage through the furthest reaches of the Deep South. 

Times Square is slowly reverting to its previous state, though I doubt it will ever be quite the same again. The tramps are shuffling home to the night-time heat of their subway grilles. Hot dog vendors are tentatively wheeling their carts back onto the pavement corners and the clean-up operation is beginning in earnest with unfortunate municipal workers having to shovel all the horseshit away.

It’s time to go. 

 

The no-frills van which is to be our home for the next four weeks pulls up outside The Iroquois, blasting chart-topping country rock hit ‘Bette Davis Eyes’ from its radio. It’s a grey, chunky-looking thing which has clearly seen a few tours, judging by some of the marks on the walls. ‘That one there’s left over from a Psychedelic Furs tour,’ says the driver proudly, indicating an unsightly stain on the carpet-panelling. Well, I’m going to sit as far away from that as I can! I manage to get myself in through the sliding door. It’s only a couple of hours to our first destination but as I take my seat I’m aware that my entire upper back, shoulders, neck and head are unsupported. For the longer journeys I must try to secure a window seat. 

It strikes me that this is a pretty basic vehicle for seven people to be travelling across America in. There’s one passenger seat next to the driver at the front, and behind them the rest of us have to share out what are essentially two three-seater padded benches with no headrests. Kay likes to sit next to the driver so she can easily shout her instructions at him. Mark likes to sit right behind the driver so he can easily shout his instructions at him. He’s near the door so he gets the legroom and doesn’t have to climb over anyone to get in or out. His is probably the best seat, so it’s unlikely anyone else will get it. Grant’s next to him and then Karl’s in the window seat by the Psychedelic Furs stain. 

Which leaves me, Craig and Marc with the back row. 

‘It’s about three thousand five hundred miles we’ll be travelling in this van,’ says Craig after an hour or so of buttock-shuffling. ‘Do you realise that’s actually further than we flew to get here?’ He’s spent most of the journey absorbed in his Rand McNally, a road atlas he picked up when we popped into our favourite New York bookshop before leaving. Craig likes facts and figures. He likes maps and concrete things like that. 

‘Well, that’s not too bad,’ says Marc, often one to find a positive angle. ‘If you divide that up by the four weeks we’ve got left, it’s about eight hundred and seventy-five miles a week on average, which is not much further than going to Aberdeen and back.’ Even in this thing that sounds reasonable to me. 

‘It’s not quite going to work like that,’ says Kay from her vantage point by the driver. She’s swivelled to one side, her back to the window, elbow resting along the back of her seat, hair buffeted by the highway breeze. ‘Because once we get to the West Coast we’ll be based in LA for a week and then San Francisco for the last week.’

‘So that means we’ve got two weeks to cover three and a half thousand miles?’

‘And there’s the speed limit to consider,’ says Craig. ‘Fifty-five miles an hour.’

We all contemplate this in the van’s bright sunshine as it trundles along the wide five-lane, brush-bordered highway. ‘So that’s seventeen hundred miles a week? At fifty-five miles a bleedin hour? We’ll never fucking get there.’

‘It’s worse than that,’ says Kay, with what I perceive to be a hint of sadism. ‘I’ve had to schedule some days off because of bloody-minded cowboy club owners. Sometimes you’ll be in this van all night and all day before getting to a venue and rigging up for a gig. Get used to it, boys, it’s not a holiday.’

I’m beginning to get it. It might not have seemed so at the time, but perhaps last year was a bit of a jolly compared with what she’s got lined up for us this time around. ‘That’s quite different from what The Clash just did,’ I say, thinking I will suffer the most for my height. ‘They got all their fans to do the travelling.’

‘Typical soft Southern slackers,’ says Mark. ‘They don’t know what work is. When I worked on Salford docks, that’s what a day’s work was…’ 

‘Bloody hell, Mark!’ says Kay, ‘The way you go on about them docks anyone’d think you’d spent eighteen hours a day unloading crates of bananas with your bare hands. You were only a shipping clerk, ticking them off a fucking list!’ Satisfied to have stemmed his flow, she turns to the rest of us. ‘The only reason The Clash did that was because they’re on CBS who wouldn’t pay for their tour,’ she informs us. ‘Whereas we don’t need some big-shot record company paying for us. We can fund ourselves with the gig money. That’s keeping it real.’

But it’s alright for Kay. On a physical level, she’s quite small.

‘Shall we put some music on?’ suggests Marc Riley in an attempt to lighten the mood. It just so happens I’ve got a bootleg of the other night at Bond’s, which I promptly pass forward.

Of course, because of where he’s sitting, no tape will ever reach the driver without being scrutinised by Mark for approval. ‘We’re not having this shit on!’ he decrees, grabbing the tape. ‘We’ve had enough of The Clash. It’s giving you lot the wrong ideas.’ In a swift move, he clips open the window in the sliding door and tosses my tape out into the passing shrubs. Marc, Craig and I sit there shocked while Karl laughs his bollocks off. ‘Here, put this on,’ says Mark, passing the driver a tape of his own. ‘Frank Zappa, that’s what you lot should be listening to. You might learn something.’ And he sits back with the satisfied air of a schoolmaster who’s just dealt out a highly-original punishment to a perpetually-unruly class.

What will we learn, exactly? How to play bad jazz-rock which sounds like two bands rehearsing in adjoining rooms? But I don’t mention this since we are only on Hour One of a Million Hour trip and it’s probably easier to listen to the thing than to argue about listening to it. Marginally. I stare out of the window trying my best to ignore the disjointed racket of Zappa’s grating voice and his accompanying minions, while Craig and Marc debate which of them got into him first.

‘Hurry up with that, Grantipoos, you spliff-hogging hippy! You’ll be too stoned to get the drum sound right if you smoke much more of that.’ This may be the first full-length tour I’m doing with Karl, but it’s becoming clear that he’s not fussy about what he gets or how he gets it, so long as it’s free. Whether it’s drugs, drink, clothes, food, fags or women, hustling is what he lives for. And off. And on. But perhaps he’s got a point and Zappa would sound less dreadful if you were stoned. 

‘Steady on, Karlos!’ says Grant, his eyes rolling like a fruit machine as his mind tries to land a jackpot excuse for not sharing this time. Commune living has become an art form for Grant but, after a mere two weeks with Karl, he’s come off the worst out of all of us.

‘As the poor bahstard who’s got to be your room-mate, not only do you fahking keep me awake all night with your own peculiar brand of hotel interior redesigning, but now I have to put up with you sitting next to me all the way to Philadelphia as well. How the wombat-burger am I supposed to do that without any drugs?!’ And, aided by a pair of invisible bellows stuck up his arse, he proceeds to finish all several remaining centimetres of the joint in one almighty suck, continuing to hold his breath as we pass under eight road bridges, his eyes bulge more prominently with each passing arch, until he starts to go slightly blue in the face. 

‘Don’t you let him intimidate you,’ says Kay with a swift switch to concerned matriarch mode. ‘He’s always like this with the mixing guys. Don’t let him get to you, Grant.’

Nothing seems to be getting to Grant apart from the grass. He’s still holding his breath and Karl can’t stand it any longer so he whacks him on the back. Grant splutters, but he’s happy now anyway. We drive past a road sign which indicates there are thankfully only forty-two miles left until Philadelphia. 

Which leaves us with about three thousand, four hundred and fifty miles to go.

 

Touring in America is an intense way of spending time with people. Life doesn’t normally happen like it does in this rudimentary bubble, popping along from place to idiosyncratic place. It’s not like working with a few guys for an eight hour shift, meeting your mates down the pub and seeing your girlfriend in between. With touring you get to know each other pretty well, pretty quick, especially in a van like ours. Especially when there’s a gig to pull off night after night in radically-different surroundings and for such diverse crowds of people. These fifty states are like fifty countries. We go from the low boredom threshold of New York, where everyone’s intent on finding the next thing fast, to the humid blues of New Orleans. Another night we’ll be trying to convince a handful of drawling, Stetsoned Texans. The next, it’s a low-down back-street club in LA beneath a roller-skating boulevard full of hot pants and fruit smoothies, where we’re to entertain the city’s freaks. 

So much can go wrong, especially when there’s a lot of pressure to deliver. You want every gig to be great but, if the acoustics aren’t right, if dodgy club equipment gives you an electric shock or if the van breaks down on the way, you can’t do much about it. Even though I’m quite used to playing live, however big or small the venue is, I’m always nervous before going on. The band can think a gig’s gone well, but if Management disagrees, it can piss all over the natural high you’d otherwise feel. 

If you’re on a night out back home and you make a dick of yourself in front of your mates, it’s easy enough to avoid them for a few days, by which time there’s usually other material to focus on. But on tour everyone’s there the next day and there’s nowhere to hide. If, for instance, you happen to be in Arizona after a particularly heavy night out involving several bottles of tequila, a bowl of limes and approximately half a pound of salt, and at three in the morning you find yourself throwing up all over the hotel reception’s centrepiece display of rare cacti, you can pretend to yourself it hasn’t happened as much as you like. Chances are, so will everyone else until mid-afternoon the following day when the van has finally clocked up enough mileage from the crime scene. Once it’s clear we’ve got away without having to pay any extras, the hangovers lift and you become the focus of a new wave of entertainment which everyone requires. 

We’ll pack up after a gig, drive all night and most of the day, get to the next venue, unpack, set up, play and repeat the whole process, snatching the odd hour or so of sleep on the way to the next place. I’ll nod off looking at the back of Karl’s head and get jolted awake by a pothole minutes or hours later, still looking at the back of Karl’s head. He never seems to stop rattling off, regardless of whether it’s daylight or night. It might not be so bad if he sometimes changed the subject, but his convoluted rantings revolve around only three, all of them interconnected: war, guns, explosions. Arguments about opening and shutting the windows draw swords with rows about who wants to stop where. Atmospheres cut through the sweaty, rancid air by nerves shredded on malfunctioning PAs and gun-wielding Dolly Parton purists. 

Sleep hardly exists when there’s always hundreds of miles left to go until the next backwater club. These are the places you learn your craft. How to make one riff sound good for quarter of an hour. You have to tease it out and build it up and do everything imaginable to it and more, because you don’t want to get lynched on the way out if they don’t like your eight-minute version of ‘Hip Priest’ and your fifteen-minute version of ‘Cash ’n’ Carry’. Come to think of it, why are the songs so long?

Route 66. Massive roads that go through nothing but desert for miles and miles and every now and then there’s a truck stop with a diner and a shop where you can buy anything: boots, clothes, fireworks, even something they stock for keeping truckers awake. They’ve got shelves full of magazines and comics. There’s a wealth of original Batman and The Justice League of America, which help pass the time until we reach the next place.

Budget dictates that when we do get our heads down for a night it’s in cheap motels. One night in the Midwest, having won over a saloon bar of loud-shirted business men, I discover the world’s biggest cockroach has taken up residence in the bathroom, sleep deprivation making it seem like a monster. 

‘I’m not going in there until it’s gone,’ I tell Craig.

‘Well, I’m not killing it. I’m vegetarian.’

‘I’m not asking you to bloody eat it!’

I open the bathroom door slightly and peer through, hoping it might have disappeared back up the fan shaft. But no. A strange thing’s happened. It’s grown even bigger. Perhaps Mark’s right and I have been reading a bit too much Stephen King recently.

‘Them things are virtually indestructible anyway, from what I’ve read,’ says Craig, suddenly an expert on the insect world.

‘Well I’m not going in there. God, what’s this country like? The van hasn’t got a bog and now I can’t even have a shite in my own bathroom.’

‘Bloody hell, is this what you did all that RAF training for? God help us if there’s a war.’

Stalemate continues for a while until the situation becomes urgent. There’s only one thing for it. I head next door to Karl and Grant’s, hoping their bathroom’s less infested than ours. But other dangers may be lurking there. I do my secret knock on the door so Karl knows it’s not the enemy, currently the drum intro to ‘Totally Wired’, repeated twice only. Cautiously I enter the room: you never know what you’re going to come across in Karl’s quarters. He’s only been here half an hour and he’s already rearranging the furniture in an attempt to ease his paranoia while Grant’s pretending to be asleep. Karl’s bed’s up against the wall, blocking out the tiny window, and the wardrobe’s on standby to barricade the door in case of imminent attack. As I venture in, he’s busily taking the pictures off the walls.

‘Karl, why are you turning that picture round?’

‘I’m not having that face looking at me all night!’ he snaps. ‘Have you seen the eyes?’

Not wanting to enter into a discussion about the quality of motel art, I explain why I’m not going in our bathroom and he gets excited. ‘Mongo mission!!!’ he growls. He’s morphing into his animal-drummer alter ego before my very eyes and thrusts a fist in the air, true vigilante style. ‘I’ll nuke the bastard,’ he assures me, gathering some explosives together from under Grant’s bed and heading fearlessly next door. The next thing I know, I’m in Karl’s bathroom and I hear some muffled shuffling through the adjoining wall. Suddenly there’s an almighty bang followed by a cheer. ‘Mongo destroy enemy number one!’ This is good news. 

But now he’s on a roll there’s no telling what he’ll blow up next. 

 

We return home from the American tour to a Manchester of burned-out shops and riot-torn streets. All tour we’d been singing about the North rising again, and it finally did. No jobs, crap housing, a violent, racist police force and no sign of anything changing is a volatile mix. 

Strange to be thrust into the aftermath of the Moss Side sieges, having been limited to witnessing them on a distant TV screen in California. Karl was gutted when he saw that particular ABC News item. ‘I should be there with my bros, looting,’ he moaned as we watched his mates setting fire to the local electrical shop. By the time we’re back, the police have cleared the streets of protestors, there’s nothing left to loot and all the shops have been boarded up. 

Nearby Wythenshawe, with its unemployed but largely white population, escaped unscathed. Life seems to have carried on as normal here. I return to a house totally unaware of the concept of jet lag. My folks won’t even acknowledge it could possibly exist. ‘Ah sure, all you’ve had to do all summer long is play that guitar for an hour a day. Not like your father, working twelve-hour shifts in Dunlop’s. And look at you! Worn out! Make yourself useful and cook that tea, will you now. Look at Stephen! The travelled man. A trained chef and now he can’t even peel a feckin potato!’

My eyes burning coals, symptomatic of six weeks of intense sleep deprivation doubled with the jet lag I most definitely have got, I drag myself into the kitchen, ninety-five percent of my energy engaged in keeping upright. Peeling potatoes has never been a problem for me; I used to do truckloads in the kitchens, but today every single one is a struggle. So the last thing I need is Paul buzzing in for a full-blown interrogation. Six weeks is a long time to be out of the loop, especially when you know there’s a very competent and original drummer taking your place on the other side of the Atlantic.

‘Is it true that I couldn’t have got in the clubs?’ he asks. ‘It’s been years since anyone’s ever stopped me round here.’

But round here is very different from over there. Quite often I had to show my ID to get in. A couple of times even Grant had to prove he was old enough, and he’s twenty-five. I tell Paul all this, but it does little to improve his outlook.

‘So there you were in New York, hanging round with The Clash and there was me on the family trip to Rhyl, playing pontoon in a caravan with the rain beating down on the roof. Where’s the fairness in that?’ Since there’s nothing I can say to reassure him, I keep quiet, and leave him to try and get over it.

 

A month later and we’re at Maida Vale for another Peel session with Paul, not Karl, on drums. Kay seems to have kept her word since we don’t see Karl at any rehearsals either. 

When we arrive, I can’t believe who the producer is! I once queued for an hour to get this guy’s autograph. It’s only Dale Griffin, also known as Buffin, fabled drummer of Mott The Hoople. So this is where drummers can end up after their bands split up –  at the BBC, judging performances and supervising mixes. His feather cut might be longer than the style traditionally permitted, but he’s still got one, unlike me and Marc who went neatly minimal with our own haircuts a couple of years ago. I set up extra fast, in the delicious anticipation of being regaled with exciting road stories from back in the day. I wonder if he’s still friends with Ian Hunter? 

While the engineer mikes up, I take a seat in the control room. While they’re getting the drum sound right, I’m working out the best way to get Dale started. But then Craig and Marc appear. ‘I’ve just been told my guitar’s too loud again,’ says Marc. ‘It’s also gone heavy metal. Is anything ever right for him?’

Somehow this doesn’t seem the right occasion. Everyone here’s focussed on the now, as is their job. I’m no longer that wide-eyed teenager in the autograph queue, so I can’t quite bring myself to say anything along the lines of ‘I’m such a big fan of your old band…’ It was a while ago and the whole concept of cool has changed a lot since then. Perhaps I’ll just wait until he starts reminiscing and in the meantime enjoy the novelty of taking technical direction from him. 

As it happens, throughout the ten-hour day, unprompted he says nothing about Mott The Hoople. Even worse, he seems to prickle at the hint of a mention. Mott The Hoople’s drummer in the production suite, and here’s me having to play Mark Smith’s plastic toy guitar on ‘Who Makes the Nazis?’, a piece we recently wrote at his flat. Then I’m handed a sheet of paper with some bizarre backing vocals. We’re all used to doing football-chant-style backing, but why have I been singled out to do them on a song with a title that’s enough to give me the jitters? The lyrics are the usual obscure poetics so I’ve no idea if I’m being set-up. I have to say some weird stuff about hate, love, soap and enemies. Is there a theme developing here or am I just reading too much into it? 

 

 






  

Northern Lights
 

 

A committed, highly-focussed Icelandic musician and student, Einar Örn, has organised three dates for us in Reykjavik. According to Kay the music scene in Iceland is virtually non-existent, but this guy Einar is doing his best to get one going. ‘He’s really on it, is Einar,’ she tells us. ‘He’s got his own band, Purpurr something or other. Full-on, they are. They’ll be supporting us. We’re the first British band he’s inviting over.’ 

Journalists from NME, Melody Maker and Sounds often interview Mark Smith at his flat or arrange to meet him in London if we’re recording there. He’s started to become quite a regular in the music press, always ready with ambiguously witty observations on any given subject, which he often laces with a thorough contempt for the music business. 

For the Iceland trip, Melody Maker are dispatching a journalist called Colin Irwin to accompany us. We’ve never had our own journalist on tour before. 

‘It’s just south of the Arctic Circle, you know,’ says Craig, unable to conceal a hint of admiration for our latest venture.

We’re quite a party. Grant’s with us as well as the journalist, who evidently didn’t realise how far north this is when he did his packing. He gets off the plane in his Killing Joke T-shirt, jeans and no jacket. It’s only September but this wind is so cutting I’m feeling it through my all-purpose overcoat so Christ knows how cold he must be.

Einar picks us up from the airport in a well-used coach containing his band and a few friends. ‘The Apollo Space team came here to practise for their moon landing,’ he tells us during the long drive across a volcano-rimmed moonscape. It really is all craters and rocks; not a tree in sight. His shaved head silhouetted against the wide clear sky, he narrates the tale of his country’s most recent volcanic eruption. On a nearby island, with no warning at all, after five thousand years of dormancy, the volcano erupted in the middle of the night and destroyed everyone’s homes. Amazingly all the islanders managed to evacuate, except for one guy who drowned in lava while looting a pharmacy. 

‘So here in Iceland, nature can destroy an entire town,’ I observe. ‘Back in Manchester people manage to do that without any help from nature.’ 

‘Ah, yes, Steve,’ says Einar, immediately picking up on my reference. ‘It may be possible to draw parallels to the recent rioting in Moss Side. That would depend on what happens next. There is something you must understand about us Icelanders. Legend leads us to believe that disaster is a signal for a brave new beginning.’ His English is very fluent, with only a hint of Scandinavian lilt. ‘You see, now it is eight years later and the people of Heimaey have rebuilt their harbour into a bigger and better one. Also, their homes are rebuilt and adapted to be heated for free by volcanic lava for the next fifty years.’ 

That might be possible in Iceland, but I’m not so sure similar regeneration could happen in Moss Side. 

Kay leans over and says in a quietened voice, ‘That guy’s a shard of power. If anyone can bring on an underground music scene here, it’s him.’ She sits back, satisfied that we are, once again, in the right place.

Listening to Einar is like listening to an ancient Viking prophet. I can imagine him descending on a longboat of followers to enthuse them into peaceful conquering, by employing the use of the most tactical thinking. We are in his current longboat, on the way to capturing the attention of the mainlanders. 

We had the foresight to buy a crate of lagers at the airport since we’d heard rumours that you couldn’t get any here. I didn’t quite believe them, but seeing the grateful enthusiasm of our hosts as we share out our horde, it’s clearly true. ‘You can only get stupidly expensive vodka,’ explains the drummer, ‘because the government don’t want people to get drunk. So everything’s extreme. Crazy. They ban beer. And TV is not allowed to be broadcast on Thursdays or in July. But they make sure everyone’s got a job.’ As I try to imagine the impact such laws would have on life, the bus approaches the outskirts of Reykjavik. 

They drop us off at a swish hotel at the city’s edge: light wood, a lot of glass, dark suede, utilitarian angles. You can feel it’s been meticulously designed with comfort in mind. We’ve been booked in on a full-board basis, which has never happened before. Food’s usually the last consideration on any of our tour agendas, but here there is an airy restaurant with a vast buffet and large windows looking out onto the moon-like countryside. No beer though. The bus, with its driver, is parked outside, on standby to take us anywhere we want. Only two to a room, this is what it feels like to be well looked after. 

Our hosts join us the next day to take us to the first venue. It’s an old hotel near the city centre with a function room in the basement. So who’s played here, then? The Clash came to Reykjavik last year, but I bet they didn’t play here. Apart from them, the last major band from abroad was Led Zeppelin back in 1970. 

We’re in an empty room with no stage and no sign of a PA. There are, however, a few ornate-legged pub tables and matching heavy chairs. Looks like there’s a lot to be done before tomorrow. We join Einar and his band in rigging up the stage we have just hauled across town from where it was last used, sixteen years ago when The Searchers found it and played on it there. 

As I hoist a piece of aluminium scaffolding, Einar takes a spanner to the nut and looks me sagely in the eyes. ‘Steve,’ he says, ‘you are in a country where Leo Sayer is top of the charts. It’s not that people aren’t used to music like ours. They simply aren’t aware it can exist.’

‘You better not write about our manual labour,’ Marc Riley tells the journalist, who’s busy jotting things down in his notebook. Personally, I’m surprised he’s come out with the band rather than trailing Mark, Kay and Grant on their exploration of local nightlife. Maybe this evening he’s investigating the working-class aspect of The Fall. ‘It’s not good for our image,’ adds Marc sarcastically. ‘We’re meant to be bleak and industrial.’ 

‘Is the stage high enough?’ asks Einar after a good hour of us sweating it out. 

‘Yeah, we’re an ugly bunch. Nobody wants to see us.’ 

‘I saw New Order in Oslo,’ he continues, ‘and they played in a pit.’

‘Best place for ’em,’ mumbles Craig, and the journalist scribbles it down. Craig panics and does an about-turn, plainly not ready for such a controversial opinion to be bandied around the music press. ‘Don’t get me wrong. New Order are one of the few bands you can admire. We used to know Joy Division, you know. We were really shocked when Ian Curtis died. Really shocked.’ 

‘You’re always putting your foot in it, aren’t you, Craig?’ says our Paul, pushing the final piece of the stage towards him. ‘You’ll be mentioning the Cod War next!’

‘Well, who won it anyway?’ asks Craig defensively. ‘Us or Iceland?’

‘I think it was them,’ says Marc.

‘So it’s alright to mention it, then,’ decides Craig and the journalist puts his notebook away.

Wednesday dawns and missing breakfast doesn’t matter because of the lunch buffet, which we devour while also digesting the full-page spread of us in the newspaper. It being his realm, our journalist grabs the paper and, after a futile attempt at trying to interpret it, seeks help from one of the friendly waiters. Above a full-size picture of us, which Kay must have sent on ahead of the trip, the headline translates as ‘British Raw Rockers Arrive in Iceland’. The gist of the article is the general lack of live music in Reykjavik, British or otherwise. As a result our dates have virtually sold out. It’s an honour to have made the front page of a national paper; our sense of duty is clear but it’s making me feel somewhat tense and I’ve got the benefit of having recently done a six-week tour. Unlike our Paul, who’s only played live once since May. He doesn’t seem fazed but, judging by the amount of vodka he necked last night in the hotel bar, maybe he is.

The soundcheck later in the afternoon throws more light on quite how undeveloped the local scene is. Einar’s band, Purrkur Pillnikk, have only been together a couple of months for a handful of gigs. They sound raw: great guitar, enough repetitive riffs. Einar plays a wailing trumpet half the time and, boy, does he shout over the music for the rest of it. He obviously means it, but with it being in Icelandic I’m not exactly sure what. 

They do a good job of building the crowd’s interest, leaving us to go on to a room full of what appear to be eager blond-haired student types in cable-knit jumpers and the occasional burly trawlerman hell-bent on obliteration. They shout in our faces. One of them tries to stare Mark out. It doesn’t work; Mark can be a meister at pretending people don’t exist. But just as we’re starting up with ‘Hip Priest’, someone else grabs his mike and shouts, ‘Why are you so unhappy? You are in Iceland now. Enchoy it!’ A perfect place, really, for Mark to point out how unappreciated he is, which he does with added rancour. We obviously didn’t build the stage high enough. Now I’m witnessing some of the effects of the no-beer law. ‘Who Makes The Nazis?’ is in the second half of our set and some raucous fighting kicks off towards the back of the hall; half the crowd leave while we’re still playing it.

The second night we know what we’re up against so we prepare accordingly. Paul’s back with much to prove. The crowd’s a similar mix of intellectuals wanting to enjoy the music and hard-core fishermen on a night off. Someone throws a chair at us. Then they start throwing chairs at each other and a fight breaks out. But you can channel the antagonism if it’s expected and direct it back at the audience. Nobody leaves before the end of this set. They don’t want to leave at the end of it either. Or at the end of the encore. They want more so we give it them.

 

It’s with an air of optimism that we approach our recording session on Friday. As part of our visit we’re going to take advantage of the unusual: a recording studio carved out of volcanic rock. A must-do on any musical itinerary. 

Grant heads straight for the control room where the resident engineer helps familiarise him with the equipment. It’s quite businesslike of Grant. Straight-headed, he’s even toned down his attire. A Karl-less Iceland seems to be having quite a calming effect on him. Perhaps it’s giving him chance to get in touch with his more meditative side; tapping into the natural karma of the natives.

Not so Mark Smith. ‘Right lads!’ he starts as we’re carrying the gear in. ‘No dicking about! Let’s get set up. We’ve wasted enough time already.’ Cheeky bastard. What’s he on about? Here for less than a week, three gigs, rigging up the venue and now a recording session. Who’s wasting time? We’ve not had chance to try out the hotel disco, unlike some people I could mention, dancing to ‘Stars on 45’. He’ll be playing up to the journalist audience, that’s what it’ll be, because Colin Irwin’s here as well, taking his notes. Not making them like we do. I’m starting to get used to him. I was a bit wary at first but I’m finding that after a few vodkas I don’t give a toss. He never writes anything when I speak anyway. 

The walls have been evened out in some way but aren’t entirely flat. There’s no plastering, it’s just bare rock. They must have been carved with care since they’re almost completely smooth. There’s a white stone floor. This place isn’t set up for rock bands. It’s just one large room, no drum booths, just a grand piano in the middle. They must use this to record traditional Icelandic music, whatever that is. I plug in my bass and twang it at the wall. Is there a subtly different kind of reverb? 

Possibly, but we shouldn’t waste any time experimenting with it too much, should we now? Instead, we start by getting ‘Look, Know’ down in one take. This is the first song I’ve completely written the music for. The fact we’re getting another recording of it after the latest Peel session must mean it’ll go on the next album. Either that or it’ll be a B-side. I never imagined it to be like this, though. All bass and a bit of tinkly keyboards most of the way through. If it was up to me, there’d be more guitar. I’m thinking along the lines of Dexy’s-type soul with a brass section. But there isn’t one. Besides, we haven’t got time for that. 

Next up it’s ‘Hip Priest’. Well, we know what we’re doing with that one so we capture it in one take as well, leaving us with a couple of studio hours to kill.

‘I’ve got a new one,’ announces Mark, holding his cassette recorder aloft. ‘Do you lot think you’ve got enough left in you to play sommat folky now you’ve dealt with your hangovers? Dylanish, even?’ 

This comment bothers Craig enough for him to actually look up, put his guitar down, walk purposefully over to the piano and immediately start throwing two notes back and forth at each other. Mark Smith responds by thrusting the cassette player at his mike and pressing Play to release a barren howl around the studio. Marc Riley abandons his keyboards to address a stray banjo leaning against a wall. It’s just a couple of notes at first before the words start. Mark Smith’s fishing them out of his carrier bag and, with a seriously reverential look on his face, starts reading what he’s scrawled on hotel notepaper about being humbled in Iceland.

Not wanting to shit all over this with any savagery, I scan the studio to see if there’s anything else for me to play and my gaze quickly settles upon the drum kit. Perhaps now is the time? But Paul gives me a vehement ‘don’t-even-think-about-it’ look and smashes a cymbal. I experiment instead on playing the bass as lightly as I can and fade it in gradually. 

Mark talks of legendary godmen and destruction as different rhythms weave themselves into and out of each other. Long after the words are spoken, the music continues, struggling to find a natural end. 

Afterwards, it feels like we have somehow harnessed a supernatural Nordic spirit: ‘Iceland’.

 

Unfortunately, for most of us, the Saturday afternoon gig comes way too soon after our post-studio celebrations. I like the thinking behind it; opening the doors to younger audiences is great in theory. We’ve done a couple of these all-ages gigs before, but never on a spirit-induced collective hangover of this scale. ‘Iceland’ is second on the set list, but after a thorny minute of trying to re-create it we are forced into defeat. It’s hardly surprising half the teenage audience don’t stay till the end of the gig. The other half struggle to get into it, just like us. Of course, being the same age as much of the audience, out of all of us our Paul’s the least experienced in trying to perform against such a degree of self-induced suffering. 

And now it’s our last night in Iceland. Our choice of wild and crazy nightlife consists of going back to Hotel Borg’s bar, where we first played, or braving our own hotel’s upstairs disco, the option recommended by our hosts mainly because we’ve been going back to the Borg most of the week and they fancy a change. We won’t get in dressed like this though, so Einar and his mates lend us their best pants and shoes, slip us each a tie and up we go to the top floor.

Before long, various Fall members are scattered around the glitter-ball room. Everywhere you look there seems to be someone out of The Fall staggering about. Marc Riley’s talking to a dwarf from the Socialist Workers Party. Mark Smith’s the only person on the dance floor, bopping away to an Icelandic version of Abba. Grant’s managed to get two fresh-faced local girls to himself and is busy trying to keep them entertained on the balcony. Craig’s in deep, earnest conversation with a tall, potted plant. Paul has a good look around and, deciding it’s not for him, takes off.

Kay’s holding court with Einar and the Pillnikks, who seem pleased enough with how everything’s gone, even though out of the three gigs only one was anything like it should be. Braggi, their bassist, is the coolest one. He only ever speaks when he’s got something profound to say. The rest of the time he puffs away on his Sherlock Holmes-style pipe, observing. As I lurch to the bar to spend half my week’s wages on a bottle of red wine, I’m accosted by an intent-looking Kay. 

‘Steve,’ she says and suddenly there’s almost two of her. ‘I’m worried about your Paul. He’s getting too involved for a seventeen-year-old. Einar and all his lot are studying everything. And your Paul’s just as bright. We’re all losers. He’s not a loser!’ Well, thanks. ‘What the hell’s he doing? It’s not right. He’s packed in college. He shouldn’t be putting all his energy into this. It might not last! There’s no security, not for any of us. He should go and do his A-levels. And from now on he’s getting Lucozade on the rider.’ What’s she on about? Surely clubs aren’t allowed to put Lucozade on the rider. Worse still, does this mean Paul’s out? 

The song finishes and a live accordion player pipes up, soon to be joined by the rest of his band: glockenspiels, melodica and acoustic guitar. The other hotel guests, dressed in smart dinner suits and evening dresses, immediately take to the floor and begin pair-dancing as the accordion player, wearing what I presume must be traditional national costume, starts with the singing. It’s a strange kind of sound, dressed in black velvet knickerbockers and jacket, oversized red-spotted bow tie, leather pointed hat and matching shiny shoes.

Like a lone skittle struck by a giant invisible bowling ball, Mark Smith falls through the rows of regimented dancers to the edge of the dance floor. He picks himself up and starts rolling towards us. I notice my bandmates are also gravitating, their someone-else-is-getting-a-round-in radars still functioning admirably from the furthest reaches of the room. 

A pig-tailed barmaid presents me with my wine. I realise one bottle won’t go far enough so I point at it avidly, shouting, ‘Tvo! Tvo, vinsamlegast!’ She nods and reaches for another bottle, pleasantly surprising me at how fluent my Icelandic has become. As the music reaches a feverish crescendo, the dancing couples begin to whirl round at an impossible speed.

‘You lot must be bored shitless by now!’ shouts Mark in greeting to all of us. A quick headcount concludes we need five glasses. My linguistics failing me, I am forced to mime at the barmaid, but why am I bothering? Being beyond such niceties, Mark Smith’s already swigging out of one of the bottles. ‘Cheers!’ he yells. ‘I bet you’re glad you’re going home tomorrow. There’s no Space Invaders here and not a gaming machine in sight. You’ve not had any beer either. Doesn’t bother me that, but I know you lot like a drink! You might have even had to read a book or two. What’s the matter? What the fuck are you all gawping at?’ And, humbled by Iceland once again, he proceeds to spectacularly revisit the dance floor by sliding backwards off his bar stool. 

 

*

The first rehearsal after Iceland heralds an interesting new development. I didn’t dwell on Kay’s comments about my brother on our last night, but now it’s clear she was being serious. Since our return, Kay and Mark have press-ganged Paul into going back to college. They’ve blackmailed him, saying he can only stay in The Fall if he does his A-levels. Odd that they’re so concerned. Perhaps the cool intellectualism of Iceland has had an effect.

The timing couldn’t be better, we came back a day before enrolment. So now Paul’s doing English, history and sociology as well as being in the band. At least he’s making a token effort. Being in this band he could probably miss most of his sociology lessons. But since exams could get in the way of his musical commitments, from Management’s point of view it makes sense to have cover at the ready. And we all know that there is someone ready, willing and more than able to provide that very cover, don’t we? 

Having been restored to the high of his rock-god altar by our epic American tour, Karl Burns has no intention of trying to talk McDonald’s into taking him back on. And he’d rather be drumming in our band than trying to shoehorn his way into someone else’s. There’s no ignoring the fact he does fit into The Fall like a gnarled, bunioned foot fits into its favourite paraboot.

‘Look. I don’t want any of that Adam and the Ants shit,’ says Mark Smith, ‘just because there’s two drummers. Juvenile spineless pirate tribal BOOM
BOOM! It needs to be rhythmical. Like Can.’

Much discussion ensues as to the logistics of setting up two drum kits on potentially small stages. But in our current rehearsal space there’s plenty of room, so Karl starts setting up his kit next to our Paul’s. Paul sees no reason not to help him and, as he does so, the two of them begin to discuss how it might work. Personally, I’m wondering if Karl will be all over it, drowning Paul out. Will he sideline Paul, forcing him to play only a cowbell and tambourine? 

As we begin working on ‘Deer Park’, a song that’s been around for some time but hasn’t been recorded yet, I’m relieved to note that Karl has managed to temper his natural need to dominate. For the rest of the afternoon they experiment with different ideas while the rest of us tweak our playing to adapt. At the end of the session they conclude that the way to go about this is to try having rhythm and lead like two guitarists, and to swap depending on whose style suits the song at hand. 

‘I just thought, you know what? If we’re going to do it, let’s do it properly,’ Paul tells me on the way home. ‘I’m determined to make this work.’ 

Our first gig in this two-drummer line-up is at Fagin’s in Manchester two weeks later, by which time they’ve got it working and to play with both of them is already a treat. Sometimes they just look at each other in a certain way before launching into a remarkable collage of beats. Our rhythm section has never felt so complete.

 






  

Strange Kind of Sanctuary
 

 

In this enhanced line-up of six people and two drum kits, we need somewhere bigger to record, so why not hire a cinema? We’re leaving Rough Trade for various reasons. They haven’t been distributing enough records and, according to Mark Smith, our old mate Geoff Travis will only send review copies to unheard of left-wing magazines instead of the daily papers. ‘They’ve got no fucking taste!’ he complained when Geoff dared to accuse him of selling out. ‘Slates should have been massive! They’re just a bunch of commune people who don’t get innovation.’ But the fact is, in recent months, The Fall haven’t been their top priority, it’s all Scritti fucking Politti, a soft-arsed pop-funk band with all the substance of a bag of candyfloss left out in the rain while the fair’s being packed up. So we signed to Kamera, a completely new label with plenty of time on its hands, who promised not to interfere with the band. They did, however, suggest a new producer who recommended using an old cinema which had been converted into a venue and studio. This is why we start 1982 recording in Hitchin, a small town down South with few distractions. 

We’ve got a week. First day we’re due to start at noon and everyone’s set up and ready for a ten-hour session. After an hour, Mark Smith’s not in the mood and insists we all finish. To do what? Throw snowballs at each other? After perfecting it, playing it again and again for weeks, whether Mark’s there or not, we’re in the middle of getting ‘The Classical’ down and there’s no technical reason why we can’t finish recording the music. ‘Come on!’ I say to Karl, ‘Let’s just do it. Do you need him here for everything? What would you do if Mark wasn’t in the band?’ 

Karl just looks at me and says, ‘I’d leave.’

The second day is much more productive. Mark won’t stop until we’ve finished it. And the next track. And then the next. We decide to set up on the big stage upstairs, as we would for a live performance, creating similar natural distortion. It’s snowing outside, freezing inside, dark all the time whether we’re inside or not. Honing the tracks, playing them over and over again, the week passes quickly with much improvisation around the drums. Even though most of the songs aren’t new, they’ve evolved to accommodate both drummers, culminating in ‘And This Day’, a more recent addition; in fact, we can’t seem to stop developing this one until Mark points out it’s four in the morning and the engineers are falling asleep. ‘Twenty-five minutes is too fucking long, even for us! I ran out of words quarter of an hour ago.’

In the production they cut it down to ten minutes, which makes the whole album one exact hour. 

Hex Enduction Hour is toured extensively throughout the UK. The long songs tend to extend themselves further in front of a live audience but the fans are starting to show true grit and dedication. When the album comes out, we’re all surprised at how well it does. Reviews have never been so positive. We even get to No. 71 in the charts. 

 

*

For some reason, Mark wants us to knock out another album, three months after finishing the previous one. Our new label’s spent up on Hex so now we’re back at Cargo Studios in Rochdale. Back to the mouldy kitchen, back to the gussets on the microphones, only this time, instead of the liberating inventiveness of Dragnet, we’re having to record something that isn’t ready. 

Most of the tracks are just one riff, if that; they’re not arranged properly and they’ve not been thought out. Mark and Kay think they can do everything themselves so instead of using a proper producer they decide the studio engineer will do. His usual job is to set up the mikes and the mixing desk and quite clearly he isn’t au fait with the nuances of balancing the sixteen channels of sound coming through. What with a wailing saxophone on ‘Room To Live’ and Mark Smith trying his hand at a violin on ‘Papal Visit’, it’s pushing avant-garde to the threshold of dross.

We could do with taking time to turn these ideas into proper songs. Why are we even trying to rush another album so soon after the last? It’s so experimental, some days certain band members aren’t even invited into the studio. One day there’s just me, Karl and Mark trying to create some semblance of structure to ‘Marquis Cha Cha’. Another day, Paul and I arrive and there’s no sign of Marc. There’s no sign of Craig either. But who the hell’s that long-fringed sap tuning up? 

I take Kay to one side and ask her what’s going on. Perhaps we’ve got a new roadie? But no. This is Arthur Kadmon, an acquaintance of hers and Mark, who’s going to play guest guitar on ‘Hard Life in Country’. 

‘Just get on with it, Steve. What are you being so precious about? It’s only one song.’ And off she goes. Well, this is going to look great when Marc and Craig turn up. Me, treacherous bastard, playing bass with some new age numpty. 

It’s not as if he uses the opportunity to do anything interesting with a guitar. It’s just his bit of sideways funk, Karl and Paul playing the odd game of cymbal-tennis and Mark ranting. The song’s sounding shite. There’s nothing on it that anybody couldn’t do. 

When Marc and Craig arrive it’s nearly finished. I stand there feeling embarrassed, with what I’m hoping is a ‘What-the-hell-was-I-supposed-to-do?’ look on my face. 

It’s not long before Kadmon gets hustled out by Kay. While she’s removing him, Craig and Marc are demanding to know what’s happened. 

‘I didn’t know anything about it. I thought you were supposed to be here! Why weren’t you here?’

‘We’re here now. Like we’re supposed to be.’

‘They must have told us to come later.’

‘Kay said he’s just doing guest guitar for one song.’ 

Questions are asked, and the answers are sketchy. Apparently we’re trying a different approach on this album. It’s the opposite of Hex. Minimalism, instead of everyone playing together. One drummer at a time, guest musicians.

We’ve another song to record but nothing feels right. All this playing people off against each other is taking up the energy that should be going into the songs. 

We approach ‘Joker Hysterical Face’ which, along with ‘Solicitor in Studio’, is the only song of any merit on what’s becoming a dog’s breakfast of an album. After a couple of bars of Marc Riley’s guitar intro, Mark Smith’s voice screeches through the control room mike: ‘That guitar’s all wrong! Change the sound! You’re all bounce bounce fucking bounce. We’re not fucking Simple Minds pop-rock bollocks! Do you get my drift?’ 

We’re starting to, Mark. Would you just mind making yourself a little clearer? The rest of the session is shorter than expected. Quality control suffers. As soon as we’ve fulfilled our quota, all we want to do is get out of the studio. Room To Live. Fancy following Hex Enduction Hour with something like this!

‘Haven’t you noticed that at every soundcheck and most rehearsals my guitar’s too loud or it’s out of time or the keyboards don’t sound right?’ says Marc afterwards. ‘He even tells Grant in the middle of gigs. I’m only on number one! How much lower can I get?’ It’s a fair point. Can you go any lower without disappearing altogether? ‘Tracy’s getting crossed off the guestlists. And you’re telling me it’s nothing personal?’ He’s talking about his girlfriend. They’ve been seeing each other a few months and the last time we played in Manchester she couldn’t get in. Marc checked the guestlist afterwards and her name had been scribbled out in Mark Smith’s distinctive scrawl. 

It’s hardly the best atmosphere to be heading to the other side of the world in. 

 

*

Karl’s not with us at the airport. Exactly why he hasn’t made it we’re not sure since he’s got a great knack for perpetuating myths about himself by telling everyone different versions of what actually takes place. As we wait to check-in at Heathrow, we collate stories: Marc reckons he lost his passport during the last US tour, Craig’s convinced Karl’s dog chewed up the replacement when it came through the letterbox, and Kay reckons it got ripped up by an irate girlfriend who didn’t want him going off to the other side of the planet to do his rock-god thing. In any case, he’s got to sort another one out before joining us. 

Leaving Karl in England on his own to organise a passport and to get himself to Australia is a big ask, so none of us can be sure if he will actually make it. Good call for having two drummers! I wonder if Adam has similar problems with his Ants?

Craig, Paul, Marc and I are sitting together in non-smoking; Mark and Kay are puffing away at the back. As Paul observes, ‘The smoke doesn’t know, does it?’ We’re flying Indonesian Airlines on a plane full of large families with bored, screaming kids. It’s a cut-price jumbo jet which takes thirty-six hours to get to Sydney because of everywhere it stops on the way. Plenty of time for us to drink, land in Amsterdam, drink some more, land in Frankfurt, drink, fall asleep for a minute, land in Bahrain, sober up, drink, land in Abu Dhabi, drink, fall asleep, land in Jakarta, sober up and drink, land in Singapore, drink and sober up again before finally touching down in the land of Oz. Before they let us out the air stewardesses walk the length of the plane spraying us all with pesticide. Perhaps we have undergone metamorphosis? 

Upon release, we’re met at arrivals by the promoter from the record label. He’s wielding a set of comprehensive itineraries full of pick-up times, places to meet, backstage requirements and equipment lists. One copy each. This is very businesslike; not the usual way of doing things in The Fall. We are even introduced to a proper crew: two roadies and a soundman who’ll be touring the continent with us. Finally, everyone is handed a wad of Aussie dollars. 

‘Is this my wages?’ says Paul, leafing through his notes. ‘How much are these worth? Aren’t we supposed to be getting paid at the end of the tour?’ 

‘We will be. These are just your PDs.’ He looks confused. ‘Per diems. Come on, did you learn nothing in your Latin lessons?’

‘Per diem means per day.’

‘Well, this is per week, according to the promoter. It’s to cover your day-to-day expenses.’ An Aussie dollar’s worth fifty pence and if we’re going to get this amount every week it’s a hell of a lot more than the odd bones Kay’s been chucking at us in America and Europe. I sit back happily in my massive seat and stare out of the window, wondering why we’re on a full-size coach with cage-like bars on the front when there’s only nine of us travelling. Maybe they don’t do anything on a small scale here. 

The bus pulls up outside our hotel, a white colonial building in Kings Cross. We check-in, Kay and Mark in one room, the rest of the band in another. 

Back to one room for four grown men. Pecking order states that Paul has to have the camp bed regardless of the fact he’s the tallest. I have a quick flick through the tour itinerary and notice that there’s a music programme on Saturday morning that Mark Smith and one other band member are due to appear on.

‘Who do you think will go?’

‘Sod that, I’m not getting up at seven to go to some poxy TV studios.’ 

‘Don’t be daft, what would you get asked for? They don’t want some moody guitarist spoiling the kids’ Saturday for them.’

‘Well you’re hardly a barrel of laughs yourself, are you, stood at the back of the stage behind your bass looking miserable all the time.’

‘Just because I look miserable doesn’t mean I am,’ I point out in my defence. 

‘Bollocks,’ says Paul, trying out the camp bed for comfort, his feet and calves reaching way beyond the end of the bed. ‘You’ve always looked like that.’

‘I could do with something to eat,’ says Marc. ‘Can the two of you pack it in so we can go and find a decent burger?’

‘Will they even have veggie burgers here?’

Leaving our dark overcoats in the hotel, the four of us head out into the balmy evening air. We’re staying on a tourist plaza flanked by neon billboards, bars, fast-food places and strip clubs. But the building opposite, with its carved wooden façade and its balconies of frilly, tightly-laced prostitutes, is like something out of a Western. A wooden sign reads ‘The World’s Biggest Bed’. And the burger bar happens to be next door. 

It’s twilight. Striding across the plaza, my internal jukebox pipes up with the whistling intro to The Good, The Bad and The Ugly. The top two buttons of my shirt are undone; I’m a rebel without a clue. We have come from the outskirts of Wythenshawe to pioneer proper music to this godforsaken land and we’re ready for it. Stoically ignoring the catcalls from the brothel balconies, we safely make it to the fast-food bar and soon discover they do indeed have veggie burgers. They are, of course, absolutely massive.

 

On our way to the soundcheck, Craig’s studiously examining the map from the agent’s helpful welcome pack. ‘According to this, we’re playing in what is described as a pub just round the next corner.’

‘What? We’ve come halfway round the planet, stopping at every chuffing city on the way, just to play a gig in a pub?’

But it turns out that Australian pubs are massive too. This one consists of a square, wood-panelled room large enough to fit about eight hundred people, with a stage at one end. It has the feel of an old-fashioned court room where music-loving Australians come to give their verdicts. As we work our way through the soundcheck, jet lag starts to creep in. Last night’s sporadic sleep doesn’t seem to have touched the sides but here they have something called Fosters, which they’re providing in tiny glasses so it stays cold. Oddly, these are the only small things we have so far encountered. Suspecting the pace of drinking is slower than in the UK, we ask for pint pots of the stuff. It’s ice cold anyway and large glasses are just so much more efficient… 

Time does that funny flip and suddenly it’s too late to nip to the hotel for a kip; instead we’re backstage, due to go on in half an hour. Our support band, Scarpa Flow, with dull keyboards and prog rock beats, are making little impact on the crowd of beach-loving Fall fans. The place is packed and we’re melting into the jet lag and heat. As Scarpa Flow gush off, the crowd’s impatience grows and there’s no sign of Mark Smith. 

‘What the hell does he think he’s doing, behaving like a fucking rock star?’ starts Kay, pacing the vast dressing room. ‘The hotel can’t find him. He’s not answering the phone. What’s he playing at? I’m gonna have to check this out for myself.’

‘Does anyone remember the set list from our last gig?’ asks Paul, spinning his drum sticks. ‘We could do with having some idea of what we’re playing. I need to work out what I’m doing about Karl’s bits.’

‘Yeah, the element of surprise,’ says Marc with a hint of cynicism. ‘Keeps you on your toes, doesn’t it?’

‘I’m not even used to the kit yet. I’ve never had two tom-toms before.’ 

‘Stop fretting and have another beer.’ Craig passes Paul the world’s biggest can of Fosters. In our backstage wonderland, it seems supplies are extra large instead of extra small. 

‘Give me that! Don’t you be encouraging him,’ warns Kay. It strikes me that she’s a similar size and shape to the Queen of Hearts. ‘His liver’s not used to it. I don’t want him falling off his fucking drum stool. Get him a Lucozade. Bugger it, that dickhead’s still not here. Right, I’m off.’ 

‘I’m just trying to work out how to do the cowbell and the rolls on “Just Step Sideways”,’ says Paul quietly, more to himself than to anyone else. 

I sit down next to our kid to indulge in a dose of intoxicated sentimentality. ‘At least you’ve got a decent kit to play on instead of that shit-heap back in Manchester,’ I point out reassuringly. ‘It’ll be alright.’ 

But he doesn’t hear me because just then the crowd start screaming louder than ever. ‘We want The Fall! We want The Fall!’

‘Will someone just tell me what the first fucking song is!’

It’s no fairy tale waiting to go on stage under normal circumstances. But when your lead singer’s late you’re aware of every minute. Luckily Mitch, the veteran hairy hippy soundman, is unflappable. He comes in again to ask if we’re ready. 

‘Not quite, mate. Just doing a bit of fine tuning. Our ears are still blocked from the flight.’

‘Don’t you have electric tuners in England?’ he asks, raising an eyebrow.

‘No, we’re deliberately out of tune; it’s part of our sound.’ 

‘I’ll just go on and mess about with the mikes then, shall I? It might do the trick until you’ve decided you sound bad enough.’ 

‘Great. Just don’t mess with the bass amp controls. They’re set just right.’

He hops onto the stage to tumultuous applause and rhythmic boot stamping.

I stand up, get my bass and give it a twang when the dressing-room door swings open and in sweeps Kay, followed closely by a sheepish-looking Mark. ‘Fucking thicko Aussie taxi driver!’ he curses, handing out the set lists as Kay hurtles onto the stage.

‘It only took us ten minutes to walk here.’ What does he need a taxi for anyway?

I can hear Kay dealing with the baying fans on the other side of the curtain. ‘We want The Fall! Don’t make us wait!’

‘Shut up!’ And they do. ‘Mark Smith isn’t Mick Jagger!’ she shouts. ‘He’s not a fucking rock star. He just got lost. You’ll get your show.’

Funny. That’s not what she was saying eighteen and a half minutes ago.

‘How many Sydney Opera Houses are there?’ demands Mark of the dressing room in general. ‘That shyster must have gone past it at least three times!’ Whatever’s really delayed him, thank fuck he’s here now. 

The set list I’m given is a mixture of old and new; to everyone’s relief, not many songs off Room To Live. To Paul’s relief, no ‘And This Day’. But ‘Middle Mass’ is hanging on in there, and straight in next to it is the controversial ‘Hard Life in Country’. The crowd’s still there. Set list in one hand, faithful bass in the other, I stride onto the stage to play my part in finally appeasing Sydney. 

Unfortunately that’s not quite what happens. Mark’s refreshed, on form. But, after the first track, I seem to be entering into a dream-like state. Under the added heat of the stage lights, my eyelids become heavy. All the way through ‘The Man Whose Head Expanded’ I’m phasing in and out, focussing on keeping my eyes open instead of strangling the neck of my guitar as I usually would. Like everything else on this continent, my bass feels immense and it’s dragging me down. My head’s shrinking, not expanding, and I’m hurtling into a hole. 

I’m not alone. Paul’s tumbling past, desperately trying to keep hold of a solid beat, but it’s flimsy. The riffs Craig usually gets away with are getting away from him and he’s plunging head-first after them. Marc’s keyboard hands are grasping for the notes but every time he catches one, another slips away. We’re taking the set with us. Mark Smith’s mad as a hatter because, much to his frustration, there’s nothing he can do to stop us vanishing into a never-ending void. 

Afterwards we dissolve into the dressing-room seats, expecting a torrent of post-gig abuse from Mark and Kay, but they’re busy working the room; perhaps they’re saving it for a private moment. Perversely, now we’re off stage, no one’s tired anymore. PING! We’re all wide awake again so when the promoter invites us to a local nightclub, it’d be rude not to go. We wouldn’t want our Australian hosts thinking we’re lightweights, would we? Being, after all, ambassadors of cutting-edge British indie culture. 

Knowing there are too many of us to fit in one cab, the four of us make a hasty exit. We’re joined by Mitch the soundman who delights in telling us about this happening place called The Mansell Rooms. It’s where all the Sydney bands go after hours. We walk in but they obviously haven’t arrived yet. Maybe this is before hours for them? At least there’s no queue at the bar. 

The oblong dance floor is framed by a podium at just the right height for resting your pint on while you click your fingers in time to the music, which is currently The Jam’s ‘A Town Called Malice’: bass and keyboards how they should be sounding. I’m not one to dream about the quiet life, but it might be heading my way after tonight’s performance. ‘Fuck me, what’s going on? Half an hour ago when eight hundred people were watching I could barely play a note and now there’s no one here I could do a ten-minute version of “Fantastic Life” no bother. I’m wide awake.’ 

‘Maybe that’s because your bodyclock’s still in Manchester.’ What would we do without Craig, now the human-biology specialist? 

‘It was never like this going to America.’

‘But both times you’ve come back from America you haven’t got out of bed for three days. Going to Australia’s the same direction.’

‘Only to here it’s double the time difference and four times the journey.’

‘I love the drums to this bit,’ says Paul, patting the podium in time to the drum solo. ‘Did it ever get to number one here?’

‘Oh, what a song this is! Fuck it, let’s have a dance!’

And we storm the empty dance floor, throwing shapes to ‘Rock The Casbah’. But by the time we’re into the second verse, one by one my bandmates gradually stop dancing, their expressions changing from pleasure to guilt. A skeletal hand grabs my shoulder and twists me round. Crikey. It’s Mark Smith and he’s seething. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Straining to make himself heard over Joe Strummer’s vocals, he reaches up to give our Paul a slap on the face. Paul’s gobsmacked. Having captured our attention, Mark turns on the rest of us. ‘You’re not too tired to dance!’ he screams and slaps me next. Was that supposed to hurt? Is he joking or what? Since when did grown men go around slapping their colleagues? It’s like we’re flies he’s swatting. Mark’s looking around wildly. He can’t stop. Next up it’s Craig. ‘But what were you like on stage?’ Craig’s response is to slowly rub his cheek and give Mark a withering look, but Mark’s getting really into it now. ‘You were too fucking tired to play a decent gig, that’s what!’ With that he finishes by going for Marc Riley. 

Only Marc Riley’s not having it. Sharif might not like it, and neither does he. He follows our singer off the dance floor to where Kay’s standing and so do we, just in time to witness Mark Smith roll up his sleeves and throw out a limp thump towards Marc, who retaliates by promptly flooring him with a full-blown punch. At last he’s had the chance to vent his frustrations of the past year.

‘Help! Help! I’m being attacked!’ screams Mark at the entire nightclub. Thank fuck it’s mostly empty. The only occupied table is full of mildly-bemused hairy roadies who look like they’ve seen it all before. The last thing they’re going to do is intervene between a bunch of saddo pommie softies slinging satchels at each other. 

Smith storms out and I go after him, catching up with him in the alley at the back of the club. ‘Are you alright?’ The slapping might have been humiliating but I don’t want it all to end down a bottle-strewn ginnel in an Antipodean red-light district. 

‘Let’s face it, Steve,’ he sneers, fixing me with his wounded look, ‘you don’t really give a shit anyway.’ He gives the fire exit door a half-hearted thump, doing himself more damage than the door. Muttering obscenities, he steams off into the night.

I go back in. Kay, Craig, Paul and Marc are at the bar. ‘I tried to stop him, but he’s gone.’

‘Good,’ says Marc. ‘He’s had it coming.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ says Paul. ‘Haven’t we spent most of the night waiting for him to get his arse out of bed?’

‘He’s really got a problem with The Clash, hasn’t he? Maybe we should have given him a slap when he was on that dance floor in Iceland.’

Kay’s uncharacteristically tight-lipped, which is rather unnerving. I notice it wasn’t her who went running after him.

Where do we go from here? 

The hotel’s not far away so we don’t need a taxi. Before we know it, we’re walking back across the dusty plaza, heads hung, weighed down by bad feelings. 

‘Ya still don’t fancy a fuck, boys?’ 

Some Pavlovian reaction leads us all to look up in unison, momentarily forgetting where we are. ‘Leave my lads alone!’ shouts Kay at the brothel balconies. ‘They’re here to work, not to be entertaining you lot under the world’s biggest fucking duvet!’ 

That’s good. Maybe we haven’t lost our jobs just yet, then.

 

Kay decides that Marc Riley should accompany Mark Smith to the TV show Sounds. ‘We’ve got four weeks here and then two in New Zealand where “Lie Dream” is in the charts and people are crying out for you lot! There’s no way I’m going to let you two mess everything up for everyone. You can fucking well kiss and wear make-up. On screen. For everyone to see.’

Alcohol-induced altercations are rarely anywhere near as life-changing the morning after the night before, but in this case some degree of animosity does linger. Mark Smith is saying little, but he has made it back in one piece. What we do see when he’s on the screen is the serious amount of make-up they’ve used to cover up his black eye. I wonder if Kay told the tanned, slick-haired TV presenter all about last night’s shenanigans because he begins by mentioning how angry we are as a band. Apparently five hundred people were turned away from last night’s gig. Lucky them. But by the end of the programme the presenter seems to have worked some kind of magic. When he points out that we’re just happy, happy guys seeing the world and never knowing what’s going to happen next, Mark and Marc can’t help smiling, neither of them beyond appreciating this irony. When they rejoin us it’s clear some degree of reconciliation has taken place. But how long will it last?

Long enough for us to perform as we should for the next two gigs. But audience numbers are dropping. It’s not exactly surprising to discover there isn’t an infinite number of Fall fans in this part of the world and hopefully they won’t have further dwindled in number by the time we leave. Keen to keep us positive, our promoter hands us a reaffirming review from their music press: 

 

THE FALL (Stranded, Sydney)

 

The Fall onstage are an hour (or so) of kinetic yet static avant-gar(de)age noise: no messages or politics, no posturing or posing. Although media attention tends to be focussed on Mark E Smith (because he is the one with the words), it is obvious that the noise of The Fall is a collective one – feverish drumming, gut-wrenching bass, and guitar thrashings. My real hero however is Marc Riley, who moves from the organ where he emits mesmerisingly Cale-esque melodies, to rhythm guitar, to the drums which he batters into insensibility, and back to the organ. Over, under and in the middle of this ‘wasteland of sound’ Mark E intones those snatches of narrative which make up his lyrics… The thick, hard, dense sound of the Fall guys forms, breaks up and re-forms endlessly… howling and hypnotic… These Fall guys are not ABOUT anything. They just ARE! They know exactly how far to take what they do and they take it all the way. Their berserk rave-ups are all intensity sans indulgence. They are brought back for a two-song encore by an audience who knows what it likes and likes what it hears.

The Fall normally play with two drummers, but one of them is still in England for some reason and won’t be here for a couple of weeks. The thought of what they will sound like with dual drive, with double percussion, with twice the rhythm power is almost frightening – a pain which I anticipate with pleasure.

 

Frank Brunetti, Rock Australia Magazine

 

Unfortunately, after a three-hour bus ride through the burning desert to Canberra, an Irish pub next to our venue gets one over on us with its Guinness, air-con and log fire.

‘Tempo House’. Backstage after the gig, our tempo’s somewhat lacking but there’s nothing stopping Kay’s. ‘What’s wrong with you lot? Where’s your commitment? I bring you over here to the other side of the world and what do you do? Sit there in the pub, getting pissed like a bunch of old codgers!’ 

We stand against the wall with no defence to speak of. 

‘I want to see you guys playing the next gig, not playing at it! We’re not here to have a laugh, you know! What are we here for? Can any of you even remember?’

No one says a word. It’s probably the quietest dressing room in the entire universe. Once they’ve gone and the crew are loading the bus, we sneak back to the pub for another couple of pints to try to calm our nerves. 

‘Fucking hypocrites! They get hammered every night.’ Marc’s livid. What’s happening to our band? Instead of acting as a unit, we’re falling out over who’s drinking what and who’s dancing where. 

‘Maybe you can if all you’ve got to do is stand there and sing or shout at a promoter.’

‘I don’t care. They’re really pissing me off now.’ We sit down by the fireplace. Taking our music across the planet we should all be in our element, yet now I’m not the only one looking miserable.

‘Well… there must be something we can do as a protest,’ I say, ideas slowly materialising from the incongruous flames. ‘Maybe we could go on hunger strike?’

‘What? And starve ourselves to death? They’d love that!’

‘Well, maybe not to death…’

‘Yeah but we’re not allowed to eat anyway, are we?’ 

‘What about a general strike?’

‘They’d get their scabs in. Imagine it… Arthur, Andy, Conga Steve. Them lot are always hanging around the picket lines, waiting for an opportunity to get across.’

‘What if we took a vow of silence?’

‘They wouldn’t notice.’

‘Come on, there’s got to be some commandment we can break?’ I mentally run through the basic doctrines we live under, randomly wondering if there are in fact ten. Thou shalt not dance. Thou shalt not show thou art enjoying thyself. Thou shalt not enjoy thyself either. Thou shalt not become fat. That’s four. Thou shalt not be ill. Thou shalt not play too many notes (though too few are encouraged). Thou shalt not employ the use of effects pedals to pervert the natural order of the sound. Thou shalt only perform drum rolls in certain circumstance as decreed by The Almighty. That’s eight. Thou shalt not set thy amp volume above number three if thou art Marc Riley. And number ten… 

‘Thou shalt be clean-shaven and stand up straight at all times!’ I proclaim, rising up to demonstrate. 

Everyone stares at me, not being accustomed to such outbursts, but it strikes a chord.

Marc starts to nod sagely. ‘There’s an idea. We could have a beard growing contest.’ 

‘Yeah, I’m going to win that, aren’t I?’ says Paul, but nobody cares because, a delicious moment later, the potential of such a subliminal tactic has registered with us all, especially with Craig, who’s looking quietly confident, no doubt already willing accelerated growth. 

 

Day One. Light stubble. Not very noticeable but the anticipation of a forthcoming beard is sweet. It’s a gig-free day and the band has decided to visit the nearby koala sanctuary in an attempt to stay off the beer. 

Eight floors up, we get in the lift, perky in the aftermath of having collectively ditched our shaving foam and razors. But then the lift bounces to a halt at Floor Seven and the doors spring back to reveal a surly-looking Mark Smith. Shit. I automatically assume the second commandment, instantaneously wiping away any traces of smile I may have been harbouring. He looks just as delighted to see us as we are to see him. I detect a moment’s hesitation and start toying with the idea of pressing the ‘close doors’ button when in he gets and we are forced to shuffle over.

Normally he’d greet us with at least an ‘Alright lads?’ but this morning there’s not a word. Everyone’s standing up straight, staring at the doors, wishing the lift would trundle down faster than this.

Seven floors takes an eternity. When we finally hit the ground floor, he slips out of the hotel’s side exit, bypassing the reception area altogether. We head out through the main doors, passing the tiny hotel bar on the way, where we spot a red-eyed Kay. 

‘Where are you lot off to?’ she croaks, her voice finally forcing a natural break for itself.

‘The koala bear sanctuary,’ I say self-righteously, like a schoolboy handing his homework in on time.

‘Well, I’m coming with you,’ is what I think she says, though it’s hard to make out the actual sounds. ‘I could do with a change of scene.’ She looks unusually weary.

There’s space in the cab so she joins us in our search for local wildlife. The sanctuary’s immense and, owing to the lack of jeeps, we have to walk across parched fields, peering at the occasional gum tree in the hope of spotting an elusive koala. 

I try bantering with Marc but he’s not his usual cheerful self so I leave him to stride on ahead, falling into step with Craig and Paul, who are already engaged in a highbrow debate about natural selection. I had no idea Craig was so knowledgeable on the subject of Darwinism. Paul, midway through his A-levels, seems glad to have someone around who’s prepared to have a good intelligent discussion about it all and there’s no getting a word in edgeways, even if I did have strong opinions on the origins of the platypus. 

Kay and I lag behind a little, the heat slowing our pace. Kay talks in a hoarse whisper while I listen and make what I hope are sympathetic noises whenever she pauses for breath. Despite the technical difficulties, once she gets going she can’t stop. Kay and Mark running The Fall is an institution but, from what she’s saying, all is far from well in Management camp. Keeping the band growing for the past four years has been putting a real strain on their relationship, though I suppose that’s what you get when your partner’s so involved in your work. Listening to her, doubt begins to surface. It could all fall apart any day if she and Mark do… 

Just as the conversation’s starting to become uncomfortable, I’m pleased to note Marc’s found a cluster of gum trees full of koala bears. The rest of us join him and we stand there, on our day off, being growled at by bad-tempered bears instead of bad-tempered lead singers. They might look cute in pictures, but they’re quite horrible when you get near them, spitting and snapping at you. 

 

Day Two. Rough stubble. For me, anyway. Paul’s is still very light. Marc and Craig are beginning to take the lead. We’ve got an internal flight to Melbourne during which Kay and Mark are back together in smoking. Since it’s only a short drive to the university halls of Geelong, a busy port town, our two factions manage to avoid each other until the later stages of a long and difficult soundcheck. After we’ve finally got the acoustics right in this big echoing student hall, Mark Smith emerges from his hang-out at the stage side and takes charge in a businesslike manner.

‘Right, you lot! Enough of your schoolboy dicking about,’ he announces into the mike. ‘Tonight, I want the guitar on “Hard Life in Country” pure. Just like on the album. None of that showing-off rock shit that you keep adding in! Just play the fucking song in time and properly.’

The sound of a mis-strummed plectrum ricochets around the hall. I’m half-expecting another confrontation but Marc Riley doesn’t say a word. Mark Smith disappears into his own personal dressing room next door to ours after wordlessly handing me all the copies of the set list.

It’s not the most constructive mindset to be going on stage in. From the outset Mark Smith prowls around, brimming with angry energy until it’s time for the offending song, which I start with a sledgehammer bass line. Marc defiantly comes in with his controversial riff and, adding a new harshness, proceeds to bulldoze through, not leaving any gaps for the vocals and forcing Mark to climb all over it. Neither of them are prepared to give, turning this struggle of a song into an extended demolition-heap cacophony remix of something that had no foundations in the first place. On we go, minute after hardcore minute, trying to wreck the remains until Marc wrenches the last chord out and the whole thing’s finally flattened.

With relief we move on to ‘Totally Wired’, hoping we’re on firmer ground. Marc Riley’s on backing vocals but the ground’s pulled from under him when Mark Smith throws his mike to the back of the stage. One minute Marc’s totally wired; the next everyone can see he’s totally unplugged. 

‘Marquis Cha Cha’ passes by without any obvious underhand tactics but halfway through the next track, bass-led ‘Tempo House’, without warning my bass sounds unbearably loud and distorted, as if something’s happened to my amp. I look round. What the fuck? It’s Mark Smith, indiscriminately twisting all the knobs! That’s it. I stop playing and walk over to him. It’s a big stage, big enough for him to see me coming. By the time I get there, he’s sloped off back to his own mike where he’s singing with a new ferocity. I reset my amp and play through the rest of the set, deciding how I’m going to deal with this.

As soon as we’ve finished the last song, Mark goes off first and I’m straight after him. The audience is shouting for more but I’m demanding my own audience in the doorway of Mark’s dressing room. ‘You shouldn’t fucking touch that,’ I tell him. He looks past my shoulder, fixing the wall behind me with a vacant glower. ‘What’s the point of me spending hours soundchecking if you’re going to fucking ruin it? I may as well not bother! I’m telling you, don’t ever EVER touch my controls again.’ I spin round, walk into the other dressing room and slam the door shut behind me, vowing to stand guard right in front of my amp from now on, no matter how big or small the stage is.

It’s a blessedly short drive from Geelong to Melbourne. Maybe the reason the promoters booked a bus this size was because they anticipated our need to sit at opposite ends of it. All of us spend the journey silently staring out of the windows at the moonlit desert, observing the herds of kangaroos, all different sizes, bouncing alongside the bus. It’s quite a sight. According to the driver, kangaroos have been known to destroy a bus, they’re so muscular. That’s why the bus has got bars on it. 

We arrive in Melbourne in the small hours of the morning, worn out and bleary. Our accommodation here is an old house that’s been converted into holiday apartments. There’s a three-bedroomed apartment for the band and crew, and a smaller one next door for Mark and Kay. 

 

Day Three. Rough. After a few hours’ kip we wake up in our new home hungry and thirsty, only to discover the kitchen’s empty cupboards; the only thing in them is a clichéd jar of congealed Vegemite. It’s nearly noon so the only sensible option is to head out to seek refreshment. We’re all looking rough apart from Paul, who’s finally entering into the noticeable-stubble stage. I never knew how much hair-growing potential Craig’s face has got. Here’s me thinking I’m doing really well, but he’s in a different league. Someone’s bound to mention it soon, but then again the band’s not talking to the singer and the singer’s not talking to the band.

We’re staying in a beach suburb called St. Kilda and the first thing we pass along the promenade is a theme park, the entrance to which is a gaudily-painted fibreglass clown face. It’s sinister. You have to walk through his mouth to get in. Despite the seaside theme, I’m struck by the sense of desolation in places like this when they’re out of season. It’s quite shabby and feels like something once happened here that has never quite been re-created. 

I can’t escape the feeling that something’s missing. After about a mile’s walk, the first pub we find has snooker tables, an extensive pie menu, but no soul. Following much deliberation, Paul and I opt for ‘pea pie’, mainly because we like saying it. ‘I’ll have a pea pie, please.’ They turn up, these pea pies, and they’re actually meat pies with a hole in, topped with a dollop of mushy peas. They don’t taste like anything we’ve had before. The meat’s so gristly it’s been ground up into tiny pieces to make it more palatable. 

Paul and I struggle through ours with the strong suspicion it’s kangaroo meat, which cheers Marc and Craig up no end. ‘We don’t have that problem with our cheese and onion,’ they point out, smug they didn’t get taken in by the vegetarian-sounding pea pies. Their gastronomic stoicism is finally paying off and makes me feel even worse for eating cute bouncy things.

We’re getting into a game of snooker when in walk Mark and Kay. Great. At least the pub’s big enough for us to avoid each other, but they’ll have to get past us to access the more remote tables. There’s rows and rows of snooker tables, stretching as far as the eye can see, and there’s no one else here but us. For a moment, nothing is said. The music stops, tumbleweed blows across the floor on a freak gust of wind and, if anyone else were here, heads would turn to watch our showdown. 

Kay’s eyes sweep across the table we’re currently playing doubles on. ‘They’re on the green,’ she says to Mark decisively. ‘They won’t be long and then we can play the winners.’

‘There’s already four of them huddled together,’ says Mark. 

‘Never mind,’ replies Kay firmly. ‘There’s room for all of us.’

They go to the bar. When they come back, we’re forming new teams. Marc and Craig move on to the next table. 

It’s obvious Mark’d rather not have to play snooker; it’s really not his game, if he has one. But sometimes he’ll humour us lads by bringing himself down to our level with an occasional dabble at pool or a quick blast on a pinball machine. 

‘I’m not teaming up with you,’ Kay tells Mark. ‘You play with Steve and I’ll have Paul with me to make it fairer.’ 

We’re used to turn-taking in such situations so I gamely agree, beginning to hope that being in a new city and ending up in the same bar on a day off might be an opportunity to patch things up. Play commences and Kay’s throwing Paul some puzzled looks as he scratches his chin between shots. Is he just concentrating or is he trying to provoke commentary under the white glow of a snooker-table light? I’m starting to wonder if anyone’s going to see the funny side of this. 

‘If you had a shave you wouldn’t be itching so much,’ she observes pragmatically, neatly potting the pink. Paul raises a victorious eyebrow at me as she lines up their next shot. ‘Come to think of it, you could do with a shave as well, Steve. What do you think this is, Woodstock or something?’

She’s amassing quite a lot of points, her potting prowess on form. Normally, if you end up playing against Mark, you have to make it look like a close match. But on this occasion it seems the usual lines of etiquette have been crossed and, when she finally stops, Mark and I have a lot of catching up to do and he’s on next.

Just as he’s scanning the room for an excuse to escape the challenge, as if by magic, in walks our promoter with the one and only Karl Burns. At last! A fitting distraction to what’s possibly becoming the tensest game of snooker in the history of The Fall. Karl, with his ability to find humour in everything, could possibly be the double agent required to help bring our cold war to an end. Any strategies are briefly and happily forgotten as we all accost him. It’s going to be a fight to fill him in on the week’s events. Whose version is he going to hear first? But obviously neither faction can say anything in front of the other, so instead Karl basks in everyone’s attention as he relates how he fared on the thirty-six hour budget flight, solo. 

We listen to his tales, all of us secretly impressed when he reveals that, even though the plane was packed, having talked constantly at his fellow passengers from Heathrow, by Dubai he’d managed to secure an entire row of four seats to himself. ‘So,’ I say in what I hope is a jovial tone, ‘here’s us grafting our way round Australia while you’ve been having a skive in Manchester. How come you get away with that?’ Curiosity about the passport’s getting the better of me.

‘Well, y’know,’ says Karl, beginning to rattle off like a machine gun. It’s amazing how fast this guy can speak, peppering his words with expletives in places a normal person would never think of putting them. ‘I’d have got here sooner but I had to get that bloody thing signed, didn’t I? So I go down to Liver-fucking-pool in a cab at double speed, and I get to the passport office and the geezer says, “It’s not been fucking signed.” And I’m going, “Yes it fucking has. I fucking signed it myself. Fucking look.” And he goes, “Not you, your reference. You need your doctor or someone like that to sign it.” Well who’s gonna bloody doctor me? I’ve been self-medicating for years. So I think, “What the hell am I going to do now? How am I supposed to get to fucking Australia?” So I go back to the cab driver, who’s waiting to take me back to Man-fucking-chester and I get him to sign it. So he signs it and I go back up and the guy still won’t give me a passport. Bastard. So I had to go back and do it again. Anyway, I’m here now, aren’t I?’

There’s no denying this. We all look at each other, none the wiser really. Further questioning would be fruitless. He glances round at us all, rubbing his thirty-six hour shadow. ‘Well,’ he observes, ‘What’s up with you lot? You’re all well cagged-in. Looks like I got here just in fucking time.’ 

But Mark Smith isn’t seeing it that way. Throughout Karl’s garbled excuses he’s stood there in uncharacteristic silence, biding his time. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ he goes off now, ‘Will the lot of you have a fucking shave? You’ve not even been here and you need a shave,’ he says to Karl. ‘And as for the rest of you, you’re all mates and brothers and school mates, all the boys. Fucking scouts! Best mates, class mates, altar boys. You can’t do anything unless you’re all together. You dance together. You play snooker together. You can’t think unless you’re all in it together. And now you’re all growing beards. Together! Get a fucking shave. Now.’ Crikey. ‘And now you’ve finally bothered turning up,’ (Karl’s turn) ‘this band’s like fucking Fred Karno’s Army! I’m not having it.’ Throwing his snooker cue down before he’s even taken a shot, he scatters our balls all over the place.

The rest of us exchange looks. Who the hell’s Fred Karno? Mark’s finally snapped and victory is ours. But what exactly it is we’ve won we’re not sure. 

Day Four dawns and we’re all clean-shaven, even Karl, ready to storm Melbourne with a purely anti-rock and roll image. 

 

We’re on at every club in Melbourne: six different clubs, all of them packed. You’re never as good as you are in the middle of a tour. We might have had a bit of a shaky start but, with Karl back, we’re taking it to a new intensity. Paul and Karl’s camaraderie works so well it inspires the rest of us away from our ego battles. Paul’s learning from Karl, and Karl’s happy to be here. You can’t fail with all that going on behind you.

Melbourne has a different feel to Sydney; it’s like the difference between London and Manchester. One’s bigger, expensive and sunnier; the other’s better value for money, friendlier and subversive. Melbourne is Nick
Cave’s home town. We first met him and his band in Rafters shortly after Craig and I joined The Fall. They’d been interviewed in the music press and Nick said the only current band that mattered in Britain was The Fall. So, of course, we had to go to see them. 

Nick doesn’t sing so much as howl and scream and crawl around the stage like some demented, furless werewolf. Imagine a skinnier, haunted Iggy Pop minus the sense of humour, dragged through several layers of hell and you’re getting there. Meanwhile his band, rather than playing along, compete against his psychotic diatribes from all angles, especially the frenzied guitarist whose sound rips up the words like shards of poison glass. A deep bass drills disturbingly through the entire noise to brilliantly gruesome effect. 

Rafters has got a low ceiling and, during the gig, Nick Cave, in the throes of a particularly anguished derangement, tore a light fitting off and hurled it into the audience. Out of everywhere it could have gone, where did it land? It went flying into my shoulder and would have knocked me over if it hadn’t been so packed down the front. Amazing someone as weedy-looking as Nick
Cave managed to lob something so heavy with such might. He must have had the power of his entire hell-force behind him. 

As Craig, Marc and I rehabilitated at the bar after the gig, who came along but Mick Harvey, one of the guitarists. Because we knew they liked The Fall, we introduced ourselves and, to my horror, he insisted we accompany him backstage. There was no way out. We had no choice but to follow him hellward into Hades itself.

Filled with trepidation, I was half-expecting to find the dressing-room walls dripping with the blood of pigs heads. The door was hanging off its hinges but as I ventured through I was relieved to find a very sedate-looking Nick sitting nicely at a table in a smoking jacket, sipping a small glass of bourbon.

‘Hey, Nick,’ said Mick. ‘Check out these drongos. It’s The Fall. I found ’em at the bar. Will ya look at this.’

‘G’day, mayte,’ Nick growled with a friendly smile. ‘Tayke a seat.’ I wasn’t sure if he meant to throw it somewhere but as I was about to sit down I realised I was still holding the light fitting from before. 

‘Here y’are, mate,’ I said, knowing what sharks local club owners can be, ‘you can get charged a fortune for this kind of thing round here.’ I settled myself at the table, secure in the knowledge I had done everything I could to give this man a good start in the UK. As an ice-breaker it seemed to work; apparently he’d had similar trouble back in Australia. 

Unfortunately Nick
Cave and The Birthday Party aren’t in Melbourne at the moment, but we’re playing the venues they do when they’re home. It’s a shame to have missed them because chances are we would have appeared on the same bill, like we did a few months ago at the Hammersmith Palais. The music press has been making comparisons between us, citing discordance and free-forming as common ground. It creates a healthy rivalry when you’re playing to the same audience, though of course in terms of performance we are nowhere near as extreme. According to our promoter, Nick was here only last week, kicking a nightclub door off its hinges. What is it he’s got against fixtures and fittings? 

Being in Melbourne for a ten-day stretch lends itself to a spot of songwriting. During a rainy soundcheck, ‘I Feel Voxish’ comes about. It starts as a bass riff which everyone adds to and then Mark starts singing about sharpening knives on garden bricks in the bathroom. Psycho. So that’s what all the noise was about last night! We kept turning up the Superman cartoons that are on twenty-four hours a day but there was no drowning it out. 

 

Creativity increases as we head off to New Zealand, a fan-initiated add-on to the Australia part of the tour, and the last leg of our journey. The organisers have even arranged to record one of the gigs with the aim of putting it out as a live album. 

We walk through arrivals into a wall of press photographers. Are Rod Hull and his violent puppet Emu getting off the plane behind us? As the cameras snap away it dawns on me they are actually here for us. Under these circumstances even I find it impossible not to smile.

In this part of the world, we are at No. 7 in the charts with ‘Lie Dream of a Casino Soul’. Pity there isn’t a New Zealand version of Top of the Pops. We do an in-store appearance though, in Auckland’s equivalent of Virgin Records. Given our newly-discovered A-list status in this land where people obviously know what proper good music really is, we’re all standing behind the counter, waiting for the masses to turn up. An hour later we’re still waiting and someone hands me a single. With a flourish I flick off my pen lid, ready to do a detailed autograph. Only then do I notice it’s Spandau Ballet’s ‘To Cut A Long Story Short’. I’m being mistaken for a member of staff. 

These guys who brought us over are getting their own record labels together as well as promoting bands. They’re building up the underground scene, which Kay loves, and when they invite her to help them move things on, she’s sorely tempted to stay.

And what if she did? The Fall without Kay in charge would be like a walnut whip without the whip. 

 

*

Greece’s first ever independent rock festival. A three day event, headlined by us on Saturday, New Order on Sunday and Nick
Cave and The Birthday Party on Friday night. It seems our paths are destined to cross again. 

After a month of downtime following the Australian tour, tensions in our band seem to have dissipated. We’re on the same flight as New Order. I’m glad to see Pete Hook’s moved on from pissing in his beer to using the loo on the plane. We get chatting about the old warehouse days and how much has happened to us all since. Especially to them, what with traumatically losing their lead singer and having to reinvent themselves. But now the guitarist, Bernard Sumner, sings lead vocals, and here they are, off to Greece with us. 

Who’s gonna rock the Acropolis more? We might have missed Nick Cave in Melbourne, but arrive in Athens just in time to see him perform a storming set in an open-air theatre full of wild Greek music fans. 

It becomes a weekend of ouzo-splattered nightclubs and sunshine funfairs, tempered by the occasional sobering visit to an ancient ruin. This is how it should be all the time. Having learnt from our experiences of Australia, we make sure we balance things out so that when it comes to our gig we’re on top form. 

And we are. It’s a great set list. Mark’s got a knack for getting that sort of thing right. If you’re playing to your core audience at Sheffield Uni, you can be experimental. A little self-indulgent, even. But if you’re headlining Greece’s first ever rock festival, it’s got to be all thrillers, no fillers. It pays. In the battle of the three bands, I’d call it a draw.

I return to the UK to discover that, according to an in-depth interview with our lead singer in the NME, we are on the verge of splitting up. ‘I said to the lads, let’s give it everything, push these two albums and then call it a day,’ he’s said. ‘It’ll be a big “Fuck off” to the music business.’

News to me. Where was I? Scaling the Acropolis.

 






  

Two Weddings and a Phone Call
 

 

There seems to be an Eleventh Commandment creeping in, regarding non-band members joining us in the van. Basically, Mark Smith doesn’t like having anyone there he hasn’t invited himself, on the basis that it’s distracting for us lads. 

Possibly as an act of defiance, Marc Riley invites his fiancée to accompany us to the Liverpool gig of our UK December tour. Marc is two and a half minutes late getting to the dressing room before the show. According to Mark Smith, this is because he’s been too busy smooching with his girlfriend. 

Afterwards, while Karl and Paul are dismantling their drum kits and Craig’s packing his amp up, I’m backstage with Mark, Marc and Kay as the dynamics start to clash along familiar lines.

‘What are you doing bringing your girlfriend to Liverpool anyway?’ starts Mark. ‘If you worked for McVities,’ he elaborates once he’s got everyone’s attention, ‘you wouldn’t have her sitting there watching you wrap Jaffa Cakes, would you?’ 

‘No, but I might pull strings to have her employed as the foreman.’ Brave answer. Kay’s interest is now well and truly engaged.

‘Don’t you dare go speaking to him about me!’ she says, her eyes emitting red-hot lasers directly at Marc’s head. ‘If you’ve got a problem, I’m here.’

‘You were shit because you were fussing round your girlfriend all night, not concentrating on playing,’ sneers Mark, stubbing his cigarette butt into a nearby plate of wilting butties.

‘That’s ridiculous! I played like I always do.’ Marc snaps his guitar case shut with finality.

‘Yeah. Fucking wishy washy with no spirit!’

Marc picks his case up, casting around for a parting shot. ‘Just because you’re the singer in a band you can’t tell me how to live my life!’ And he heads out of the dressing room, leaving me sitting there with Mark and Kay. Fucking weird situation to be in. 

‘He’s got to fucking learn,’ starts Kay, turning towards me. ‘You’re Fall.’ Her index finger jabs at my chest. ‘You don’t act like that.’

I don’t know what to say and have a burning desire to wrench myself out of the dressing room and onto the stage to pack up with the others.

‘Stay and have a drink, Steve,’ says Mark, as if reading my thoughts. ‘You don’t need to do the gear tonight. Have a night off and come back in the car with us.’

‘It’s alright, I don’t mind. I’ll go in the van.’

‘No! Let them lot work for once. You deserve a night off.’

Thus we bat our loosely-veiled agendas at each other for some time, my polite refusals gradually losing momentum as I realise I have no real choice. Kay goes to pay everyone else and tells them to get going. Mark and I follow her into the club, which, considering it’s closed, is fairly busy with people from the Liverpool music scene: fanzine journalists, roadies, people who work at the club, mates of mates etc. Sound engineers are packing up the rest of the equipment as Mark indicates a group of locals leaning against the edge of the stage. 

‘Look over there,’ he says. ‘McCulloch. Look at him and his acolytes now, arse-licking that new Radio 1 DJ.’ 

He’s focussing on a small, energetic woman with short hair, talking animatedly to a tall, skinny guy in a long overcoat with black hair that is so thick and spiky it almost doubles his height. This is Mark’s close personal friend, Echo and The Bunnymen singer Ian McCulloch, with the rest of his band. Even before I’d joined The Fall as a roadie, Ian had been travelling to every Fall gig within thirty miles of his native Liverpool, helping out afterwards and spending hours debating the inner turmoil of the music business with Mark. Once Ian had formed his own band, Mark began to enjoy the elevated position of twisted mentor, sporadically tossing scraps of insider knowledge at his eager protégé.

For Ian the advice seems to have worked better than Mark could ever have hoped. After they supported us a couple of times they signed to a big label and they’ve had two albums in the Top 20 since Hex peaked at No. 71. ‘Look at them fucking sell-outs!’ he snarls now, heading over in their direction. Here we tread the line between good-hearted camaraderie and steely competition, though in this case I am a committed closet fan. 

‘Alright cock, how’s it going?’ says Mark to Ian, looking delighted to see him. The usual niceties are exchanged: ‘I see you got what you wanted! I saw you, fucking miming on Top of the Pops! And you’re ripping me off with your long overcoat. I was wearing one like that two years ago.’

Ian’s straight at him without a flinch. ‘Great to see you too, Mahhk,’ he says in his sarcastic scouse accent. ‘I’m surprised you can get that overcoat on the size of the chips on your shoulders…’

‘I gave him that coat,’ I slip in, pleased that it has now become a trend. No one takes any notice.

‘What’s happened to yer hair, cock?’

‘Tea and Coke,’ Ian replies with pride. ‘Tea and Coke is what you need to gerrit like this.’

As Ian coolly continues to redress the balance of their one-upmanship, I turn to bass player Les Pattinson, attempting to engage him in a fascinating conversation about bass strings. Before I know it, he’s palming me off to the new DJ.

‘This is Janice Long,’ he says. ‘She’s going to have us on her show. This is The Fall’s bass player, Steve Hanley.’

‘Hello Janice,’ I smile, pleased that years of reading music magazines is coming in useful yet again. ‘You’re Keith Chegwin’s sister, aren’t you?’

At these words, far from being impressed by the extent of my inside knowledge of the entertainment industry, a stony look spreads across her face, extinguishing any traces of her previous cheeriness. ‘No,’ she snaps. ‘He’s my brother.’

Once we finally leave, I have to spend an hour in the back seat of the car Mark’s procured, with him sitting next to me, fuelled to the brim with contempt for all Liverpudlians and all things Liverpudlian. ‘They all think they’re hilarious, them scousers,’ he starts. ‘They’re all comedians, every single one of them…’ When I get home, as an antidote I inject myself with Heaven Up Here, Echo and The Bunnymen’s Top 10 album. Within moments the haunted velvet of the music begins to dissipate the venom infecting my bloodstream and I start to think, ‘I could easily play those bass lines…’ 

 

*

Our pre-Christmas tour finished only a couple of days before Marc’s wedding. It wasn’t very long for him to get into a harmonious, matrimonial state of mind, but he managed. Nor was it a particularly long time for me to prepare my best man’s speech. Everyone knew it wasn’t going to be a long speech. I spent a couple of fitful nights trying to wring out witty anecdotes but, on the day, my blessing was that the do was a small, family-only affair. Paul and Craig weren’t even there. Afterwards, there was only a week for Marc to write his best man’s speech for me.

In the local Registrar’s book, Marc’s turned out to be the last wedding of 1982, and mine the first of 1983. The tour diary being what it is, the Christmas holidays were the only time we could commit to such important events. For me it had to be now or next Christmas because my older brother is teaching in Botswana the rest of the time.

Unless you have an unlimited budget and can throw the biggest wedding in the world, deciding who you have to leave out of the festivities can be tricky. Everyone has this, don’t they? There’s always some embarrassing, drunken uncle you wouldn’t want sitting next to the new in-laws. Imagine having to consider people like Mark and Kay, unpredictable at the best of times, to say the least.

Even with keeping the guestlist down to the bare minimum, given that I am related by blood to approximately ninety-two percent of the Irish population, it’s still a squeeze.

After the meal, the reception is being held at the flat my wife Heather and I have rented. We’ve just cut the cake as the phone starts to ring. It could be any number of well-wishers either side of the Irish Sea. What I’m not expecting to hear is Mark Smith’s distinctive barbed twang. This can’t be good news, can it? Stop fucking enjoying yourselves, you lot! It’s Smithy on the phone. 

In a parallel universe, this is how the conversation might have developed:

Me: Hello Mark! Lovely to hear from you. How are you?

Him: Oh, very well, thank you, Steve. Enjoying the holidays?

Me: Yes. Had a lovely Christmas. Thanks for that generous bonus you gave me. It’s really helped. (Sudden raucous laughter in background followed closely by Uncle Gerard’s guttural rendition of ‘The Irish Rover’.) Actually, to be honest it’s not the best time for a chat, I’m just in the middle of getting married.

Him: Really? Is that today? Congratulations! How delightful. Well, I won’t keep you then. I just wondered if I could have a quick word with Marc, if he’s there?

Me: No probs! I’ll just pop him on.

What actually happens is this:

Him: Is Riley there or isn’t he? I’ve been ringing him all day.

Me (Cupping a hand over the mouthpiece in a vain attempt to muffle the obvious noise of a party in the room): Yeah, yeah, I’ll put him on. Just give me a minute.

Pointing avidly at the mouthpiece, I manage to indicate to Marc to follow me out of the room into the adjoining hallway, hoiking the plastic red phone with me. With a series of convoluted mimes I convey the immediate problem, before he grabs the receiver off me. 

Heading back to the party, my previously elated state starts to crumble with each step. Phone calls from Mark Smith are seldom a good thing on any day. I’ve been caught red-handed. At what, exactly? And what does he want with Marc, anyway? 

Craig is perched uncomfortably on the arm of the sofa, his usual expression of looking like he’d rather be anywhere else but where he is, now more accentuated than ever, is also doused with general concern. 

‘That was Mark on the phone,’ I say, just in time to rescue him from my Aunty Mary’s attempts at compromising his principles. (‘What are you talking about, vegetarian? It’s a party, for chroissake. Go mad! Have a ham sandwich…’)

Relief and concern battling their way across his features in equal measure, he turns to me. ‘Can’t be good news.’ 

‘What do you think he wants?’

But before we have chance to speculate further, Marc is already back in the room. ‘He wants to see me at noon tomorrow. In Prestwich. On my own. That’s all.’ A weighted silence would be filling the air between the three of us, were it not for Uncle Gerard piping up his guttural rendition of ‘The Irish Rover’.

 

*

‘Fuck that, Marc!’ I’m telling him two days later in a pub, where we’ve convened with Paul and Craig for an emergency summit meeting. ‘If you’re going, I’m going. I’m not going off to America or wherever with them and not being able to talk about it to you when I get back, am I?’

‘It’ll be alright,’ insists Marc, but we all know it won’t. Marc’s been told that things aren’t working out and he won’t be coming with us to Europe next month. They want to hear what the band’ll sound like without him.

 ‘Just because I’m leaving doesn’t mean you have to. What’s the point of that?’ Seems clear enough to me. Either the rest of us stay in The Fall or leave en masse, forming a new band with Marc and forcing Mark and Kay to start from scratch.

‘You’ve just got married as well. Fucking lovely wedding present, this.’ 

‘You’re in a band that’s already established,’ he says, ‘I don’t want to be held responsible for you losing out on that.’ 

‘The way I see it,’ says Craig, ‘it’s like a re-run in reverse of when you left The Sirens to join The Fall. It’s not as if you knew we’d be joining you a year later, is it?’

It takes a moment for us all to consider the sentiment behind this statement before Marc responds. ‘What the hell are you talking about? Should I have turned down the chance to join The Fall to stay in a band that had only ever played one gig? No gear. No singer and no drummer, and four songs? It’s a little different. But still I don’t think you should leave just because they want me out.’

‘It’s a bit of cunt’s trick, is that,’ says Paul, and all eyes turn on him. He wasn’t even in The Sirens. ‘He sacks one, hoping the rest’ll follow.’

‘Is that what they want? For us all to go?’

‘Well there’s even more of a reason not to.’ 

I spend the next couple of days thinking very seriously about all this. Should I stay or should I go? The problem is, if I stay Marc and I will never be friends in the same way. I’m being forced to choose. Mott The Hoople, The Yew Tree, Butlins, the bootleg shop in town… And what about all the pets we’ve shared over the years? Finding it impossible to pass that smelly pet shop without buying something, we’ve had a ferret, a tortoise, two lizards, eight rabbits and a snake. Hours we spent, hunting frogs to feed it in the ponds that formed when they were digging out the foundations for the nearby motorway. I’ve still got the scar on my arm from when I fell in and landed on a broken bottle, only to be saved by Marc bravely fishing me out and getting me to hospital. Now all of a sudden we’re both married and one of us is sacked. The end of an era.

The following Friday I’m in Prestwich for the weekly wage run and the opportunity to be subjected to Mark and Kay’s angle. ‘You know, he’s like a butterfly trapped in our cocoon,’ starts Kay. ‘We’re just giving him the chance to break free.’ God, does she really believe all this shite she’s spouting? ‘We all know it’s not been working for a long time. Marc knows it isn’t working. He’s got too many of his own ideas about the music. Perhaps he needs to branch out on his own. All we’re doing is giving it a try to see how it might work without him in this band. But we’ll do everything we can to help him with his own projects. It might just be what everyone needs. And we think it’ll give you and Craig a chance to show more of what you can do. If it doesn’t work in Europe, he can always still come to America afterwards.’

They reckon Marc only wants to play the hits. What hits are those? 

 






  

Part III: Goodbye Wasteground
 

 

 



 






  

American Nightmare
 

 

The roads have been winding tighter between rocky hills until eventually we drive through a tunnel and emerge to experience our first view of Zurich, a city which seems to have been poured into the valley below. We’ve been driving across Europe for four days in a Salford Van Hire orange Transit, probably the furthest away it’s ever been from the depot. Perhaps the words ‘Salford Van Hire’ emblazoned across the side hasn’t filled officials with confidence, since we’ve been stopped at every border to have our carnet checked – a list of all the equipment we’ve got with us. More often than not we’ve had to get out and unload everything. 

With most of this tour based in Holland, Switzerland’s quite a way to travel for three gigs and is far from cheap, so as usual costs are being cut wherever possible. Mark and Kay are staying with the promoter on one side of town. Karl has been allocated a bolt-hole all to himself, a great relief to Craig, Paul and me as none of us are stationed anywhere near him. Instead, we are to immerse ourselves in communal life at the promoter’s mate’s squat, a crumbling, Gothic building in the old town. 

We are allocated three beds in a room with plaster peeling off the walls, bare floorboards – some of which are missing – a Che Guevara poster above one of the beds and a mattress on a platform suspended from the ceiling by chains. Paul hates it, thinking he’s going to fall out. 

There’s a literal open-door policy here and to make sure no one can dodge it, every handle and catch is wrapped in specially-constructed hessian padding, even in the bathroom. Why don’t they just take the doors off and be done with it? I begin to wonder about how normal this is for squats and can only compare it with Grant’s place in London. They had locks on the bathroom doors. You might have had to pour a bucket of water down to flush, but at least you could perform your ablutions without some naked, straggly-haired, free-living spirit wandering in for a shower.

After three days of squat life, we are summoned to a meeting with the commune leaders who aren’t officially in charge. ‘We think you are not communicating properly. We are thinking of asking you to leave.’ 

What? Three days in and we’re getting evicted from a squat by the squatters themselves. And for what? For not chatting enough! The other hanging issue seems to be that we’ve commandeered an entire shelf in the fridge for our own food, instead of sharing. Who’d have thought the position of my Emmental could be such a big deal? At least we’ve bought the stuff that’s on our shelf. Lucky for them Karl’s not here; he’d have shared everything they’ve got. 

As there’s only one night left, and the alternative is to kip in the van, we mumble our apologies, move our food around and try a little harder to be more entertaining while playing chess with people. Our forced cheeriness does little to endear us to our housemates, or to the indifferent audiences in deeper Switzerland. It’s not neutral for nothing. 

 

With relief, it’s on to Brussels; far more familiar territory. We’re booked at a new venue, Plan K, purpose-built like some of the New York clubs. It’s the way forward: stark, minimal decor. None of that graffitied flock wallpaper and sticky-carpet nonsense. If they’ve got graffiti, it’s meant to be there. We play Amsterdam again, at The Paradiso, a church that’s been converted into an underground music venue. After a couple of centuries of confessions, prayers and hymns, all of a sudden here’s us with our hexen curses. Mark seems to be getting back into it. In between the songs, instead of slagging the band off to the audience, he’s spouting some of his more intricate inner poetics. 

Ad-libbing, when he’s on form, always seems to go down well: ‘Like tech computer with light-speed blown up!’ (he shouts to audience cheers) ‘Ludd gang! Wash him out! Watch soccer trash and die by eyes closed!’ (more cheers) ‘Get rid of damp vicarage! Driftwood of Brits rot bishops down line sold words! Ludd gang! Drench span! Quads back! Lorry-like!’ 

On the surface the atmosphere is business as usual. There’s a Marc-shaped hole in the band, but Management’s happy to have got what they wanted: him gone and the rest of us still going. Their calculated risk paying off has created a positive mood with a degree of a fresh start. And, if Management’s feeling positive, it filters through to everyone.

On stage there’s no room for nostalgia. A handful of gigs into our reduced line-up and set lists consist of songs where there’s enough space for the two drummers to distract from the fact a guitar and keyboards are missing. We’re getting on with it, but much is left unsaid. 

Despite myself, I’m beginning to see how things are going to shape up without Marc in the band: looser and more weird. There’s no mention of him coming back to tour America next, as suspected. It was all flannel. There’s even doubt whether it’ll come off for the rest of us; with some clubs pulling out and others getting involved, it’s proving difficult to route and Kay’s not sure if it’ll be financially viable. 

 

*

We are no longer with Kamera, who’ve been having financial trouble. They did well with Hex, which has sold over 20,000 copies, but the other bands they signed hardly registered, and then we gave them Room To Live, which didn’t help. ‘This album is the sound of a miserable hangover on an overcast, rainy Sunday,’ according to one review. Exactly.

Mark and Kay have gone back to Geoff Travis at Rough Trade. Oddly, despite having been slagged off by Mark in the music press, Geoff’s still offering to bring out a couple of singles, promising quality studios and proper promotion.

‘It makes sense to give them another chance,’ proclaims Kay. ‘Geoff’s spirit’s grown in the past two years. He’s still a fan. But more importantly, he sees the value of decent promotion. He knows how much Kamera pushed Hex. And now he wants to do the same himself.’

We’re back in a swanky London studio and our Paul’s starting to muscle in on the keyboards with the invention of this new thing called a Casio. It’s a tiny, plastic portable keyboard he’s treated himself to and he’s been taking it everywhere with him. He’s always fiddling away with its little buttons, programming it to make all sorts of annoying noises. We’re here to record two singles, so out it comes and he starts the first track off with a tinny, repetitive sequence that’s supposed to be a rock drumbeat. I layer in the bass, then Karl smashes in along with Craig. But it’s not enough to drown out the Casio, as Mark’s soon pointing out: ‘Will you turn that bloody blimey space invader off!’ he shouts in the middle of the song, a request which is never mixed out. 

At four minutes, this first single with Rough Trade, ‘The Man Whose Head Expanded’, is substantially shorter than our recent norm. Containing a regular beat and lyrics everyone can relate to, it’s a new area of attack. Paul and I carry on writing shorter, catchier songs. We record a couple, pass the tape on to Mark, who listens, says ‘What the fuck was that?’ and tosses it across the room. 

 

*

After much uncertainty, tickets and visas for America have finally been sorted and we’re on our way again, this time for a month. It’s quite a different party to the last one. In non-smoking sits Craig, casually flicking through a newspaper during the safety-procedure brief, anticipating his first Bloody Mary. Next to him is our Paul, finally on his way to the land of Marvel. In his mind’s eye he’s already wandering up 3rd Avenue, mining his way through a warren of tiny, dimly-lit comic shops run by elf-like obsessives, unearthing US gems to complete his collections. And then there’s me, having promised our mother to make sure nothing happens to him. ‘I’ve said all I’m going to say about this gallivanting round the world. It’s only because of that bungalow in Cheshire you’ve promised me when you make your fortune that I’m letting him go at all. Where’s the job security? Look what’s happened to poor Marc! It’ll be you and our Paul next and I’ll never get my bungalow. What’s going on with this family? Our Harry’s swanning about Africa. And now you and our Paul off to America! Weeks before his A-levels. You’d better make sure he gets back in one piece ready to sit those exams. He’ll be needing those qualifications to fall back on when they decide they’ve had enough of him as well!’ 

There’s always the resits in September if he comes back with his brains in a bucket. Either way, there’s no chance our Paul’s going to miss out on a second tour of the States. Strangely, this time Kay’s managed to sort his visa so he can play in the clubs even though he’s still under twenty-one. Perhaps the fact he’s six foot five makes all the difference, though would they know how tall he is? And how come I’m the responsible one all of a sudden? 

Karl, Mark and Sol, our driver, are puffing away at the back of the plane, no doubt pooling their dodgy New York contacts in preparation for arrival. 

In the absence of Kay, who’s had to stay behind because of a delayed visa, Sol’s wasted little time in taking over some of her minor organisational duties. ‘I’ve got your tickets, lads,’ he reassured us in his croaky whine, swaggering around the departure lounge. 

A Jewish street-smart hustler, who Mark and Kay know from Band on the Wall, until recently Sol’s been the lead singer of a band called FC Domestos, whose standout track was ‘Mars Bars’. They were the song’s only lyrics, repeated at volume over and over while the punk audience beat each other up with chocolate. Quite why they’re not massive is beyond me, but their curious inability to hit the big time is giving Sol the chance to come along with us.

Without the matriarchal presence of Kay, it’s all the lads together until she joins us in a few days along with Heather. Oh, yes! In an uncharacteristically magnanimous move, Mark has invited my new wife to sample the dubious delights of The Fall on tour. What’s causing him to relax the Eleventh Commandment? Is it a loyalty reward? Whatever the reason behind it, which newlyweds would turn down the generous offer of a fun, luxury trip around America, trailed by thousands of adoring fans, where comfort and plenty of sleep are the top priority in state-of-the-art transport, shared with such carefree, easy going company? 

Before too long, Karl zig-zags his way towards us, propelling himself forward with the help of the headrests on either side of the aisle. ‘Hey, Craig, have you got that girl’s fucking phone number? Y’know, thinks she’s Siouxsie and the fucking Banshees. Big fucking hair. Y’know who I mean,’ he threatens. ‘She sorted us out last time…’

Throughout this demand, Craig watches calmly until it looks like Karl’s about to explode. Only then does he wordlessly pull out his clichéd little black notebook. Prolonging the anticipation, he flicks carefully through, page by page, until he lands the required information. ‘Here it is,’ he says. ‘I’ll call her when we get there.’ 

Clearly pleased with such a result, before Craig has chance to squirm away, Karl grabs his face and licks a cheek while making a primeval slavering noise. He grabs three miniature bottles of Bell’s from the approaching trolley, winks at the air hostess, says ‘These lads are paying!’ and charges off to the back of the plane. 

 

Arriving in New York the same time we left Heathrow meant it was still Saturday evening, so we dumped our gear at The Iroquois and headed out to re-establish ties in the city, a night which never ends, and here we are, two days later, at the soundcheck of our first gig in the Dirt Club. 

I am on the stage, loosely wrapped, trying to make sense of the hired equipment; not so easy with Craig and Karl nearby, aimlessly fiddling around. It’s not that they haven’t got an aim, it’s just that they keep forgetting what it is. When random sounds aren’t coming out of their instruments, they are coming out of Craig and Karl, relentlessly. 

I’m grappling with this thing on my amp. I’ve been told by the sound technician it’s a graphic equaliser. What the fuck is it supposed to do? 

Paul is in the middle of us, fiercely assembling his kit in the face of his hangover; the Lucozade lesson he was taught in Iceland nonchalantly disregarded as soon as he discovered that in Manhattan the normal rules of getting ID’d did not seem to apply to him. 

Hunched over the amp with my back to the club entrance, although I do not see Kay walking in, I immediately recognise her voice. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you lot for three days!’ 

At which point I realise the following three things simultaneously: 1. She’s very pissed off. 2. Heather’s with her. 3. I am a bit of a twat. By the time I turn round, Kay is already at the front of the stage with Heather close behind. ‘I’ve been ringing the hotel,’ she goes on, ‘The club, the promoter! Didn’t any of you bastards care whether we got here or not? Who was there to pick us up from the airport? No one. I’ve had to blow a load of money on cabs just to get here. And where the hell’s Mark?’

I exhale deeply, raising my eyebrows at Heather in what I hope registers as a ‘Christ! Here we go again…’ expression, in a vain attempt to distract her from my complicity. It is true that, theoretically, I could have nipped into a phone booth to call her; we must have passed dozens. But when you’re steaming around the city, there’s a time difference to consider and you need a wheelbarrow of quarters, is it really so bad that I haven’t? Apparently so. Given that right now I must concentrate on proving myself gig-fit, I can’t begin to start making proper amends until after the performance.

The next two days are gig-free and therefore an opportunity for me to redeem myself. It might be my third time here, but I’ve never bothered with touristy things. In the morning, Heather and I head off before anyone else surfaces and, over an early breakfast in a diner down the road from the hotel, I suggest a sightseeing trip up the Empire
State
Building. After that it’s anything that’s free; which in New York is not very much, but then again there’s something special about just wandering around.

 

We end our ten-day stint in New York by playing the club of the moment, the Danceteria, which holds five hundred. There’s a rumour Diana Ross and Gene Simmons from Kiss are in the building. It’s a riot of swooping lights, dry ice and sub-bass speakers; a sensory assault. It’s hard to tell where one song ends and the next begins; the DJ’s mixing is more art form than procedure. Every now and then he even pushes his vinyl backwards and forwards underneath the stylus, adding his own stretchy elastic sounds to the music, not appearing to care in the slightest about the damage to his record collection. What’s he thinking? The dance floor’s crammed with a blur of big hair, shoulder pads and athletic spinning, so it’s hard to tell if this is full capacity or just appears to be. 

What they’re playing before we go on is very different to what we’re going to play. But there is an overlap: New Order and other Factory signings have started working with dance producers over here, so there’s a welcoming attitude towards Manchester bands in general. Our hour on stage is, in any case, a small portion of the night, as nowhere seems to close around here. 

 

Boston. We’re here to play an all-ages afternoon gig on the Sunday of the annual marathon weekend. It feels like a public holiday. We’re part of the entertainment along with some local new wave bands. The gig’s a bit of an odd one: an afternoon slot in a nightclub full of teenagers in cap sleeves, with Mommy and Daddy waiting outside where it’s hot and sunny. There’s makeshift stalls selling T-shirts, hot dogs, waffles and souvenir mugs. 

It’s like a weekend away, especially since the band is scattered all over town, everyone staying with the promoter’s various mates. Heather and I hit lucky with a spacious room on the city centre outskirts, overlooking the river.

We spend Monday sipping cold Coors at the Quayside, decompressing while watching the runners flow by before our forthcoming drive to Canada. This relaxation is all well and good, but there’s always an underlying sense of impatience before a journey.

Our meeting point is a nearby bar, which Heather and I reach a little early, packed bags in hand, just in time to catch Kay steaming out. 

‘We’re not going in there!’ she proclaims, barrelling through us. Her eyes are darting about; it doesn’t look like she’s slept since I last saw her. Actually, she may not have had a proper night’s sleep since leaving the UK. ‘The barman’s a right Yank and he doesn’t get my Northern sense of humour,’ she goes on, obviously on one. ‘I was being funny! I was just having a laugh with him. He didn’t get it.’

The three of us look at each other for a moment as the certainty hits that here is a woman who’s had enough. It doesn’t really matter how good the joke may have been, I doubt anyone would get it coming from her at the moment. Clearly, much has occurred since we all parted company yesterday. ‘That’s no reason to leave, is it?’ I say warily. ‘Look, the van’s here. Can’t you just have a drink and ignore the barman?’

‘He’s bloody barred me! He won’t let me buy a fucking drink. We’re going somewhere else.’

Paul and Craig arrive and head straight into the bar before she has chance to corner them. Unless we go in here, no one’s going to find each other and we’ll be wandering the marathon streets of Boston forever. Mark and Karl come around the corner, ignore us and go straight in. Heather and I follow suit, leaving Kay with the option of following us in, even though she’s barred, or waiting in the van while Sol finishes packing it up. But of course she’s never going to do that, so in she comes, crying enough for the barman to leave her alone. He lets her sit with us, but he still won’t serve her. ‘Isn’t anyone even going to buy me a drink?’

What’s the point when we’re all about to leave? The plan isn’t to sit here drinking all night, it’s to go to Canada.

Half an hour later, Mark finishes his pint and announces it’s time to go. Everyone gets into the van, except for Kay, who remains at the passenger door. She reaches into the glove compartment for the loot bag, which contains all the money we’ve made so far. ‘I’m not putting up with this anymore!’ she screams. ‘This is the end of the line! Do you get it? Any of you? No more, I’m telling you! No more!!’ And she slams the door and storms off. 

Mark immediately flings the door back open and careers down the street after her, leaving the rest of us to sit there waiting for their return. What is there to say? Dramas like this have become a part of band life; making light of them on the surface doesn’t stop them from being uncomfortable and unsettling. Ten long, awkward minutes later, Mark reappears without Kay, gets in the van and instructs Sol to drive. ‘We’re off to Canada,’ he says in a tone which allows for no questions or discussion. 

Sol flips the ignition and pulls out, driving the opposite way to where Kay went. Heather’s looking at me with a ‘What-the-hell?’ expression on her face and this time I can’t explain it myself. Perhaps Kay’s going to join us later? But somehow I get the feeling we’re never going to see her again.

And, if that’s the case, what happens next? It’s none of my business what’s gone on between Mark and Kay. I don’t want to know. But whatever it is, it’s affecting all of us now. The two of them running The Fall together is an institution. Kay’s principles have moulded The Fall into what it is. If it weren’t for her belief in us and her determination to convince the rest of the planet, we wouldn’t even be here. 

What if she doesn’t come back? Do any of us even know what’s been booked for the rest of this tour and what hasn’t?

The journey north is long, strange and quiet. A couple of hours in, snow begins to fall and by the time we’re near the border it’s over four foot deep. We encounter a sports car that’s come off the road and landed in a snow drift. Sol pulls over and between us we lift it out and haul it back onto the road. 

No one’s sleeping. We arrive in Montreal worn out, check-in to the hotel and crash for a couple of hours before doing our soundcheck in a freezing-cold club nearby. The gig goes surprisingly well, given the circumstances. Once back in the dressing room, it occurs to me that we haven’t eaten anything since yesterday afternoon in Boston. Our Paul, who’s been starving ever since he joined this band, starts mithering me for a solution. I notice Karl scouring the room for scraps, his motto with regard to nutrition being: ‘A hungry man is an angry man.’ Like a hamster, whenever free food availability coincides favourably with his erratic sleeping patterns, he’ll stuff his face and survive on it until the next free meal. If we don’t throw him a bone soon, things could get dangerous. 

I scan the area for the type of deli platters we usually ignore in American dressing rooms. Right now I’d happily spend an hour constructing them into multi-layered cheese, ham, salad, coleslaw, mustard and rye bread Scooby-style specials, but here there’s nothing. 

‘Where’s the food, Sol?’ I ask our driver, easing him towards our managerial chasm, which I am sure he is keen to at least part-fill.

‘Why didn’t you come to dinner before the gig?’ he asks, looking so replete all of a sudden. ‘There was only me and Mark sat at a big fucking table.’ 

‘Are you telling me that there was a meal laid on at the hotel for the band and Mark didn’t tell us about it?’ The crumbling look on his face is all the confirmation I need and I’m livid. 

No one said anything to any of us about the dinner. I’m beginning to see what’s going on here. Kay’s only been gone a day and Mark’s already playing the dictator. But this isn’t really about the food. His girlfriend’s just left and the tour is in organisational meltdown. You’d think he’d have more on his mind than making sure we don’t eat before a gig.

I look across the room at Mark and the sweet vision of squaring up to him unfolds itself before me. But, the thing is, when you’re dealing with such an expert at turning battles around, you have to pick them carefully. I know that if I go over to him and start on about the meal, the next day he’ll be rolling it out in front of me at every given opportunity. It’ll be mock concern all the way: ‘Are you sure you’re alright, Steve? Have you had enough to eat? Over on the other side of the Atlantic on a free ride with your brother and your missus…’ The last thing I want to do is show weakness and provide him with an in. I’d rather starve the entire family than give him that satisfaction.

Ottawa the next day and I take it out on my bass, pounding it like crazy all the way through the gig before realising that I am in fact proving the bastard right. It didn’t help that for the first time in my working life I was late. Sol was driving and it took him an hour and a half to get us from the hotel to the venue, meaning we didn’t go on stage till midnight. It’s a tiny place, the crowd was pissed off so once we got to finally play, we made sure it was worth the wait. 

Magically, the journey back is contracted into a five-minute drive. Why didn’t Sol think of getting directions on the way there? ‘I’ve got your transport!’ he crackles like bad transmission. Just like when we were in Germany trying to get onto the motorway for several hours and he said, ‘I’ve been following those Einbahn signs for ages…’ At which, Mark, who tends to spend a lot of German bus hours studying his phrasebook, pointed out, ‘That actually means one-way, you freak. We need the fucking auto-bahn!’ No wonder it took us four days to reach Zurich. 

The journey from here to our third and final Canadian date in Toronto is meant to take seven hours, but with Sol’s driving it takes ten and then there’s another twelve-hour journey to Detroit for a gig the following night. No time for checking out the sights; it’s just one sparkling city after another with snow and pine trees in between. 

Having learned from the glove-compartment scenario, Mark’s now stashing the takings safely away in a brown paper bag tucked into the van’s passenger door. When a keen Canadian border official opens it to search the van, the bag falls out and, as if guided by the spirit of Kay, a strong gust of wind takes hold of the money and blows it skywards. We all start running after it, trying to catch as many of those elusive dollar bills as we can. It’s like we’re in a snow globe that Kay’s shaking from afar, especially when we reach the barrier before our passports have been stamped and the wind blows a gale in a southerly direction. 

 

Detroit. Mark delves into his back pocket and slaps a small pile of torn, damp, crumpled dollar bills onto the hotel bar. ‘Make the most of it, lads! This is all there is.’ Apart from our Paul, who’s too clumsy, the rest of us managed to catch a few notes in that blizzard which we gave straight back to Mark, but now I’m half-wishing I’d held on to a couple for emergencies. 

Since I didn’t, my subconscious takes charge to ensure I at least get a very fair share of these last drips. I’m like a hollow fish with a flip-top head and manage to outlast everyone except for Mark himself. 

‘D’you know, Steve. It’s like this,’ he begins to pontificate, taking me into his confidence. ‘You know. You’ve been in the army. Like cavemen. That’s what people were built for. Running up and down hills, hunting, chopping down trees. Nowadays everyone just sits on their arse watching TV. You have to push yourself in other ways.’ He signals for another double whisky. ‘I like a challenge, me.’ 

‘Well, we’ve got a challenge now, haven’t we?’

‘Exactly! I like to push myself to the limit. I’m just getting warmed up on this tour. Why do every gig straight? That’s too easy.’

‘You’re right, Mark.’ 

‘I’m determined to see just how much my body can take.’

Oh great. ‘Me too. Are we having another one?’

Time passes: him talking, me agreeing until he lets slip that we haven’t in fact got any plane tickets back to England. ‘That Kay!’ he cusses by way of explanation. ‘She only booked it one-way because of them. Now they’ve decided they want us to play Reykjavik on the bloody way back.’

They? They? Who the hell are they? Some unseen force we increasingly seem to be up against. 

‘Who does?’

‘That Einar and his mates.’

‘Can we afford it?’

‘Stop whining! All we need is seven plane tickets from here to Iceland and they’ll take care of the rest.’ Does he mean his contacts on the dark side or does he mean Einar and his mates? ‘Here’s what we’re gonna do. We’re going to put on an extra show. Because when we were in New York and you were too busy sightseeing with yer missus, I was working. Eighteen hours a day I work for this band! Giorgio Gomelsky. You must know who that is from yer saddo music mags.’ Giorgio Gomelsky, first manager of The Rolling Stones. Got them rolling. What’s he got do with us going back to Iceland? Is he going to take over as manager? God, that would be something. I look at Mark and almost see him in a new light. How does he pull this shit off? ‘He’s got a cool little club in New York. He says we can have it for a night, so you lot are going to have to do a proper night’s work for a change, if you ever want to get back to Manchester!’

 

Chicago. The Cabaret Metro is the largest club on this tour, with a capacity of around a thousand. Word must have spread, the place fills up and it’s close to a sell-out. Once on stage we know we need to make all the tour drama backfire into a new level of efficiency. By the time we’ve finished, we’ve left the crowd with no doubt as to what we’re about. 

So, for a nice change, it’s a cheery band who head to the packed downstairs bar following a potent encore of ‘Lie Dream’. 

I’m swarmed by college kids. Well, there’s a small crowd which gathers around me, Craig and Paul, all of them quizzing us on the ins and outs of underground British music, as if they’re majoring in English culture through the medium of rock. Until tonight, this far from England itself, it appears they haven’t differentiated appropriately between, for example, us and The Cure. Or us and Culture Club. The more underground the knowledge they gain, the cooler they become. And, of course, the three of us are happy to facilitate. Eventually the topic veers away from British music to another American favourite: our linguistics.

‘You guys sure have some cool words! You gotta great word for beating off. What is it again?’

‘Wanking?’ 

‘Yeah. Wanking! Wanking!’ They laugh like mad. ‘Say it again. In your accent!’

Time to move on. We join a convoy of Checker cabs which take us to a well-kept, well-stocked, open-plan house in the heart of Chicago suburbia, a state it’s unlikely to maintain for very long. What sort of people want to bring bands back to their house for a party in the early hours? Do they never learn? Before long, Mark arrives with a small, blonde woman in a white-plastic mini-dress, ignoring us completely due to talking her ears off. They don’t stay long, unlike the rest of us who are using the opportunity to ease ourselves into a couple of days off before moving on.

Chicago is interesting, what we see of it, even though we subject ourselves to the disturbing experience of watching hardcore punk band Black Flag in a small club. Gluttons for it we are, so long as we can get on the guestlist. It’s almost like a test to see how much leverage we’ve got. We ring up the club: ‘Hi. We’re The Fall. We played the Metro last night. We’re still in town and we’d like to come to your club. Any chance you can put us on the door?’ Works every time, more’s the pity in this case. 

We’re gathering ourselves together at the hotel reception the morning after, ears still trembling. A smiling Mark strolls in through a revolving glass door and approaches Sol. ‘I’ll be flying on to Minneapolis,’ he informs him in a politely discreet tone loud enough for us all to hear. 

‘Have you got your ticket?’ drones Sol, ever practical, while I’m thinking What the fuck? I thought we were skint.

‘Yes, I’ve got my ticket.’

‘How are you getting to the airport? I’ve got your transport and we’ve got to leave.’

Mark straightens himself. ‘Brixton’ll take me.’ 

What? Am I hearing right? Visions of him being held at mass gunpoint in a dark South London alleyway swim into my head. Is this some kind of prophecy? 

At that moment, the blonde woman from the party strides across the reception area swinging a set of car keys from her index finger. I’m getting the distinct impression they aren’t the keys of a clapped-out Datsun Cherry. With her oversized denim biker’s jacket, short skirt and boots, she’s certainly got the punky image. Except it looks like it cost about a thousand dollars to put together.

‘You can call me Brix,’ she drawls at us all in a full-on LA accent before turning her attention to Mark. ‘Time to get going, Sweetie!’

 

New York again. We’re setting up the chairs and tables at Giorgio Gomelsky’s place in Manhattan, The Zu Club. The living, breathing oracle of music history himself is organising us. ‘I need a cwoiffee. You need a cwoiffee. You’ve all had a cwoiffee?’ His accent is New York with twist of cockney from the years he’s spent in London. ‘The beers are out the back. Bring the cold ones. They’re two bucks. You guys’ll make a dollar a bottle. Try not to drink ’em all before the crowd get here.’ It’s like being told what to do by someone out of The Godfather. ‘Hey, Moody! Cheer the hell up and clean dose glasses, will ya? Who’s gonna be working the door? You’re gonna need at least two of yous. You two. Tall guys. You work the door. There won’t be any trouble in my club. It ain’t that kinda place. Who’s gonna be working the bar? Your girl there,’ he’s pointing at Heather, ‘she’s good. She can work the bar. She’ll look great. You’ll get your tips, honey.’ Blimey, Mark wasn’t joking when he said we’d be doing a proper night’s work, was he? This guy’s something else. 

Several hours of preparing the club later, we’re getting ready for the soundcheck when in walks Mark. With Brixton – Brix – walking by his side. He asks her if there’s anything she needs before enquiring politely if we’re ready for him yet. She takes a seat, settling herself in for the duration. ‘Brix plays guitar,’ points out Mark. ‘And she writes songs. I’ve heard them.’

We then undergo what is probably the most good-natured soundcheck I’ve ever experienced. It’s all, ‘Steve, would you mind turning your amp down a little? Could I have just a tad more vocals in the monitors? With a touch of reverb? Thank you.’ 

It’s a busy night. We manage to get enough people through the door to cover the flights to Reykjavik. We even contain ourselves enough to make a profit on the bar. Brix is backstage after the gig and as I talk to her I’m surprised to discover she knows the lyrics to some pretty obscure Joy Division songs. ‘Oh my God! You like that tune? I love that tune! What is it about Manchester and bands? For years I was like, Oh my God, Peter Hook is my idol. I play bass, so I know. But then my friend Lisa, our guitarist, put me onto you guys. She gave me Slates. Oh my God, Steve, your bass playing is outta this world. You’re so brutal. And melodic. How do you do that?’

Oh my God. She’s getting together with Mark and she plays bass. I’m fucked. 

 

There’s a celebratory feel to the last gig of this tour, two days later, mainly because we’ve actually got through to the end of it and can afford to leave. We’re headlining the first of four nights showcasing up-and-coming art-house bands from New York in a place called White Columns, a large glass gallery in SoHo. The event is called The Speed Trials and it rapidly becomes clear why.

It’s a bunch of five hollow husks who meet up in the hotel reception hours later in order to catch a plane to Reykjavik, a rather unnerving prospect in this state of mind. Brix is bouncing around, saying her fresh-faced farewells to us all.

‘Bye guys! See y’all real soon! Have a great flight.’

How soon exactly? On the flight itself, this becomes a topic of much discussion. Was it just a figure of speech? Will she really come over for a visit? Or might she even come over to join the band? Who knows. Obviously Mark does, but he’s not saying. None of us have heard her play, but he’s heard a demo tape. Between the rest of us we try to piece together a realistic backstory. ‘She told me she plays the bass,’ I inform the others, paranoia edging me towards the possibility of a master plan which replaces me with her.

‘No. I’ve heard she plays guitar,’ says Craig, setting up a sweepstake. 

I put a quid on her playing the Hacienda gig in July. Craig wants to bet on the European tour in June, but I’m not letting him have a two-week slot so I get him down to the last gig of it. Paul’s certain it’ll be the Electric Ballroom gig in a couple of weeks, which I think is ridiculous. Obviously, he’s being motivated by nostalgia. And Karl hasn’t got any money but he wants to bet his least-favourite club T-shirt on the first date of the European tour. ‘Sorry, mate. It’s a sweepstake. A quid or nothing.’

‘It’s worth well more than a quid!’

‘Not after you’ve worn it, it ain’t.’

We spot Mark walking down the aisle and Craig promptly whips the notebook into the seat pocket in front of him.

‘I wonder how United have been getting on while we’ve been away?’ I ask anyone who’s listening.

‘You red bastard,’ quips Mark with a smile and carries on to the smoking section with an uncharacteristic spring in his step.

 

We arrive in Iceland in the middle of the night but, confusingly, it’s still light. It’s light all the time, which is weird. We’re used to living nocturnally but here it’s light when we go to the venue, light when we leave, light when we go to sleep, light when we wake up. We’re like moles, blinking in the brightness.

This whole Icelandic add-on flashes past. It’s a straight in and out with no time or expense wasted before heading back to the UK. Einar met up with us but he wasn’t involved in the promotion this time, opting instead to concentrate on his new band, KUKL. For us, his apprentices commandeered a large community hall and, despite the last-minute planning, we managed to fill it, which meant there was enough money to fly home. 

We arrive at Heathrow in the middle of the night with no onward transport arranged. Nobody’s thought of this part, not even Sol. Turns out his transport was only a one-way system. The only hire vehicle available which we can drop off in Manchester is a tiny Ford Fiesta hatchback. Ford Fiasco more like because there’s seven of us plus all the gear and luggage. Circus clown music may as well be playing while we are forced to embark upon such a record-breaking journey. Mark wants the front seat to himself, so the rest of us try to squeeze in the back, but even he has to concede it’s never going to happen, so after a while he magnanimously offers to get in the back himself with Craig, Karl and Paul, seven foot tall and refusing to take his overcoat off. I’m in the front seat and Heather has to share it. We daren’t stop at the services just in case we can’t all squeeze back in again afterwards. 

Sol zooms to Manchester in two hours flat he’s so desperate to get out of this happy van, proving how fast he can go when he wants to. With relief, we hit the ring road and the end is almost in sight. But, as always, we have to bypass South Manchester completely to drop Mark off first, meaning everyone gets an extra half hour of this extreme close proximity before finally getting home. 

 






  

The Glamorous Guns of Brixton
 

 

While we were busy busking our way back from America, Marc Riley was also busy in Manchester, writing songs and setting up a record label. He’s ready to record his first single and now we’re back, there’s time to help him get his new project off the ground.

Of course we want to; we know one of the songs – it’s a song Marc wrote for The Fall which was never recorded. He’s booked a day in the studio, but what will Mark Smith have to say about that? He did say he’d help Marc Riley out any way he could so he shouldn’t mind too much, should he?

Based on this assumption, Craig, Paul and I sneak off to Middleton one rainy Sunday and become The Creepers for a day. Seems natural, the four of us recording together again. Having decided he can’t work with anyone else singing, Marc’s on vocals and guitar. We start with the one we know, now called ‘Favourite Sister’. It was originally written around the time of Room To Live but, with its arrangements and verses and choruses, it was ousted from that album. Why waste a good tune?

We spend some time on ‘Carry Mi Card’
and ‘Teacher Travelling’, two completely new creations which seem to work well enough, before recording the final track: a kind of poem set to music that Marc wants me to read out called ‘Earwig O’Dowd’. I give it my best shot but I soon start thinking I sound like an even more nasally version of Salford stand-up poet John Cooper Clark, which I’m not sure is the required effect. Marc seems happy enough with it though. It suits him, this. Running his own show rather than being part of someone else’s. We finish the job and head off in our separate directions. 

The following Friday’s wage run to Prestwich includes a delightful additional task for me: having the band’s shopping list approved. This involves tipping Mark Smith upside down to see if any money’ll fall out, going to Johnny Roadhouse, then handing the receipts in along with any change gleaned through lengthily-negotiated discounts. It was always me and Marc who used to go. Karl can’t be trusted with a penny. I once gave him the money for a snare drum skin instead of buying it for him, only to be told that was bad form and never to do it again. 

No way would I ever send Craig to go and buy me a packet of bass strings. Not even a plectrum! He just about knows the gauge of his own guitar strings. He’s not bothered what he plays on; he’d happily play his riffs on a plank of wood if he had to. To him, a set of drum sticks is a set of drum sticks. What weight they are and whether or not they’re plastic- or wooden-tipped doesn’t feature on his radar, but if you give Karl drum sticks that are too light it can cost twenty quid just for the soundcheck and all that’s left for the gig itself is a handful of shattered wooden splinters. 

It was me and Marc who were trusted with the money and to work out the equipment. Now it’s me, solo, on my moped. Paul doesn’t even come into it. This time-honoured system was in place well before he joined in. Besides, he has no transport.

Having just come back from a long tour, right now we’re suffering from a bad dose of equipment fatigue. With two drum kits, Craig’s two guitars and my bass, we’re going to need quite a few quid to replace everything we’ve worn out. Leads don’t last forever either. And we’re playing the Electric Ballroom tomorrow.

Mark opens the door and the familiar smell of his house cats hits me. I follow him into the living room and to my total surprise there’s Brix perched on the edge of his worn-out sofa, like it’s the most normal thing in the world for her to be in here rather than in some sun-soaked Hollywood apartment. 

‘Oh my God! Steve! How are you?’ 

Crikey, it hasn’t taken her very long to get here at all. ‘Well howdy!’ Howdy? Howdy? Why the hell am I talking like some stray cowboy? ‘I mean hello, Brix! What a surprise. I’ll go to the foot of our stairs!’ What am I saying? From Texan meathead to Northern whippet-owner in one breath. No wonder she looks confused. 

‘Shall I go and make us all a – whaddya call it? Cuppa. Did I say it right?’

How long’s she over here for? Is it just a social visit? A quick reccy of the living room reveals a telling white Telecaster in the corner. Thankfully, it’s not a bass.

She toddles off to the kitchen, leaving me with a Mark who’s obviously got the raving hump about something. After all, I am dealing with someone who can silence a room just by sucking air. Indeed, the various ways he manipulates breath can register an entire spectrum of displeasure, ranging from mild annoyance to all-out hatred. Currently, if I’m not mistaken, he’s teetering between ‘Firmly pissed off’ and ‘Get me a body bag for this idiot, now’. 

He’s sitting at his small wooden writing table, shuffling his paperwork about, another indication of how annoyed he is. Somewhat apprehensively, I sit down in the seat opposite him, hoping it’s at a safe-enough distance. Instead of a friendly chat about Brix’s arrival and further details surrounding it, he’s rather businesslike, getting straight on with finalising tomorrow’s arrangements. He begins by informing me in clipped tones that there’s one support act tomorrow night, a new band from Manchester who’ve only done a couple of gigs. He says, ‘The cheeky bastards have called themselves The Smiths after me.’ 

‘Have they?’ Could this be the problem? 

‘Euww!’ cries Brix from the kitchen annexe. ‘This milk’s sour! Doanch you English people have refrigerators?’

‘Do what I do,’ advises Mark. ‘Don’t put any in if it’s gone off.’

She brings in the scalding tea, almost tripping over Miss Frau, the mother cat, who yowls and runs off. Judging that now’s as good a time as any, I mention I’m going to have to nip to Johnny Roadhouse before we go to London. Jesus! What have I said? This is exactly what he was looking for. ‘What the fucking hell do you think you’re doing, playing with Marc Riley?!’ he demands, slamming his hand down on the table and standing up dramatically. There follows a barrage of abuse, the main theme of which is why should he pay for new strings etc if we’re going to wear them out playing with someone else.

How the fuck did he find out? That bloody mole Karl can’t keep his mouth shut, can he? I’m going to have to watch what I say in front of him from now on. He’ll be lucky if he gets any drum sticks at all for tomorrow. ‘You’re never to do that again!’ finishes Mark, as if that’s all there is to be said on the subject.

‘We were just helping Marc out in whatever way we could,’ I retort, ‘like you said you were going to.’

‘I didn’t bloody mean for you lot to go off and form a new band with him, did I? You can have sixty quid. Eighty’s fucking ridiculous.’

I’m aware that Brix and the kittens are watching us intently. I could do without the audience. So this is his way of showing his new girlfriend who’s the boss in our band. I randomly wonder what he’s going to call the kittens…

 Goebbels, Goering and Himmler at a guess. Poor things. All they get is sour milk and abuse in this flat. 

 

*

Paul loses the sweepstake, but only just; Brix doesn’t play the Electric Ballroom but she is there. She’s also there on the European tour a couple of weeks later, during which she starts helping with the lighting. ‘This is no shit thing!’ she’ll say, taking the task very seriously indeed. ‘I am trying to get this right. I can make you guys look so much better and this guy won’t let me!’ She makes more fuss about doing the lights than the rest of us do about doing the gig. ‘You Englishmen with your stiff upper lip! Am I supposed to have a stiff upper lip like you guys?’ 

I return from near-blindness in Germany to discover I have a new part-time job. Since I’m going to be based in Manchester for the start of the summer to record our next album, my dad doesn’t hesitate in giving me a few shifts at his new pie shop in the centre of Wythenshawe. Oh yes, he’s finally had enough of the rubber factory he’s worked at for twenty years; my parents have taken the plunge and opened up Hanley’s Pies. 

‘All that money I spent on your education hasn’t gone to waste,’ he declares with great satisfaction. ‘Go and sharpen those knives! You’ll be needing them now, lad.’

He’s doubly pleased that Fall hours don’t tend to kick in till mid-afternoon so there’s easily time for me to open up the shop with him, fill the window with the early-morning bread and cake delivery, load up the pie-warmer, make the butties for the two hundred light-fingered reprobates from the approved high school across the road, serve them and the other customers, mainly patients from the psychiatric day centre around the corner, and clean out the pie-warmer. Only when it’s spotless am I granted leave to Pluto Studios. 

Built in the sixties by jangly pop outfit Herman’s Hermits, equipment-wise Pluto’s hanging on in there and decor-wise it’s on its arse. But, it’s in the centre of Manchester not London and The Clash did record ‘Bankrobber’ here, I inform Brix, hoping it will set her off. And I’m not disappointed. ‘Oh my God, really? I named myself after them you know. “The Guns of Brixton”. That’s so cool.’

Karl just happens to be testing out his drum mike. ‘Yeah,’ he growls into it in a mock American accent. ‘Your real name’s Laura, ain’t it? Laura! Laura!’

‘Karl. Please don’t call me that. As I mentioned, I am known to everyone as Brix.’

‘Laura.’ He bangs the snare.

‘Brix.’

‘Laura.’ Drum roll.

We’ve five days to get this album down. So first up there’s a few definites we’ve been playing live over the past year. It’s the best way round. Write the songs, evolve them on tour and then commit them to tape. 

There’s a main studio, a control room, and a couple of other adjacent rooms. Brix stations herself in one of them with her guitar and proceeds to beaver away.

We record ‘Garden’ and ‘Smile’, the great unremitting guitar songs, both of which Craig conjured up during the onslaught of our internal dramatics. Next, ‘Eat Y’self Fitter’, a joint effort that came together in the few weeks of rehearsals after Holland. Mark told us, ‘I’ve got a new song. I want der-de-der-de-de-der-de.’ Once we made it aggressive enough for him, he started singing a line out of a cornflake advert. 

Brix gives herself a break to come out and join in with our backing vocals overdub. It’s quite a squeeze around one microphone. There’s the briefest flicker of hesitation, barely noticeable. Then, except for Karl, the rest of us chivalrously shuffle out of the way to make welcoming space. The positioning of the microphone is quite awkward given that we tower over her, but the engineer takes his time to arrive at a height she can reach and we can bend to. 

We don our headphones and Karl attempts to snort the entire mike up one of his nostrils, much to Brix’s disgust. The track is played and Mark conducts us in from the control room, his pre-recorded lead vocals filling our ears:

Him: He was the manager!

Us: Eat y’self fitter!

Him: Up the stairs mister

Us: Eat y’self fitter!

Him for a while. We tap our feet waiting for the next refrain, listening to Mark’s tale about being thrown out of a club for being too well-dressed. Next one:

Him: Charmed to meet ya!

Us: Eat y’self fitter! 

And this time I’m sure it’s not my imagination; we might be taller but she’s definitely louder than the rest of us put together. We’re doing our usual football-chant drone, but she’s layering psychedelic inflection all over it. 

So we were all wrong. Her way in is through the studio rather than the stage. Since Mark’s work ethic requires him to take his work home, I suppose this is bound to be the natural order of things. By the time we chant the last ‘Eat y’self fitter!’ and step away from the mike, it’s clear that this LA woman – who is injecting so much enthusiasm into our miserable little band of Mancs – is going to have some sort of effect.

For ‘Neighbourhood of Infinity’, Brix retreats to her songwriting room and we’re going Fall by numbers. How are you going to write a Fall song? Simple bass line, pounding drums, scratchy guitar, blocks of cryptic lyrics. ‘Hexen Definitive/Strife Knot’, a leftover from Hex. Is the record-buying public’s appetitive for seven-minute songs with one riff ever going to be satisfied? 

But the majority of the album’s down and it’s early evening on our last day in the studio. While Paul’s overdubbing keyboards, out of curiosity, I venture into Brix’s annexe. She’s working on a guitar riff for a song she wrote with Mark when we were in Europe. ‘We thought of it in that Nuremburg hotel with the abattoir next door. Those poor cows were screaming all night long. You could hear them through the walls as they went to the slaughter. Can you put some bass to it?’ Well, hello. All these years Mark’s been so MI5 about his lyrics and what inspires them, but now Brix is here to tell the world! 

When I’ve finished silently chortling away to myself, I notice it’s actually quite a melodic riff I can easily add to and, an hour later, we’re all miked up ready to go with ‘Hotel Bloedel’. But uh-oh, Mark’s getting his violin out. Now we’re in trouble. Please God have mercy on us all and let him have practised playing it since the last time we heard it in a studio. Brix starts with her riff, plunging us into the main thrust of the song which alternates between the wasps’ nest scrape of the violin and her girly punk vocals gushing their way across the studio. Clearly this effect is intended, because Mark’s vocals sound almost honeyed in comparison. There’s a sickening lurch to the melody; just the sort of music you could happily slaughter cows to.

 

*

There’s another wedding in the band. This time it’s Mark’s turn and we’re all invited, along with his family and a couple of his mates from the pub.

Claude Bessy’s here to witness the event, the French can-do, will-do, or at least will-give-it-a-go guy we met that first time in America. 

‘Do you, Laura Elisse Salenger, take Mark Edward Smith to be your lawful wedded husband?’ It’s the quirky glamour of Beyond the Valley of the Dolls meets the gritty northern misunderstood anti-hero of Kes. 

‘I do.’ And with these two small utterances, at the age of nineteen, she’s shelving her collection of maids, cooks, chauffeurs and beach houses to rough it over here with us lot and the pair of them look well made up.

‘The ring?’ All eyes on Karl, making an effort in his crocheted beige tank top and skinny black tie. For a moment the atmosphere takes on slightly more edge than is usual at this point in the proceedings, everyone here anxious to discover if he’s managed to make it from the registry office foyer to the desk without using the loot to pay off some debt. Mark gives him a look and he hands it straight over. 

At the aptly-named Eagle and Child pub, the buffet consists of a pork pie and a pint of Holts. Each. Hanley’s Pies could have put on a better spread, if only I had a back-box for my moped. 

No time for a honeymoon because a week later it’s our turn to play Manchester’s first superclub, the Hacienda.

 






  

Glory Day
 

 

New York’s electronic-dance influence is really paying off for New Order. They’re running their own club now, the Hacienda, kind of modelled on New York clubs like the Danceteria. But, because it’s in Manchester, it’s freezing cold and water’s dripping from the ceiling. 

Marc, Craig and I have already tried our hand at promoting with our legendary Can Club. Our altruistic attitude towards paying bands fairly left us broke and, one night, when The Hamsters’ gear was nicked from the car they’d parked outside, we finished ourselves off by paying for it. But ours was just a micro version of this undertaking, completely incomparable. They had to transform a draughty old former yacht warehouse into a bright new club before they even started to get anyone through the door.

The Hacienda has light-blue walls and bad sound. Rumour has it Tony Wilson pointed to the middle of the long right-hand wall and said, ‘I want the stage there.’ So the stage went there and the bar went at the top end of the room instead of the other way around, and the resident sound guy has been learning to cope with it ever since. But, whatever he does, it’s still got all the slap-back you’d get playing in an aircraft hangar.

It’s open every night and they don’t half put some shite on; there’s bands playing on a Wednesday night who couldn’t fill it in an air-raid. But occasionally there’s a great night like The Birthday Party gig we went to back in February, which was rammed and thus warm for once. New acts are also billed. Them Smiths who supported us in London are playing. Their guitarist has press-ganged Geoff Travis into putting out their first single on Rough Trade, and the music press are going soft on them. 

Claude Bessy’s another one on the scene. He’s the ultimate networker, Claude. Shortly after he moved to London, because he’s so good at telling people what they should be thinking, Geoff Travis took him on as a freelance press officer. Then, once he caught wind of the Hacienda opening, he created the position of being a ‘VJ’ and now mixes the half-animated films shown on screens during club-nights while the music plays below. 

When we finally play the Hacienda, the place fills and it’s up-close and intimate, elbows on the stage. If the sound is bad, the audience doesn’t seem to notice or care, mesmerised as they are by nine minutes of me on bass and Mark saying ‘Tempo House’. Maybe they’re being hypnotised by the bleak lyrics. Or maybe it’s his shiny peach shirt. Claude and his mates are wandering around with hand-held cameras, filming and recording the entire set.

 

Claude has a new game plan; he wants to make a promotional video of what we’re currently doing. Naturally Brix, having parents who work in the film industry, is eager for this to come about. It’s a medium she feels particularly at home with. ‘Guys, in America, MTV is on 24 hours a day, every day. You can’t be on every show in person, so why not make a film of it instead?’ 

Rough Trade have just spent seven grand on a witchdoctor and a tree house for Aztec Camera’s ‘Oblivious’ video, and are reluctant to spend several more on whatever zany ideas their press officer might come up with once he dons his film-director hat. Claude does actually have a hat for this purpose, a large black bowler. Geoff Travis finally coughs up five hundred quid for us to spend a week making three short art-house films.

Claude loves being a film director. Clearly, out of all of his roles – singer, journalist, promoter, DJ, VJ, and press officer – it’s his role as film director he covets the most. ‘I have created ze most amazing storyboard for “Keeker Conspiracy”! We are going to be filming on location using props and special effects and guest stars. I will be giving you your scripts as soon as I have had zem photocopied.’ A resourceful man and very convincing, it’s not implausible that he might have stretched this meagre budget out to blag Maine Road football stadium and even George Best. 

‘Don’t worry! Before long, ze entire world will see for zemselves, not just hear it, but zey will see ze demise of football for ze working Englishmen. Soon, everyone will know that ze British bourgeoisie, in its infernal stupidity, are turning it into a rich person’s day out at ze races! Like American baseball!’ He pauses for further dramatic effect, his eyes desperately searching the ceiling for a more acute simile. ‘Like motor racing!’ he finishes, at last finding something fully worthy of his contempt. 

The following windy Wednesday we’re off, not to Old Trafford or Maine Road, but to the second-division glamour of Burnley’s Turf Moor where, instead of playing my bass on a podium in the centre of the pitch with George Best striking past, I have to sit in the concrete dugout with our Paul, chewing gum and pretending to manage a non-existent football match in an empty stadium while Mark sits there smoking fags and singing. The special effects must be the barbed-wire close-ups and piles of vintage football photos stacking themselves into the action. As for props… well, there is an empty beer can Mark uses as a microphone as he walks past a huge Stones Best Bitter billboard. And there are lots of shots of us reading poignant newspaper headlines.

For ‘Eat Y’self Fitter’, Claude turns up with several plastic stick-on insects, an ice bucket and three rubber masks. Since many music videos centre around people walking down the street, we begin by walking past the red-brick railway arches lining the street on the way to the Hacienda, where there’s five minutes to fill with a literal interpretation of the song’s storyline. Claude shares his big idea: ‘Using any fruit drinks and pieces of lemon from behind ze bar, ze central action will revolve around ze two drummers creating a new kind of cocktail. Zen everyone will drink it and go completely mental like a rhyzmic insect…’ Karl’s the first to smear it all over his face and soon comes into his own, earning quite a few close-ups. 

By the time we get onto ‘Wings’, even Claude’s running out of ideas as to what to do with the band. The whole thing’s shot in one of Mark’s Prestwich Holts pubs. There’s the odd snippet of us with our backs facing the camera, at the bar, then it’s just Mark at a pub table, having a pint and a fag, doing the words, and Brix sitting with him trying not to laugh. For variety, this is interspersed with close-ups of the pub’s fixtures and fittings, including an aerial shot of the pub hanging on the pub wall.

Wouldn’t it be better just to turn a recording of us playing live into black-and-white?

 

*

Now that our Paul’s passed his three A-levels and is no longer constricted by the confines of formal education, we’ll be heading off towards the end of September and playing all around Britain until virtually the end of the year. We start tour rehearsals during Brix’s mother’s first visit to the north of England. Brix comes to the rehearsal rooms waving a tape around. ‘Oh my God! My mom was cleaning the apartment and look what she found down the back of the sofa!’ She passes it to me, and what do you know? It’s only that tape Mark chucked across the room a few months ago. ‘Steve. I love this tune. Let’s play it, come on! Show me those chords.’ 

‘Just a minute,’ I say, rewinding to springtime. But the song’s so catchy it doesn’t take me long. ‘It goes D D E E A A, something.’ 

‘That’s it! Play it again, Steve.’ I do and she joins in with a jolly-sounding ‘C-R-E-E-P!’ and I start to wonder who the fuck this one’s about. But once Mark intones the rest of the lyrics, since I don’t think I’ve got black saucers at the back of my neck, I relax and begin my interruptions. It’s becoming a proper song: verse-chorus-verse-chorus-verse-chorus-break-double chorus at the end. Could even be a hit! A couple of weeks on, at the start of the tour it’s in the set, along with Brix, who plays guitar on this and ‘Fiery Jack’. 

Perhaps her work visa’s finally come through. Songs she’s working on herself, like ‘2 x 4’ and ‘God Box’, are making it onto the set list and she starts coming on stage with them. She’s also been checking out our back catalogue and resurrecting some old favourites that are easier on the ear and simple to learn like ‘Totally Wired’ and ‘English Scheme’. Before long she’s on stage for the whole gig, setting our Paul off into a constant moan: ‘How come I only got two days of practise in our shed?’ 

It’s then tunnel vision from gig to gig. One minute it’s a university hall of thousands, the next it’s a hotel function room in the Highlands. The further we go, the clearer it becomes that Mark’s finally had enough of Geoff Travis’ priorities. In Nottingham, he finds out Rough Trade are spending a fortune on promoting The Smiths’ next singles and he’s straight on the phone. Not only have they been using our PA company, they’ve also poached Grant to do their sound and now they’re taking over our record company as well. Perhaps he had a point when he accused them of nicking his name. Is there anything left of ours they haven’t had?

In Brighton, Mark’s in negotiations with Motown Records, bizarrely enough, who are thinking of starting a British subsidiary. By the time we reach Glasgow, that’s off due to our lack of any commercial potential whatsoever, but brand-new label Creation might be interested. During the soundcheck for the Royal Court gig in Liverpool we’re informed that chances are we’ll sign to the large independent label, Beggars Banquet, and once we do, after we’ve paid an outstanding tax bill, we’ll buy Paul a brand-new drum kit. 

I wonder who else is on Beggars? They’ve had that No. 1 hit by Gary Numan and Tubeway Army, ‘Are ‘Friends’ Electric?’. Hopefully this means there’s still enough money to spend on us. I ask around and discover that Billy Duffy, one of the blue-hair, black-cloak brigade from the Wythenshawe youth club scene back in the day, is also a recent signing. He’s left his no-nonsense, punkabilly band to join the goth-rock Death Cult. When I’d just started playing bass, on the walk home from the night bus he took the piss out of me and Marc Riley for not knowing what a diminished seventh chord was. ‘Well, you’re not very good guitarists, then, are you?’ he sneered. A couple of years later I saw the cheeky bastard all quiffed-up on Top of the Pops, diminishing the hell out of everything. Theatre of Hate. Fucking brilliant, but still. If the bosses at Beggars don’t decide to blow all their Gary Numan profits on promoting Billy’s Death Cult more than us, it should mean a few freebies, an end to our piecemeal shopping-list system and, best of all, no more listening to Mark complaining about Rough Trade. 

The deal goes through and it’s good enough for Mark to buy a BMW, only Brix has to drive it because he doesn’t like driving. He’s never sober enough for a start, plus he’s not into the idea of authorities like the DVLA knowing who he is and where he lives.

 

*

Friday, 25 November 1983. We’re on our way to Newcastle to appear totally live on The Tube. There’s a lot of snow on the battered North East coast, so it’s not the easiest place to reach. The motorway only gets us halfway across the country and after that it’s convoluted A-roads and snowdrifts all the way.

We’ve only been on the TV once, just twenty seconds of ‘Solicitor in Studio’ on Granada Reports before blocks of closing credits obscured us. A total of one minute’s airtime of a five-minute song, that’s all the North West saw of us. The Tube is quite a new show that’s not hemmed in by the charts and there’s no miming. Ever since it started I’ve been making sure I’m back from the weekly wage run in time to catch it at teatime and now, thanks to John Peel, we’re going to be on it ourselves. He’s been asked to appear for a Marc Bolan special and rumour has it he only agreed provided he could pick a band. And he picked us.

First it’s all about the practical. The driver, as always, is the focal point in this. For some reason, after America, Sol decided on a random change of direction, signing straight up to do a photography course. These days he spends Saturdays in his makeshift studio under the bright lights of regional shopping centres, specialising in family portraits. As a result, Gwyn, an old friend, has slipped behind the wheel.

Gwyn has a Welsh accent and looks like a cross between Lou Reed and Dr Bruce Banner out of The Incredible Hulk. An experienced driver of bands, he’s level-headed and reliable; he knows the score and gets us going early enough to ensure we’re there on time. He used to drive for Blue Orchids, the band Martin Bramah formed after he left The Fall. Karl’s still mates with Martin and since Gwyn’s well-connected in areas that are starting to increasingly matter during our busier schedules, we’re all keen for him to take over. Live in front of five hundred people in a dark club is a healthy nerve-jangler. Live in a TV studio where it’s being aired to the nation and recorded is more extreme. If I fuck up those four notes in ‘Smile’…

Unusually for us, in the afternoon we have to do a full run-through five times over for the different camera angles and where everyone has to stand etc. There’s quite a row with the stage manager: ‘We only want to use a little at the beginning of the set,’ he pleads. ‘It only floats around your feet but it makes the lights look loads better on TV.’ ‘Fuck that!’ says Mark. ‘We’re not having dry ice. We’re not fucking Meatloaf!’

The studio with its purpose-built set is tiny compared with how it looks on TV, but there are three stages and a bar room where they do the ‘laid-back’ interviews. Backstage is a kind of loosely-organised pandemonium as they try to fit everything into a live ninety-minute show, including interviews, videos, comedy and live bands.

This week the running order includes: The Style Council, Europeans, The Fall, Marc Bolan article, Paul Young interview and video, Yardbirds clip, Tom Tom Club video, Gary Crowley the antichrist, and French and Saunders out of The Comic Strip Presents. A running joke all the way through is them trying to get Paul Young to autograph a Tampax packet. Mickey Finn, bongo player out of T.Rex, is on the sofa. I’ve always loved T.Rex.

John Peel and Jools Holland are introducing us but they’re based on a podium at the other side of the studio so we don’t hear what they say; we’re just cued in by the stage manager. After the early start, the journey, the afternoon of run-throughs, the rows, the hero worship, the backstage bar, the beer, the speed and tension of live TV, I’m wound up like a steel spring. The stage manager flips the switch and I punch the music out. We do ‘Smile’ and ‘2 x 4’; straight into it, two drummers shaking the stage. The entire studio quakes. We begin to melt the rent-a-crowd brains.

Afterwards, John Peel handshakes and buys a round in the pub across the road, the Rose and Crown. Everyone involved in the programme’s here but, apart from Mickey Finn, we’re the only ones sitting at the same table as John himself. Five years the band has been recording sessions for his show and we’ve never met before today. Now here he is, buying us pints in a Newcastle boozer. He’s quite shy, but that doesn’t matter to us. Flying, we jabber his ears off about anything that comes into our heads. Compared to off-his-cake Mickey, talking about what a twat Marc Bolan was, we must seem perfectly sober.

A week later and our album Perverted By Language is released, but we’re somewhere else. Our current set has six new songs in it and we’re all competing to get new ones in. The reviewers, knowing nothing of this, are keeping us in our odd box. But, all hail! By late December, Perverted By Language goes to the top of the Indie Chart and becomes the Christmas No. 1 album.

 






  

Ballyhoo
 

 

Finally the big doors of the rock and roll world are swinging wide open and what do I do? Go in, revolve through, and head back out into the street as the new year brings the news that in September I will become a dad.

How’s that going to work? 

Concerned at how I’ll combine fatherhood with my current lifestyle, for better or worse I decide to share my concerns with Mark. ‘I never saw my dad when I was growing up,’ I tell him a little cagily.

‘Neither did I,’ he responds, computing various possible outcomes at lightning speed. ‘He was a plumber, my dad. Ten hours a day, six days a week he grafted and then he’d go straight to the pub.’

‘Mine and all.’

‘But the thing is, Steve,’ he says, settling the issue, ‘we knew they were out there, working for us, didn’t we.’ I notice by his intonation this is not a question. ‘Like real men should be doing! None of that poncy baby-pouch business.’

 

*

Having signed to Beggars Banquet, we need proper publicity photos. While we’re recording in London, they hire a professional Camden photography studio for the occasion. It’s a large, white room with nothing in it except a couple of functional metal tables on casters, sets of tall lights on wheels and rails of clothes, also on wheels. There’s a cream-coloured curtain hanging on the back wall with THE FALL printed on in angular black letters. In the same style, the band’s name has been painted onto a large cream board, currently being carted in by two anxious-looking lads probably on the government’s new youth training scheme. A skinny, bossy bloke in black pants and a polo neck stands behind the tripod, polishing his lenses. ‘Just move that fold a centimetre to the left, please,’ he instructs another lackey, this one crouched on the floor. ‘That’s gonna look shit with the board on top of it. We need to get this right…’

The rest of us are herded off to the clothes racks, which are filled with hired quality. Although there’s a stylist, Brix can’t help taking charge. ‘I thought this shirt would suit you, Steve,’ she says, pulling out a smart black one. ‘Try it on!’ Apparently she’s been in negotiations with the stylist all week, advising her what we’d all look good in. I happily pull my shirt on, as our Paul does his horizontally striped one, rolling the sleeves up immediately. The walking epitome of every youth culture currently out there, he’s also wearing a studded leather belt and bracelet, Joe Strummer wrist-wraps, regulation black jeans and Simon Le Bon boots. 

He’s been subconsciously developing this style ever since he finished his A-levels and was recruited into working at the pie shop, where sixth-form girls have been getting excited while ordering their butties from him. ‘Ohh!’ they squeal whenever it’s his shift, ‘He looks just like Simon Le Bon!’ Since getting married, Mark seems to lack the time, energy and inclination to enforce all the Commandments, so our Paul refused to shave this morning, taking advantage of this recent freedom to emulate his favourite style guru further. 

Karl also wears the mark of the drummer – the studded leather belt – but struggles a while trying to roll his silky shirt sleeves up into his armpits. There’s hardly any friction in the fabric so, no matter what he does, to his frustration those pesky sleeves persist in settling around his elbows. 

Craig’s reluctant to pull on his shiny lilac satin affair, taking the opportunity to voice his general concern. ‘They can try and do to us what they did to The Scars,’ he starts, referring to one of the few bands in the universe he deigns to acknowledge publicly. ‘They can try and polish this particular heap of old horseshit as much as they like, but I’m not interested if they dilute us like Charisma did to them! Charisma? Ha! They took it all away.’ 

Brix looks slightly lost at this comment, but the rest of us understand. He’s got a point. The Scars were brilliant early on, but once they signed to a major label they were forced to wear jumpsuits with tea towels across their shoulders while the sound was watered right down.

‘Craig,’ says Brix, ‘just put the frigging shirt on.’ Grudgingly he complies, throwing his old velvet jacket straight over the top. 

But this outburst seems to have resonated with our lead singer, who’s now eyeing up with complete contempt the frilly, white shirt the stylist is proffering. ‘I’ll look a right twat in that!’ he decides. Instead, keeping his T-shirt on, he grabs Brix’s wing-sleeved, shoulder-padded, girly leather jacket and, no matter how much she protests, sullenly insists he’s wearing it from now on. 

Once we’re all finally dressed, it’s over to the mirror wall for the completion of our look. Brix, all in white, joins us to begin her hair routine. Delving into her big, black leather handbag, she fishes out an industrial-size gold can of hairspray, specially shipped over from America. Out comes a comb and a brush and the back-combing and spraying starts in earnest. Not far behind her in the style stakes is our Paul, taking care to get his highlighted, side-parted mullet exactly right. Craig whips his trusty comb out of his back pocket and starts trying to tame his thick wiry hair, while Karl scruffs his up as much as possible. Mark walks past the mirror, pausing only briefly to give his hair a jaunty little pat. Since I haven’t got enough to back-comb or spray, I copy Mark, give it a pat and I’m good to go. 

But apparently not. In a final bid to justify her wages, the stylist positions herself between us and the backdrop, a fashion sentry determined not to let us through until blusher and eye-shadow have been applied. What the fuck? ‘You won’t even be able to tell in the photograph,’ she tries to reassure us. ‘It’ll just define your features.’ 

Once the camera’s clicking, Mark’s light-coloured trousers, being exactly the same shade as the backdrop, begin to cause no end of trouble. It’s driving the photographer mental. ‘Mark! You’re going to have to move forward. Your legs are disappearing.’

As they try to reposition him, the rest of us stand around waiting. We’ve gone from five minutes of looking disinterested on a patch of Rochdale wasteground to posing around in a thousand-quid-a-day big-shot Camden studio. 

After a few reels of us all together, the photographer takes one individual shot each of the rest of us before deciding there should be dozens of close-ups of just Mark and Brix, the ultimate glamour couple. They pose like a new wave Dollar, giving it moody cheekbones and heavy eyelids. Surprising how naturally Mark is slipping into this new role. As the camera clicks away, I take this as my cue and have a quiet word with the stylist about buying the shirt they’ve lent me. ‘Sure you can,’ she replies. ‘Fifty quid and it’s all yours.’ Fifty quid? That’s more than a week’s wages. I don’t want it that much.

 

We’re recording in the promised land of Focus Studios, where there’s a new producer in the control room. Beggars believe that poor production has been holding us back, so they’ve evoked this guy who’s standing at the mixing desk in a floor-length purple robe.

Brix tells us all there is to know about him. ‘John’s worked with Magazine!’ she exclaims. Magazine? Clean sounding. ‘So spiritual, you guys. He’s just come back from his spiritual health club. He’s worked with XTC.’ Quirky. ‘He’s a Bhagwan.’ A what? ‘That’s a commune in the States. He’s worked with Simple Minds!’ Epic. ‘He’s so laid back he meditates, y’know. Wait and see. He’s gonna be so good for Mark.’ Good luck with that. I can just imagine Mark doing yoga up a banyan tree in preparation for a recording session.

With his bushy hair, bushy eyebrows, wide nose and bright eyes, John Leckie descends the staircase from the control room like Joseph in a technicolour dreamcoat that’s run in the wash. Sitar music follows him into the studio, sounding like it’s being played back to front. He opens his arms in greeting, palms to the ceiling, and smiles. It’s like the sun’s constantly rising behind him, filling the room with an inexplicable feeling of well-being. Godspell encapsulated. 

Clearly keen to get straight down to the business of performing technical miracles, a meagre round of introductions is followed by the first chapter of his instructions. ‘I want to capture the energy of the band playing live, but with a cleaner sound than you’re used to.’ He begins to describe how he wants us to set up. Quietly spoken, his voice a sacred whisper, he is so much harder to ignore than someone shouting. ‘The two drum kits need to be next to each other, with a soundproof board between them, though eye contact should be maintained…’ He spends most of the first day perfecting the sound of the two drum kits. When he’s ready, disciple-like, we re-create a live set-up; Craig claiming a corner at the back to himself, Brix positioning herself at the front next to Mark with her own mike just at the right height, myself slightly further to the left than I would be on stage so my bass doesn’t spill over. As we do so, a strange sensation, one I have never before experienced in this job, begins to settle over me. I realise, once I’m ready, it is a feeling of utter calm. 

Over the next few days we record ‘Oh! Brother’, ‘C.R.E.E.P.’, ‘Pat-Trip Dispenser’ and Brix’s ‘God Box’. Producers in the past have simply captured whatever we were doing, but John, in his infinite wisdom, makes suggestions about the arrangements themselves in such an unobtrusive manner it’s impossible not to engage with his ideas. Determined not to dilute his art, Craig puts plenty of strange sounds into it, thus continuing to fly the weird banner high and proud, leaving Brix at the front to do the simple chords and the simple riffs. Before long, John’s suggestions become part of the structure and our music begins to develop another layer. 

 

Signing to a new label and the advance – whatever it was – that came with it, means we don’t have to keep touring as much. I imagine that’s why, for the last few months, apart from a two-week stint in Germany during which Craig met a girl who wasn’t put off by his initial conversational gambits, gig-wise it’s mainly been thousand-plus venues and a handful of what must be well-paying festivals. Like the sunny happy hippy good-natured Elephant Fayre in Cornwall. 

And like Greater London Council’s dark-vibe crust fest in Brixton where, for the entirety of our set, impatient New Model Army fans pelted us with flattened, empty beer cans. As soon as we reached the end of our allotted time-slot, the band’s crew switched our electrics off mid-song. One minute I was belting through ‘Lay Of The Land’, the next there was a howl of feedback and everything went silent. All I could hear was hollow drums and the crowd chanting ‘Getting the bastards!’ while they launched even more missiles. Come on! How do you keep a Fall set down to exactly twenty minutes? This was supposed to be a benefit gig for the threatened Labour council, but it was free to get in and must have cost a fortune to stage. If Thatcher realised how many lorry-loads of backstage beers she’d funded, she’d probably shut them down faster than she was planning to anyway. Even some of the publicity they were hoping for was foiled when Mark refused to have his photo taken with GLC leader Ken Livingstone. 

Sporadic physical danger aside, this lighter gig schedule is suiting me and my shifting priorities. Since the watershed conversation with Mark regarding fatherhood, everyone in the band has been asking the usual questions about how things are going and I say they’re fine and then we write another song. Having a baby isn’t really in anyone else’s remit, and why should it be? 

Brix and Mark, high on the creative energy they’ve found together, revolve their home life around an intoxicating non-stop songwriting session in search of the holy grail of chartdom. And when they’re not at home, more often than not they seem to be in London ‘on business’. Now they’ve got a few quid I suspect that Brix simply prefers swanning around the capital, staying in semi-decent hotels and sampling the nightlife there to hanging around Mark’s damp cat-home and drinking warm halves of Holts in the local old-man pubs of Prestwich. Who can blame her?

One day Mark asks me if I’ll help him negotiate with Marc Riley on the release of a compilation album of old Fall material. He doesn’t want to go on his own, possibly because he thinks he might get punched again. In any case, I’m forced into the role of very reluctant go-between. I haven’t seen much of Marc, apart from the occasional family do but, after a couple of difficult phone calls, we gain access to his quarters. The curtains are drawn, the room almost pitch black. ‘We’ll just have to wear our business hats,’ says Mark, shifting uncomfortably on the edge of his seat as a fearsome tarantula to his left darts across its tank in his direction, putting its feelers out. ‘Look. All I need’s a signature.’ He fishes a crumpled contract out of his carrier bag. ‘You’ll get paid,’ he says as a hungry-looking python in the wall-sized tank barely a yard to his right slithers towards him. 

‘He needs feeding,’ observes Marc blithely. ‘I’ll have to get him out.’

Since a mate of Karl’s started cheffing at the Hacienda, Karl’s managed to procure a VIP pass, entitling him to free entry, free food and God knows what else. But a visit to his flat is quite a clue. His walls are already painted exactly the same shades of blue, yellow and black as the Hacienda, and there’s a pair of huge speakers screwed to his walls. Factory bosses have made him a judge on the Battle of the Bands panel just so he can fix it for the latest Factory Records signing to win. Having virtually moved in, he’s pumping his minor celebrity status to the max. He’s there every morning for his free breakfast, he’s there in the evening getting free drinks for judging the competition, he’s there for the lock-in, collecting his back-handers, leaving him with enough funds to party the rest of the time.

Craig’s back to Germany at every given opportunity to see his girlfriend. He writes more songs than I do, so when the quarterly radio royalties come through, off he goes to the travel agent to buy another flight and off I go to Mothercare, shopping for a pram and a cot, changing mats, bibs, baby-grows, bottles, sterilisers, a bag for carrying it all around in and thousands of other things I never knew I needed. In between, there’s extra shifts at the pie shop, which, cash-in-hand at a tenner a day, are becoming increasingly welcome.

During one of Craig’s occasional swaggers back to Manchester, Mark mentions that a ballet-dancer bloke has asked his permission to use some of our music in one of his shows. ‘Took me by surprise as well,’ he tells us. ‘But who’s to say it won’t work? People must be getting piss bored of Swan Lake by now.’ 

Curiosity getting the better of us, Craig, Paul and I head to the Royal Northern College of Music theatre to see this Michael Clark Company live show for ourselves. Ballet dancing to The Fall?

 Craig, under the powerful influence of new love’s first flush, forces himself away from his latest Brecht anthology to flick through the programme before the show. Currently embracing all things German, he polishes off a bratwurst before educating us half-wits on Laibach, another band whose music is also being used in the show, along with a couple of songs by Wire. ‘They’re quite industrial, Laibach,’ he informs us knowledgably. ‘It’s like a kind of organised noise that builds into something more melodic…’ 

‘Are they your new favourite German band, Craig?’ I quip, enjoying the opportunity to rip into him, but having attained a higher level of existence he doesn’t seem bothered.

‘They’re actually from Yugoslavia, not Germany. They’re inverting all that Nazi symbolism in a call for an independent state.’ Oh, excuse me. Ich musst bin ein dummkopf.

The place quietly fills up with a mixture of arty ballet fans and quite a few Manchester faces: journalists, photographers, people in the know. I wonder if they were aware that one of the troupe was going to dance with a huge plaster of Paris penis? ‘There you go,’ says Craig, in full-thrust Guardian art-critic mode. ‘They’re challenging traditional gender demarcation, like the Virgin Prunes. But through the medium of dance.’

It’s shock tactics, but aren’t they surplus to requirements? What they’re wearing and the fact they’re ballet dancing to non-classical music is shocking enough. More to the point, they’re interpreting music we’ve written. ‘Spectre vs Rector’: one of the most awkwardly-paced songs we’ve ever done. Classical moves by dancers wearing cone-breasted royal-blue leotards with the arses cut out. This is pulling The Fall further away from the ordinary. Can’t be easy doing ballet in six-inch silver platforms to ‘New Puritan’. It’s the antithesis of classical, yet these people are making it look like The Fall might as well be Tchaikovsky.

 

*

‘Oh! Brother’ is the first release for Beggars Banquet, with ‘God Box’ as the B-side but, despite John Leckie’s magical production, it doesn’t reach the Top 40. Apart from Brix, no one’s really expecting it to. But it does generate a lot of press, wins Single of the Week and reaches the top of the Indie Chart. Our faith in John intensified, at the beginning of August we’re back in Focus Studios recording the rest of the next album. 

Two weeks for twelve songs, starting with Brix’s. ‘Those two songs you’ve got,’ remarks Paul, somewhat snidely, ‘did you realise, one’s “Egyptian Reggae” by Jonathan Richman, and as for “Elves”, that’s just “I Wanna Be Your Dog”.’ 

‘Really?’ She’s incredulous. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard those songs.’

‘Really?’ counters Paul. ‘I can’t believe you’ve been living with Mark for a year and a half and you haven’t heard any Iggy Pop.’ Brix ignores him, absorbed as she is in intently tuning her new Rickenbacker, while the rest of us have a happy little bitch, working out between us how we’re going to disguise the borrowed riffs. 

Towards the end of the first week, Gavin Friday from Virgin Prunes, possibly the only band in the world that everybody in The Fall loves, comes in to do some guest vocals. This is a band that is radically different for every performance. Theatrical, dramatic, eerie, provocative, volatile, extremely bizarre, they are the only blokes I’ve ever seen who can wear big frilly skirts and still look well hard. 

 Musically, there’s undercurrents of Nick
Cave, but replace the morose haunting with a wry sense of humour and upbeat pace. Everyone looks barmy. The guitarist stands there gnome-like, moving the least amount possible in order to play the guitar, a style I suspect Craig is secretly influenced by. As an act they cover the spectrum of art, love and humanity in all its seedy glory in one forty-five-minute show. And we had the balls to go on after them. 

They supported us quite often when we were all signed to Rough Trade, and since then Gavin and Mark have kept in touch by writing letters. Gavin’s also held the top spot of Mark’s postcard list, followed by Claude Bessy, a guy called Terri Hooley who owns a Belfast record company, the landlord of The Foresters, Mark’s mum, NME journalists at Christmas and a little girl in Salford he met a couple of years ago crying in the street because she’d lost her teddy bear. Mark couldn’t handle the tears so he told her that the bear must have gone on a world tour, took her address in case their paths crossed and ever since he’s been sending her a postcard from Mark Edward Bear every time we go somewhere new. Greetings from Vienna!

Mark wants Gavin to breathe new life into ‘Copped It’, an old song The Fall were doing before I joined. Setting up takes longer than usual with all the catching up we’ve got to do. ‘So how’s your old mate Bono?’ asks Craig, doing a fair job of disguising the sarcasm which has riddled him since birth. Only an expert in Craigness could detect it today. ‘I bet your guitarist Dik wishes he’d stayed with U2.’

Quite rightly, Gavin won’t have a bad word said against his childhood friends who, these days, happen to be hitting the top of the album charts. Everyone who is now in Virgin Prunes and U2 used to hang around together, making art and music. Both bands’ guitarists are brothers, the U2 one was named ‘The Edge’ by the rest of the gang. As teenagers, they all frequented The Lipton Village, an imaginary place where they escaped the boredom of day-to-day Dublin life. A bit like me and Marc Riley in The Yew Tree. Except you wouldn’t make The Yew Tree up. Those boys should try Wythenshawe…

‘You know how it is, Craig,’ says Gavin in his soft Irish lilt. ‘You’re in the band you’re in and it’s fantastic U2 are doing so well for themselves. Maybe God’s decided the world should have music and he’s been handing out pockets of it, to Ireland as well.’ 

While Gavin and Mark shuffle through lyrics sheets (‘Just sing “hey hey hey” and ad lib,’ advises Mark) I surreptitiously draw Paul’s attention to Gavin’s very straight three-piece pinstripe suit, chin stubble instead of face paint and perfectly normal Brylcreemed, slicked-back hair. What’s happened to the flowery dresses we’re used to seeing him in? For local gigs the whole band used to stay over at ours. Being Irish they got on great with our parents, even though the first time my dad met them he was on his way in from a night shift and wasn’t expecting to find his living room floor covered in a bunch of brick-shit-house blokes wearing dresses, mascara and Doc Martens. He still made them all a brew, though. 

Gavin’s singing voice couldn’t be more different from the quiet intellectualism of his conversation. He litters the song with a large variety of ‘hey’s, ranging from movingly deep to a kind of rabid vaudeville howl. After the song is done, it’s so good he stays for the rest of the day to accompany us on ‘Stephen’s Song’ as well. Over a nice cup of tea between takes, he explains his recent clothing choice: ‘Well, Stephen. That kinda thing’s good when it’s a new thing people aren’t expecting. But then, after a while, it becomes a cliché and defeats its own object. If it’s more surprising for me to be wearing pants, then that’s what I’ll prefer to do.’ 

I’m just loving making satisfying music like this. Everyone’s contributing, we’ve all got something different to bring and, under the spell of John’s guidance, it’s sounding like there’s so much more to each song.

Being based in one place, only a couple of hours’ train ride from home, is handy for me. By the second weekend I’ve got all my bass lines down so, with only two overdub days to go for other sounds, there’s no real need for me to stay. I opt, uncharacteristically, to head home early and arrive back at the flat in Whalley
Range late on Friday night.

 

Saturday morning and I just can’t wake up. Heather keeps nudging me. I’m aware of it but I’m paralysed.

‘Call a cab,’ she says.

‘Just a minute.’

‘Wake up.’

‘It’s okay. Just ring one. The studio’s got an account.’

‘I’m going into labour.’

‘Maybe it’s last night’s curry…’

‘Steve! It’s not bloody indigestion. Call a cab now.’ 

An hour later I’m at her bedside in the hospital, painfully aware labour has in fact begun, for no apparent reason, six weeks before the due date. For the next twenty-four hours they do everything they can to try and stop it, but nothing works, so it’s looking like this is it. 

Life becomes an infinite procession of elongated minutes, each of which is timed, monitored and thrown at me while I’m wishing there was more I could do than just stand around like a lemon, agreeing with and elaborating on any insults hurled in my direction. ‘Yes, you’re right. I am a bastard. An absolute fucking selfish bastard.’ I’m not sure how long we’re there for but during Heather’s labour a fair number of pregnant women are wheeled past, giving birth to twins, triplets, sextuplets. We go through so many midwife shifts one of them comes back tanned after a week in Majorca. ‘Are you still here? Shouldn’t be too long now.’ Finally, the kid of the first woman who was wheeled past starts applying for university places and our child is born. 

Of course I was expecting him to be small, but he is in fact impossibly tiny with a shock of red hair. His eyes don’t open; he’s weighed straight away and he’s only five pounds. He’s struggling to breathe. They clamp a mask onto his face: ‘He’s going to need a little help…’ Heather only holds him for a minute before it becomes clear the oxygen isn’t going in. ‘We’re just going to take him up to Special Care,’ says the midwife, making this sound like normal procedure for premature babies. 

 Out of the maternity ward, across the hallway, where my mam and dad are waiting. ‘It’s a boy,’ I tell my mother as we run past. ‘We’re just going to Special Care.’

‘What? Drink this pint of milk! Eat this cheese butty!’

Up in the lift. Down the corridor. Into the incubator room. Next he’s getting hooked up to wall of bleeping machines while still wearing the oxygen mask. 

We strain to see past the team of doctors and nurses. It’s a new thing for my dad, this. Back when we were all born, dads used to wait in the pub, I note with a twinge of envy. They didn’t see the baby till a couple of days later. He’s never seen such a tiny person. None of us have. 

We are petrified with worry, but eventually the incubator does whatever it’s meant to be doing and breathing regulates. My mum stays where she is, demanding tea. Pouncing on the excuse for a momentary change of scene, my dad and I make a lunge for the exit and the tea machine but he gets there first so I head up to Heather’s ward to check she’s okay and to let her know things are settling down. 

I return to be told the baby’s jaundiced. I don’t even know what this technically means, but he does look very yellow. It isn’t normal so soon after birth, it’s down to him being so early. Now we’re going to have to change hospitals to a more intense special-care unit. Minutes later, Heather’s in the ambulance with our baby in a portable incubator and a team of doctors. I’m hot on their tail on my moped. My mum, dad and brothers in a taxi behind us. We all pile into the next hospital, thankfully only a couple of miles up the road, and watch in anguish as the hooking-up to yet more machines commences.

Marc Riley’s sister happens to be a nurse on this ward and it’s a relief to see a familiar face. The nurses speak in assuring tones. They make it feel like all this is normal. Like it’s just procedure. I don’t know any different so that’s what I’ll believe. 

Hours pass, then perhaps a day. Things begin to stabilise; the sense of emergency has been replaced by an uneasy calm, but I’m still not allowed to pick my boy up and hold him. I settle instead on taking some proud-dad photos, noticing even through the viewfinder that the Pink Panther we bought on the last Mothercare trip is taking up more of the shot than he is. 

However, after such a long stint of staying awake from natural causes, there’s still a baby’s head to wet. Once safely in the pub with my brother-in-law, I call the hotel in London where Mark and Brix are staying to let them know what’s happened. A day or two later a card arrives with a cheque for two hundred pounds. Inside Brix has written: ‘Hi Steve. I hope everything’s alright. We’d come and see you but after all that time in the studio we’re just too tired. Congratulations!’

Once Heather is well enough to join me, there’s nothing more we can do except be at the incubator-side as much of the time as possible, shuttling from the hospital to the flat for a sleep-snatch and back again. The yellow starts to fade and we begin to choose names. Quite why we settle on Paul when there already is one in the family I’m not sure, but I’ve always liked the name. Solid and strong. The doctors are still worried there might be other things wrong with him, but he’s gaining weight and at last they deem him well enough to leave the incubator. The following day we are allowed to take him out for an hour around the park. The next day it’s a whole afternoon, then they say we can take him home, but we’ve got to keep coming back for regular check-ups.

Sitting at home with a brand-new baby along with a heap of medication that needs administering day and night, without the safety harness of hospital, is not only frightening but also exhausting. Little Paul screams his way through the night, pausing only whilst in motion. He doesn’t seem to care what form the motion takes, just as long as someone is always moving him in some way. He’s not bothered if he’s being held over a shoulder and walked around, popped into a pram and wheeled around, or put in his cot and rocked from side to side. Repetitive motion is the key factor because if it stops for a split second, he becomes a malfunctioning human buzz-wire, the tiniest pause tripping him into screaming his head off until the next round of motion takes effect. While pacing miles of living room circuits, I become the coyote trying to catch the roadrunner, forever designing new contraptions to reach my end: an elongated treadmill that can be adapted to fit all the way around the room, with push-buttons for various speeds; a cot that rocks itself; a constant minor earthquake. 

This new way of living is only interrupted during the day with concerned visits from family members and check-ups at the doctor’s or at the hospital. Little Paul has been home about a week, though with the days and nights bleeding into each other and the minutes stretching into hours like pieces of torture apparatus, it’s hard to be sure exactly how long has passed.

One day the phone rings and it’s Mark informing me the van will be round at 10am tomorrow to pick me up for the Janice Long session we’re doing. As far as he’s concerned, I’ve had a month off and it’s time to get back to work. Next Thursday there’s a one-off gig in Hamburg. A week on Saturday we’re playing some festival in Rotterdam. And a week after that we’re on the Saturday live session, something we’ve never done before since it’s broadcast as it’s played. There’ll be chat in between as well. 

I etch these dates and times into the calendar, where, mirage-like, they hover until I reach them and enter into worlds where babies could never exist. By the time the van is due to pick me up from the flat, I’m counting down the minutes before I can legitimately go and get a break. 

It’s only when I’m going back up the stairs after a messed-up weekend at a Dutch festival to the sound of crying that guilt begins to edge its way back in. But Heather’s had it two days solid and she’s desperate for a kip so when I open the door, regardless of what I might have been through, it’s a case of ‘Here you go’ as I’m handed the writhing baby bundle. 

Karl, unwilling and unable to reassimilate into the real world after our Dutch jaunt, comes round to carry on the party and is clearly put out by my new responsibilities. A few wails from Paul, coupled with an imminent nappy change, is enough to send him searching elsewhere to find a willing playmate for Mongo. ‘Here y’are,’ he growls on his way out. ‘I suppose you’ll be needing some of this to keep you going.’ How uncharacteristic of him to share! I’m thinking it must be his baby-warming present to me, but then he charges me a fiver. It’s not until he’s left that I discover the bastard’s gone and sold me a wrap of salt. 

 






  

The Troubles
 

 

Our new album is released at the beginning of October and guess what it’s called? The Wonderful and Frightening World of The Fall. We’ll be spending most of the month on tour around the UK promoting it. How’s that going to work? Heather’s always been used to me being away, she knows what’s involved and how the downtime is spent. Even after that last American tour, she still came to some of the British dates, occasionally helping out with sound and live production.

I think back to the flippant chat I had with Mark about men going out and earning. A conversation between two guys who didn’t have a clue what they were talking about. We were like two schoolboys rewriting our own rule book. Yes, I’m going out earning a living of sorts, but if I was back at five in the afternoon, instead of helping myself to as much of our recently-enhanced rider as possible, I’d be home to help out. For the next two weeks that’ll be me, wading through vats of champagne and wine, as well as the usual crates of lager. Well, we all have to make sacrifices. Heather will be stuck in the flat for days on end, staving off post-natal depression with only occasional visits from my mother to break up the monotony. 

The tour starts with a long weekend in Ireland. Border officials are pretty lax on these ferries so the band’s well-stocked. We reach Dublin on the Thursday evening, then wake to a news bulletin about a bomb going off in the Brighton hotel where Margaret Thatcher and the rest of the Conservative Party are having a conference. As we gather in the hotel reception, the TV screen on the desk informs us floors have fallen through and she’s lucky to be alive. Survivors are being carried out and MPs are dragging deckchairs off the beach to use as makeshift stretchers. On the way to the soundcheck the van radio announces, surprise surprise, it was the IRA, and since they missed their target this time, they’re going to keep trying. Rather dramatically, the reporter likens this attempt on the Government to Guy Fawkes’s bomb plot back in the sixteen-hundreds. ‘Oh my God!’ says Brix. ‘This is really bad news. We might get killed ourselves! What are we doing here? Everyone knows Northern Ireland equals guns equals bombs equals death. I didn’t join The Fall for this!’

Of course the rest of us don’t quite see it the same way. This kind of thing’s been happening for years. Not so long ago, Harrods was bombed, and now it’s a hotel in Brighton. Perhaps we’re all just a little immune to the troubles in Ireland, being so used to them. I tell Brix not to worry. All Ireland wants is for Britain to give the rest of Ireland back to the Irish. Hijacking a non-chart-topping band from Manchester’s hardly going to help them achieve that, is it?

Once at the club, as always, everything has to be about the gig. And, tonight for me, it’s also all about who’s coming to the gig. This evening we’re playing at a place called the TV Club, a converted dance hall which used to be owned by This is Your Life presenter Eamonn Andrews; coincidentally the place our mam and dad had their first date. Several years later I was born and now, since our mam was one of sixteen, many of whom have enjoyed an equally industrial level of reproduction, we’ve a lot of relatives to accommodate. 

A couple of years ago when we were playing small clubs like McGonagle’s, no one was interested. But now we’re playing a main mid-size venue, the family tree’s suddenly sprouted a few more branches. Ever since this tour was booked, people have been ringing through to the main family switchboard that is my mother to secure themselves a place on the guestlist.

Everyone seems to think that as a band member you have a divine right to put people on the guestlist, but understandably club owners want to make as much money out of it as they can. Depending on the size of the venue and how busy they think it’ll be, trying to accommodate numbers like these can involve a convoluted series of skilled negotiations. In this case it’s taking me a good half-hour to make sense of all the names in the rushed notes I took during my mother’s last briefing. ‘And don’t forget to invite Young Rita and Young Liam,’ were her firm instructions. ‘Y’know, Rita and Liam’s eldest.’ There’s a thing about the Irish, there’s so many of us we have to recycle our names. Rita and Liam have had about thirteen kids last count. Let’s hope they don’t all want to come. ‘She says you can all go round there for a decent Sunday dinner on your way back. She’s getting Craig some salad to go with his potatoes so he needn’t worry about being a vegetarian. Sylvia’s Shane. You remember. We stayed with them that time… He likes that Bob Dylan. He’ll come and see you play as well…’ Looks like we might be on for a sell-out. Not wanting to risk provoking my mam’s wrath in the event of failure by missing anyone out, since I’m still negotiating when the club’s about to open, I decide to simplify the matter somewhat by telling the guy, ‘Look, can’t we just put McGee plus twenty and O’Rourke plus twenty?’ 

It’s a chaotic night, what with quite a few other bands on before us and a mass family reunion backstage after the show. It must be new to this young contingency of relatives, our kind of music. Most of them being fairly straight chart-type people, I doubt they really understand what we’re about, but they’re not the kind to miss an opportunity of taking the piss out of a Hanley. ‘That lead singer of yours. I couldn’t understand a word he sang! What was he going on about? If he’s no bulbs, why can’t he just go and buy them? Perhaps he needs a good electrician? Our Eamonn’s just moved to Manchester and he’s an electrician. I’ll get him to go round.’ But within this mild confusion is an underlying sense of jubilance that Paul and I have clearly made it in some vague way. Which in itself is a definite, if untraditional, cause for celebration which the rider, gargantuan though it is, does not survive long. 

Hangovers haven’t even begun to kick in the following morning as we gather ourselves together in the hotel reception to discover that, since we last saw her, a very pale Brix has worked herself up into a right old state, wanting to cancel tonight’s Belfast date altogether. Having seen the morning news, she’s convinced Britain will retaliate, and she’s somehow going to get caught in the crossfire, especially if she exposes herself on stage at the Queen’s own University in Belfast. The rest of us think this is hilarious, but no matter how much we try to reassure her that Britain, not being the US, won’t react by dropping a bomb on Belfast the next day, especially since they own it, she takes a lot of convincing. It’s only when I point out that on a logical level it would make more sense for the English to bomb Dublin than Belfast that she finally braves the van. 

It’s a nervy journey to the border and Mark’s hardly in a position to try and calm her down. According to Marc Riley, who was on The Fall’s only other visit to Belfast before Craig and I joined, he was pretty nervous back then. In light of yesterday’s events, being a very English Smith, I guess he’s even more nervous today. We begin to experience the manifestation of Mark’s anxiety a good half-hour before the border itself, which is when he starts barking instructions at us all to ensure we pass through without any bother. ‘Sit up straight. Tidy up the van. Pick up them newspapers. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves! Stack that gear straight. Why the fuck haven’t you shaved? Stop chewing that gum. Where’s your passports? Christ, you would have an Irish one. That’s bound to arouse suspicion! Stop grinning. Don’t breathe so hard. And stop staring out of the window.’ By heck, it’s all the current Commandments and some. No human movement permitted, it is as if we are being transformed into a family of shop mannequins. All of this hardly does anything to help poor Brix. By the time we hit the border her nerves are shot to pieces.

We are now in the presence of the black-uniformed Garda, the Southern Irish well-armed police who are suddenly lining the road. At gunpoint, they make us drive down it very slowly while they check us and our vehicle. According to family folklore, because there’s a British tax system in Northern Ireland and an Irish tax system everywhere else, the border itself is a hot-house of evasion, with people smuggling all manner of items one way or another. Booze, fags, cars, fuel. If it’s cheaper in Southern Ireland they smuggle it into Belfast and vice versa. In order to claim farming subsidies, farmers have even been known to smuggle flocks of sheep. And the Garda are like the mafia, aiming to control all this, as well as aiming to stop terrorists from smuggling guns, drugs and other terrorists back and forth. 

We sit silently in the van, trying to look as innocent as possible. With all these uniforms and machine guns around, it’s easy to feel guilty about something. Anything. Especially Karl, who must feel extra guilty given the amount of explosives he generally owns. I pray he hasn’t stashed a stray emergency rocket in the bottom of his kitbag. 

The fearsome Garda check us out, extra vigilant today of all days, but they don’t stop us to search the vehicle. Instead, they give our documents a thorough going-over at the preliminary checkpoint. Despite the apprehension, or maybe because of it, I am compelled to let out a nervous laugh when Mark lays on his overcompensatory, extra polite ‘Yessir, no-sir, thank-you-very-much-sir’ routine. Being the kind of bloke who always comes across as having just had six pints at lunchtime, in situations like these it is the only way he can try to disguise it. I manage to stifle my laughter when the process is repeated extra fervently at the border itself, after which the road is lined with British soldiers in camouflage gear. 

The rest of the journey is a corridor of checkpoints. By the time we reach Belfast an hour or so further on, Brix is so terrified that, once safely in the hotel, she refuses to leave. The thing is, ever since that can-pelting GLC festival in the summer, it’s fair to say Brix has always been dying of something. She’s started asking for foam shields to put on her mike so she doesn’t get electrocuted. At a leisure centre gig in Milton Keynes, she happened to drink out of a glass with a chip in it and immediately convinced herself she’d swallowed the chip. ‘Steve! What happens when you swallow glass? Can it kill you? Will I be okay?’ It took me a while to convince her that, provided it hadn’t done any damage on the way down, her stomach acid would have no trouble dissolving any small glass particles. ‘You’ve seen what Karl’s stomach can digest,’ I reminded her. ‘He gargles razor blades and it’s never done him any harm.’ Ever since, glasses backstage have had to be shrink-wrapped.

Now we’re waiting in reception to head to the soundcheck and eventually Mark appears without her. ‘Brix is coming down with a really bad migraine,’ he informs us, ‘and she’s not up to doing the gig.’ Yeah, right. More likely she’s climbed into the hotel minibar fridge to survive any forthcoming explosions, as no doubt Mark will have been considerate enough to empty it for her first. 

Faithful to our cause, despite the life-threatening risks, the rest of us fearlessly head out into the very heart of the troubles after Mark rings ahead to demand six extra security personnel on the dressing-room door. On a musical level, we can get by without Brix by cutting a couple of songs out of the set list and reverting to our men-only line-up. After the show, Mark gets us out of there and back to the hotel as quickly as he can. ‘Don’t drink that champagne,’ he says, ‘I’ve got to take it back for Brix.’ I thought she had a migraine. Either that’s a cover, or the champers is really for him…

In the morning, Paul and I are woken by an insistent knocking. ‘Wake up, you guys! Let’s get outta this fucking city!’ 

‘Feeling better, Brix?’ 

Judging by her efficiency in rounding us all up at the crack of dawn, I’m guessing she is, but maybe not for long because, even working as a cohesive team, no one can peel Karl out of bed. He delays proceedings by at least an hour until Brix is so worked up she breaks her golden rule of never going onto the same floor as his room to actually steam right in there to throw a non-chipped glass of ice-cold water over him. Clearly finding some release in the experience, she starts getting into it and doesn’t stop at just the one. Shrink-wrapped glass after shrink-wrapped glass is thrown until he is drenched into grumpy consciousness and dragged into the van. 

As a result, we return to Dublin by early afternoon, a good few hours before our ferry is due to leave. Not a problem since we are so well connected in this city! A quick call to our old friend Gavin Friday results in us being directed to a perfect pub in an obscure part of town only a local would know about, where soon Gavin himself is joining us for a few pints of Guinness. The dilemma of it. An afternoon session with Gavin Friday versus Sunday dinner with fourteen relatives and four twitchy band members trying to make appropriate conversation…

It’s a cold October day and it’s pissing it down, just the weather for whiling away the afternoon. We deserve it after what we’ve been through. Even Brix is able to relax, knowing we are only a ten-minute drive from the ferry port and true safety. For me, it’s time to make the most of my time off before I’m back to domestic bliss as the prodigal father, so I get on with making sure I don’t waste a precious second.

Our driver for this particular trip, Henry, Karl’s Hacienda chef mate, has thought on and taken the van to a parking space near the ferry port before joining us by taxi. A deep part of me is aware that I need to keep an eye on the time otherwise we might miss the boat. I make sure we say our farewells and reach the port with half an hour to spare, but it transpires that today’s not been enough for Mark. He won’t wait with the rest of us to check-in for the ferry and it doesn’t take much for him to persuade Henry to go for another pint instead of standing in the boring queue. ‘It’s not going to take that long!’ I point out, assessing the situation rationally from the vantage point my height provides. But, by the time I’ve turned round, they’ve both disappeared and I begin to fear the worst. Such untimely absconding has often happened in flight check-in queues, but I have a feeling ferries don’t give a damn if you’re on board or not. 

Once we’re at the front, they’re nowhere to be seen. Our group ticket means that we can’t check-in without them and, since in this part of the world there is a pub at almost every footfall, there is little point in searching for them now. It’d be just my luck to go in one pub at the same time as he’s leaving another and then he’d be having a go at me for not being where I’m supposed to be, instead of the other way around.

As we wait by the check-in point, forced to let all the other passengers past, thoughts of home inevitably wade into my head as I realise it must have been quite a while since I’ve been near a phone box with enough time to spare for a proper call.

When Mark finally turns up, the barrier’s about to close and I’m blazing.

‘We’ve missed the ferry you fucking dick!’

‘Don’t call me a dick.’

‘It’s alright for you. You’ve never lived more than two streets away from your mum!’

‘Stop complaining,’ he says, a trace of guilt wavering his voice. ‘The boat hasn’t even gone yet. We can still make it.’

The last people to check-in, we drive through to the concrete slope of the embarkation point just in time to see the boat’s Irish flag sailing away from shore. I can’t believe this. Surely if they’ve let us through the barrier they’d make sure we got on the boat? But no! It’s definitely left. I get out of the van, prepared to jump. ‘We could jump that!’ I tell the others, visions of Heather and the baby swimming before me in the murky Irish waters.

‘Don’t be mental! That thing’s ten feet away and moving fast. You’ll never make it!’ says Mark. It’s alright for him. Doesn’t really matter when he gets back. His wife’s with him, he’s no kids, and his mam and his sisters look after his cats no matter how long he’s away for.

They physically restrain me from throwing myself after the boat that I could only realistically reach in an Iron Man suit. It takes the entire band to stop me. A small Irish docker intervenes. ‘Do you need to get back now, do you, lad?’ he asks, noting the obvious. ‘Dere’s another boat from Dún Laoghaire. If you hurry up now, you’ll catch it no bother. You’ll have to be quick, mind!’

‘Come on!’ I shout, glad for once Henry’s never had any qualms about driving while under the influence. As he reverses the van back up the slope, I remember the time he reversed me virtually all the way home from the Hacienda one night. Since nobody knows the way to the other port, we flag down a taxi to lead the way and for us to follow it. I’m not taking any chances so I get in the cab, telling the driver there’ll be an extra fiver in it if we get to the ferry in time.

Taxi drivers the world over must spend most of their careers waiting for an opportunity like this; it is generally the closest they’ll get to a full-blown movie-style car chase; thus we race to the other side of the city, past the pub we’ve spent the afternoon in, past The TV Club, past the phone box where it all started to go pear-shaped earlier in the day with the call to Gavin. Don’t get me wrong, it was a great afternoon, but now look where it’s got us: stopping at every red light on the way to the other ferry port where we’ll have to get new tickets before we can even try to board the boat.

Our driver screeches to a halt outside the port entrance. Mark has to pay the fare plus the extra fiver, and just as he starts to complain about this, the taxi moves off, managing to run over his foot in the process, at no extra charge. I yank him towards the ticket desk. ‘Hurry up!’ I shout as he hobbles to keep up.

By some miracle we are the last vehicle to drive onto the ferry. As the great metal drawbridge swings to a close behind us, our Paul winds down the nearest window and throws up all over the car park floor.

The boat trip itself, with the opportunities offered by its duty-free bar, is over all too soon. Having miraculously survived the dangers of the entire trip with a few bruised toes the only physical casualty, we’re about to leave the port at Holyhead for the last leg of the journey when Brix starts freaking out again. ‘I can smell fuel!’ she cries. ‘Can’t any of you smell fuel? Something’s leaking, I’m sure of it. Oh my God, so we didn’t get blown up by the terrorists or by the army but now we’re going to get blown up by the van!’ And out she gets.

Figuring this might take some time to deal with, and that there’d be no risk in waking Heather with an early-hours call, I hone in on a nearby phone box and find a fair number of ten-pence pieces in my jeans pocket. Feeling ever so proud of myself for having safely reached home turf instead of still being in some Dublin after-hours drinkery, I dial the number. 

She answers and I begin to babble, suddenly realising I have a fine line to tread. Somehow I need to ensure she doesn’t feel she’s missed out on too much, while also getting her to understand just how difficult things have been for me. ‘You won’t believe what I’ve been going through,’ I begin.

‘Tell me about it.’ 

‘It’s been nothing but tantrums and tears over here.’ 

‘Same here.’

‘Our Paul threw up.’

‘So did ours.’ 

‘I’ve hardly had any sleep since I left Manchester…’

‘Me neither…’

It is only upon returning to the flat a couple of hours later, when I walk through the door and am handed a wriggling bundle of baby before I’ve even had chance to put my bass-case down, that I realise the responses I misinterpreted as stoically sympathetic were, in fact, the most sardonic imaginable.






  

Back End of a Pantomime Cow
 

 

Five days after Ireland, we’re off again, this time for sixteen nights in a row without being able to come home at all. But I’ve no choice. I have to do the tour. I want to do the tour. What else can I do? As I head off in the van, I worry at how this is going to pan out, but only about as far as Crewe. Since tour life occupies such a separate, self-contained realm from civilian life, it’s easy to veer into tunnel-vision mode. I surprise myself at how adept I’m becoming at shutting off. What can I do to help out from Glasgow? I reason, thus relieving myself of all day-to-day fatherhood responsibilities in one foul thought. 

Tour routine lends itself admirably to such perspective, especially around Britain, where the journeys are too short to get bogged down in any sort of self-critical thought processes. They are too short for trying to read books that can no longer hold my tattered attention span, but they’re long enough for a concoction of banter, piss-taking and arguments, often stemming from the fall-out of wildly fluctuating post-gig analyses and anything else that went on the night before. 

This tour, comprising the nightly satisfaction of mid- to large-size venues, is sealing us into a tight unit. Hard-core Fall fans aren’t the sort to be stunned by Brix’s visuals, but they’re too devoted to be put off by her, so we’re reaching wider audiences. In terms of creativity and capacity, this is the best we’ve ever been.

Even life backstage has moved on radically from the days of Kay’s reign. Back then, the firing line would have to absorb seemingly random, senseless assassinations. But now, with Brix in the line-up and a lone marksman, it’s a different war. Mark starts up a couple of times with his ‘That was shit. You were all shit!’ scenario, but there’s no back up. Quite the opposite, because Brix might be smitten but having been reared in the land that preaches justice and freedom to the rest of the world, such values are part of her genetic makeup. She’s also feisty and always prepared to stand up for herself. If he’s got one reason why it was a bad gig, she’ll have a million reasons why it wasn’t. ‘I do my best!’ she’ll tell him. ‘I always do my best.’ 

It leaves him with the increasingly-narrowing option of turning on individuals he knows won’t argue back. Our Paul might only be twenty, but he’s already taller than me and doesn’t look like someone you’d want to mess with. Given how long it’s taken Brix to ease her way into the band, he’s also a lot surer of himself than he used to be. Next to him in the line, and possibly because of the blood bond, I am also bypassed, but Craig will stand there taking it and taking it, looking like he can’t hear a thing. At the end, there’s Karl, the self-appointed whipping boy; in a sadomasochistic kind of way he quite likes being taken apart, seeming to play his best whenever Mark’s screaming at him. 

Immersing myself in all this, I almost manage to attain complete shut-off from my other life. Almost, but not quite. Because, although they might not be regular and frequent enough, I do make the calls home and that’s when, with a sentence or two from a crackling phone booth, everything that fills my physical realm suddenly ceases to matter. Like when we’re about to leave Dundee and I discover that while I was attaining a god-like status in my corner of the stage through the power invested in me by the insatiable crowd, Little Paul stopped breathing, his lips went blue and he was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance. It turned out to be just a scare, but he stayed in for the night, carefully monitored to be on the safe side. ‘At least I got a decent night’s sleep,’ jokes Heather as lightly as she can. But the fact he’s okay now doesn’t stop me from feeling like the world’s worst bastard. For at least ten minutes. 

With as much enthusiasm as I can muster, by Bristol I’m doubling up as Heather’s long-distance sanity helpline, a role I imagine I’m filling with questionable effectiveness. Once she’s updated me how much milk he’s had/hasn’t had, whether or not he’s thrown up, how many minutes in total he might have slept, whether or not she’s had to go to the doctor’s, how much weight he’s put on, any emergencies that have taken place alongside general survival, the conversation finally gets on to me and what I might be having to deal with: ‘So how was your night, then?’ she’ll ask, half-heartedly, more out of a sense of duty than any real curiosity.

‘Oh, y’know, not too bad. Place was quite busy (it was packed and they were turning people away). We seemed to go down okay (it was fucking amazing, three encores and they still wanted more). Same old boring shite backstage afterwards (what a party!). I’ll be glad when it’s over (yeah, right).’ 

 

Day Twelve and the Cardiff gig is another blinder. For us lads, the backstage party continues well after Mark and Brix sensibly leave for the guesthouse. After Henry was given a chance at the driving in Ireland and it became increasingly clear he was only in it for the jolly, we have reverted to the relatively level-headed Gwyn for the rest of this tour. As a family man who might have the odd half but doesn’t really drink, he’s very reliable. In the early hours he drives us back to the guesthouse to find the car park’s been chained shut. It’s not a hotel with twenty-four-hour reception; we’ve been given front door keys to quietly let ourselves in, but there’s no one around to open up the car park. It’s the kind of lights-out-at-eleven type of B&B that specialises in making you feel like a dirty stop-out if you come in any later than that. 

We’ve no choice but to leave the van in the street. Normally we’d back up against the building to safeguard it, but tonight we can’t. Plus it’s fifty yards too far to carry four guitars, three amps and two drum kits in silence, and then squeeze them down a fairly narrow doorway, through a sleeping corridor and up a couple of flights of stairs. The place is a semi-glorified terraced house and we daren’t risk waking the other occupants. It’s not long until morning, we’ve properly knackered ourselves out, so we think ‘Fuck it’, lock the van up and fall into bed without a care in the world. 

In the morning, after a lovely if all too brief sleep, the breakfast is somewhat lacking with its fried white bread, rubbery eggs and tinned tomatoes. Paul, Karl and I force it down regardless, while Craig manages to give his toast a token nibble before we meet up with Mark and Brix and head to the van. It’s unusually warm for the time of year and the sun is shining as we saunter across the car park into the street beyond with our kitbags over our shoulders, still high on the enthusiasm of the Cardiff crowd. As we approach the rear of the van, it becomes clear that the back door is noticeably ajar. ‘Perhaps we didn’t lock it properly after all?’ I wonder vaguely to myself.

Mark is speeding towards the rogue door and flings it open. ‘The van’s been broken into!’ he shouts, turning round to look back at us. ‘Looks like they’ve took the amps, but at least the bastards haven’t taken the van!’ I start to feel very sick, and not because of the breakfast. The only thing that’s left in the van is my ten-ton bass speaker. Everything else has gone. All the gear. Paul’s new drum kit that he’s only played a handful of gigs on. Mark gave him a thousand pounds in cash to buy it and he spent £998.99. Brix’s Rickenbacker. All the boxes for leads and drum stands I’ve been hunting down over the years, labelling them up so we could set up in ten minutes flat. I’d finally got it right and now they’ve all disappeared. 

‘At least you lot are always careful to take the instruments out,’ continues Mark, his expression darkening somewhat as he reaches the end of his observation. He glances behind us, as if to check the wayward gear is not walking itself to the van in our wake, and as we lock eyes – his: disbelief, mine: guilt – our terrible truth is out. 

Surprisingly, Mark bypasses a detailed, drawn-out castigation and instead mows straight on with the practicalities. Our next gig is in Brighton, not tonight, tomorrow. He reckons it’s long enough for Beggars to arrange replacement gear. ‘We’re lucky we’ve signed to a decent label,’ he says. ‘They’ll sort it if we tell them now.’ And he’s straight on the phone. 

Sure enough, when we reach the venue in Brighton, replacement gear is already set up on the stage for the soundcheck. I pick up the shiny sunburst Fender Precision. To me it is like having driven a beloved, reliable Ford Anglia for years, whose every mechanical foible I’ve overcome and learned to turn to my advantage, then being generously provided with a brand-new model. No matter how much I adjust the mirrors, I can’t see out of the back window. And now I’ve got to try and win the London-Brighton Classic Car Rally in it. 

I plug this state-of-the-art piece of new equipment into the hired amp, immediately blowing my bass speaker, until then the sole survivor of the Cardiff van catastrophe. 

The venue is a short walk from the Grand Hotel which was bombed only a couple of weeks ago, so after the soundcheck we wander along, all of us curious to see what damage has been done. Right in the front of the grand Victorian building there’s a deep hole, many rooms wide. Scaffolding is being erected as we quietly watch. Close up it looks a lot worse than on TV. Amazing that it only killed five people, really. What kind of person does it take to deliberately do this?

The gig is shit. 

Mark goes nuts after it. We’re in the bus about to set off for the hotel and he’s got a big stick from somewhere. He’s banging it and waving it about while shouting at us. What’s this all about?

‘Who the hell are you, some sort of crazy sergeant major?’ I shout back. 

This doesn’t stop him. In fact, it seems to have the opposite effect. Now that I’ve provided him with one, he’s really getting into character. ‘You lot! I can’t trust you with anything! I leave you alone for five minutes and look what happens! You’re a disgrace!’

Does he think he’s running an indie concentration camp? I want to grab it off him and shove it down his fucking gob but then I’d be on my way. There’s four of us sat here, we’re all bigger than him and the only reason we’re not fighting back is because we love being in the band. Not because of him. In spite of him.

Since that time in Chicago when Brix first joined our happy clan, he’s been managing to keep a lid on himself pretty well. She’s seen him go off at people, for sure. Promoters, mainly, for not having enough security on the dressing room, for the lights being too bright, for the monitors not being loud enough, for not getting the VAT in cash, for too many people watching while we’re soundchecking, for the support band taking too long soundchecking. And then there have been enough times where Mark and Brix’d be sheepish the next morning after they’ve fallen out with each other the night before, like couples do, only in their case they’re on tour and they don’t have the privacy to fall out, so they have to do it in front of everyone. Too caught up in everything else, Mark’s inadvertently been giving us all this space and all this freedom and look what we’ve gone and done with it! Brix listens to all this, gobsmacked, while a small part of me has been waiting for this particular bomb to go off for a while.

He tucks the stick under his arm and paces the bus, really warming to his role. ‘You fuckers! What were you thinking? Who the fuck would be stupid enough to leave a fucking van outside the hotel with all the fucking gear in it!!’
Out comes the stick again and he starts whacking our headrests with it. 

The bus hasn’t set off yet. Enough’s enough, so I get off and leave him ranting. ‘Come back here! You fucking deserter!’ He doesn’t stop screaming and I don’t stop marching until he’s out of earshot. Which is basically back at our hotel. Luckily it’s not too far from the venue anyway. I go to my room, slam the door and lock it behind me. 

Moments later there’s a gentle knocking. ‘Steve, it’s Brix. Let me in.’ I’m seething and I could do with spouting off at someone so I open the door and she tries to talk me round. ‘Mark loves you,’ she says. 

‘Well, he’s got a funny way of showing it, hasn’t he? What does he do to the people he doesn’t love? I love this band. But I’ve got enough going on without being screamed at like that.’

Perhaps everyone’s right and you can’t combine being a dad and doing this kind of shite. There’s a nightclub downstairs so we go there and Mark comes in, sits next to me to try and make up and I think, fuck this, I’m not even going to listen to him. I go to my room to get my case. I’m checking the room for anything I might have left, which can’t be much since I’d only been there five minutes and hadn’t unpacked anything, but still. I scour the bathroom carefully and check under both sides of the bed. As I’m going through the cupboards a second time around, there’s a knock on the door. I open it to reveal a guy from room service proffering a tray with a pint pot of ale on it. ‘Compliments of Mark Smith,’ he says. It’s a pint of bitter for chrissake. I haven’t had a bitter since we first went to Holland. I ignore the pint, pick up my case and storm past the confused waiter to head for the train station. 

It takes me about eight hours to get back to Manchester on British Snail. The only train heading north goes via Heathrow, where it waits for two hours while collecting passengers arriving from every corner of the planet. Australians pile in, and ten minutes later there’s people from Iceland, Canada, America; it’s like some kind of sick showcase of the past five years. 

Plenty of time for me to think. Shit. What now? Should I have kept my mouth shut and put up with Mark’s stick? I phone home from the platform and tell Heather: ‘That’s it. I’ve left.’ 

 

In the morning the phone rings and it’s Paul.

‘That’s it. I’ve left,’ he tells me.

What the fuck? ‘You and all? What happened?’ 

‘After you went that cheeky bastard comes over to me and says, “Is there something wrong with your kid?” all innocent like perhaps you’ve got toothache or something. “I think he’s got the same problem I have!” I told him. I’ve had enough. I’ve got other options. “Look, Mark, I’ve really enjoyed this year,” I said. “The band’s better than ever. We’ve all been writing songs, we’ve all been getting on. So how come you suddenly start acting like an arsehole?”’ He pauses for breath.

‘What did he say to that?’

‘“That’s the problem!” he says. “I give you lot a bit of free rein and look what happens! All the gear gets nicked.” And then we get his “Do you know what I had to go through to get the money out of Beggars” routine. Again.’

‘I hate to say it but he has got a point about that.’ 

‘Maybe. But do we need reminding at every opportunity?’ 

I feel bad enough about it myself. Yes, we should have got the gear out of the van. You take your guitar to your hotel room. You sleep with it if you have to. This should be the number one Commandment. Look after your gear. And the one time we don’t, it all goes. Paul’s new kit. Marc Riley’s Fender. Brix’s priceless irreplaceable historic guitar that Joan Jett herself presented her with. All in some council shed in Cardiff, all about to be sold off for a bag of Bostick and a gram of shite smack. What’s the point of carrying on? 

‘Then he says, “It’s going to have to go back to how it was.” And I’m like, “What do you mean?” and he goes, “Me in charge and you lot doing what you’re told.”’

‘Fucking hell, Paul.’ I slump against the hallway wall, sounds of crying baby battling their way through the thin plaster. ‘What now?’

‘That’s it for me.’ He says in a decisive tone. ‘Some of The Creepers have been asking me to drum in a new band. They asked me before this tour and that bastard persuaded me to stay till the end of it before I made any decisions. Well, this has just made up my mind.’

I’m well out of the loop here! The current Creepers are Paul’s old schoolmates. I had no idea Paul was thinking of forming a band with them.

‘It might work, I suppose,’ I tell Paul before hanging up. He’s got the time to give it a try and he’s only got himself to think about. 

As far as I’m concerned, that’s it for me. I’m packing in music altogether. 

‘You’ll have to look for a job,’ says Heather, half-glad I’ll be around more, half-worried about how we’ll survive. She’s got a point. There are only so many pies you can sell in Wythenshawe, and what with Andrew our youngest brother now firmly on the rota, none of us are going to get rich selling Warburtons’ whites at two pence a loaf profit.

 

Several days later, Brix phones. After scant moments of niceties, she soon gets to the point: ‘Steve, you and Paul have gotta do The Whistle Test. It’s one of UK’s biggest music shows!’

‘I know it is,’ I tell her. ‘I’ve been watching it since I was a kid.’ 

‘Michael’s been rehearsing his troupe for weeks just for that show. Just imagine!’ croons Brix. ‘They’ll be dancing in front of us while we play.’ I try to picture this. ‘No one will have seen anything like this on TV before. All we’re talking about is an afternoon of rehearsals with the dancers and filming the following day. There’s no way we can get anyone else at such short notice. Besides, no one else can do this like you. You know that. Just do the TV show.’

I spin this out a little longer before grudgingly agreeing, a part of me quite overjoyed at the prospect. Two days in London and the chance of a full night’s kip.

‘Are you going to call Paul or am I?’ concludes Brix.

So Mark’s collaborating with those ballet dancers now. Things must be too routine for his liking: album-tour-album-tour, and upon meeting Michael Clark he’s found another kindred spirit. ‘He’s like us in lots of ways,’ he’s said. ‘Brave. Breaking away from tradition. He’s doing to dance what we’re doing to music…’

The first afternoon is a rehearsal with the ballet dancers in a converted church in Notting Hill. Michael Clark has a perfectly sculpted Sassoon Mohican. He’s very light on his feet and delicately spoken; sounding politely British, there’s no trace of Aberdeen roots in his accent. Can’t have been easy growing up there wanting to be a ballet dancer, especially a male one. It’s not a dress rehearsal so he’s just wearing leggings, a baggy T-shirt and a nappy-pin at the top of one ear. Hard to reconcile this version of him with the goldfish-devouring showman at the Royal College of Music. I should ask him if my suspicions are correct and it was in fact a piece of raw carrot. 

After ten glorious hours of uninterrupted slumber and a slap-up breakfast, the following day I head to The Old Grey Whistle Test studios feeling quite chipper, only to discover Michael Clark has brought along a poncy-fingered, violin-hugging, classically-trained bastard musician mate of his; a floppy-haired short-arse called Simon Rogers. He’s grown his hair long at the back and sides to try to make up for the baldness on top. He can play every instrument on the planet, including the Peruvian pan pipes. I’m sure the bass guitar wouldn’t be too much of a struggle for him. Why’s he here? To watch me and then take over, most probably! 

Yet again, the irony of the music business plays havoc with my delicate sensibilities. Like a perverted sign, or maybe just to wind Mark Smith up, I notice the presenter Andy Kershaw is wearing a Marc Riley and The Creepers T-shirt. Perhaps they’ve got a vacancy for a bass player now theirs is going off to form a band with my brother. I mention this to Paul, probing, only to have the knife stuck into my back and royally twisted. ‘They’re not leaving,’ he says. ‘Kiss The Blade’s going to run alongside The Creepers.’

This is it, then. My last-ever appearance in The Fall. The ballet dancers perform. Or they try to. The studio’s very small and full of cameras so they can hardly move, but they’ve still got their arses out. At the end of ‘Lay of the Land’, for the comedy element, they drag on a pantomime cow and start ramming cartons of milk down its neck, spilling most of it onto the floor and the cables. Brix looks terrified and even the technicians start to flap, thinking there’s going to be a mass electrocution. All those years of intense training at the Royal School of Ballet to end up as the back end of a pantomime cow on a late-night TV show. The dignity. The glamour! How can I possibly, from my elevated position, give up show business now? 

The last note is played, me sustaining the final D slightly longer than usual. A half-hearted whine of feedback, a few sparks and it’s all over. A strange silence descends upon the studio, partly because there is no audience as such. After a few seconds, Mark Ellen, the other presenter, gathers himself together and makes an odd joke about Nureyev’s trouser problems. I cast an eye across the room to where the next band are sitting on the edge of their stage, jet-lagged and bemused, waiting to go on after us. R.E.M. An American college radio band trying to break Britain, they probably haven’t quite bargained for this. 

Afterwards I’m talking to Brix and it’s not long before I have to ask, ‘What’s Michael’s posh-classical-cockney mate with the hair doing here? It’s not took you long to find a replacement, has it?’ 

‘Oh, Steve,’ she says. ‘That’s up to you, really. Right now he’s only trying to score the music from “The Classical” for a Royal Scottish Ballet performance Michael’s been commissioned to do. You know what your Musicians’ Union’s like. They won’t let him use recorded music so this guy’s gotta try and translate your bass into a cello and the guitars into violins for a live orchestra.’ 

‘Good luck with that,’ I say, glad at least there’s something to keep him busy for a while. ‘I don’t really want to leave,’ says my mouth, momentarily escaping the weakening clutches of my brain’s rational department, ‘but it’s really hard being away from home right now.’ Further conversation on this subject is suspended as, just then, a guy from the equipment-hire company who is carrying the rented bass out of the building inadvertently steps into a congealed milk puddle they neglected to clear up and goes arse over tit right in front of us. I burst into tears. 

 

Back home our washing machine has sprung a leak and flooded the guy’s flat below. I stuff a couple of bin liners full of baby-grows and head for the launderette across the road. At least it’s NME day, so once the washing’s on I make my weekly trip to the paper shop next door. ‘Here he comes, the Fall guy!’ quips the piss-taking bastard behind the counter. ‘Page 46,’ he says to me, ‘I’ve already looked!’ 

I grab it off him, dump the money on the counter, head back to the launderette and settle down, turning straight to page 46, where my personal dilemmas are compounded further by the review of our London Lyceum gig: 

 

‘The wall of rhythm generated by the Hanleys and the great and loyal Karl Burns is huge and brutal. Craig Scanlon and Brix Smith drill shockingly harsh metallic guitars into the heart of the beast. Where the babblings of the wordSmith used to be a constituent part of an urban guerilla cell – mercurial, fragmented, chancy – they now find themselves riding atop Krupp’s wet dream, a black, invincible war machine. The noise is crude, cruel, inescapable and authoritarian. Smith has always been a lucky bastard, chucking his writing bag of words into the music like a carcass into a set of propellers, to watch the results spin off not as gore and offal, but diamonds, a tour de force of inexplicable sorcery.’

 

That evening the doorbell rings. Heather heads down the three flights of stairs to answer it and as she returns I can hear Mark and Brix making airy conversation behind her, as if the two of them coming around is a friendly, everyday occurrence. I quickly whip Paul out of his stone-washed denim baby carrier, specially chosen for its un-poncy aspect, and just about manage to stuff it behind the sofa before they come in. Of course, the whole disruption of being taken out of the pouch just as he’s about to nod off doesn’t do much to help Paul’s mood. At the sight of me holding the baby, Mark looks more uncomfortable than he did that time he was sandwiched between the tarantula and the python in Marc’s flat. Brix tries to compensate for Mark by taking a close look at Paul. ‘Oh,’ she coos. ‘What a beautiful baby!’

Mark, clearly keen to get away as soon as possible, announces the reason for his visit. ‘Steve. I hear you don’t really want to leave.’ I look at him in surprise. Heather looks at me in surprise. Brix looks at Heather and Paul starts screaming.

‘Any chance we could perhaps discuss this in the pub up the road?’ I say, passing Paul to Heather and grabbing my jacket before anyone can protest. 

An hour later we’ve been to the pub and I’m standing in the local chippy with Mark and Brix, a cheque for a thousand pounds in my back pocket and the chance to take a few months off before making any rash decisions. 

Mark and I order chips. Brix orders scallops, unwraps them, takes a bite and squeals with disgust. ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask with genuine concern, thinking she might be getting poisoned. 

‘Urgh! This is not fish! Where’s the fish? In the US scallops equals fish!’

We can’t help laughing. ‘You’re up North now, love. Potato scallops are full o’ spuds.’ 

 






  

White Glove
 

 

Mark was talking about me coming back, if I come back, after the next American tour in April. In the meantime, Simon Rogers, he of classical music training, will cover for me, but for some reason Mark still wants me to fly over to Paris in a month for the last date of a short European tour. I was adamant I wasn’t doing it, he was adamant I was, so, obviously, I am. In the end, he offered to cover the cost of flights for me and Heather, plus a family room in the hotel, so I gave in.

My moped’s on its last wheels. It won’t even start at the moment, and even if it did, I can’t fit everything and everyone I need to onto the back of a Honda 70. I’ve fallen off it a few times now, most relevantly last winter when, on the way to the family planning clinic, it slipped on a pile of wet leaves and sent me flying. And of course in a car there’s far more room for the buggy, which will be so much easier than the bus when it comes to conducting vast shopping trips and getting to hospital appointments on time. I pay the cheque into the bank, feeling comfortable all of a sudden. If I spend around seven hundred on a good car, the rest on the flights to Paris, which will be reimbursed after the tour, then there should be just enough left to pay the washing-machine engineer. 

And what are we going to live off? Occasional pie shop shifts alone won’t be enough. But there’s always Thatcher’s Enterprise Allowance Scheme; her way of fiddling the unemployment figures, but what the hell. With a car I could extend the pie shop out into a catering business for weddings and christenings. Hanley’s Catering Service. For an afternoon of business-planning and form-filling at the Job Centre, I’ll get forty quid a week.

I’m invited along to rehearse for the European tour in case Simon Rogers needs any help but, having a professionally-trained ear, of course he doesn’t. I sit there, watching helplessly as he breezes his way through ‘Slang King’, ‘Lay of the Land’, ‘Smile’. There’s a hint of a wobble when it comes to ‘The Classical’ so I take the opportunity to enquire how the orchestra is getting on with that one, a move that puts him on the backfoot for a minute. Apparently it was too difficult for the orchestra and they’ve had to get special permission to use the recorded version. Good! 

He has a different style from me, for sure. After a particularly hard-core rendition of ‘Copped It’, he excuses himself ever so politely and disappears into the cloakroom, returning with one white glove, which he proceeds to put on his right hand. ‘What’s that for?’ I ask, incredulous. ‘Aw right,’ he says. ‘It’s to protect mah fingers from the strings.’ Fuck me. 

The following week it’s my business-training seminar at the Town Hall. They wanted to do it at the Job Centre but there’s so many unemployed at the moment we couldn’t all fit in. The fact is, if you pretend to run a business you get fifteen quid a week more than if you just sign on and pretend to do nothing, so there’s plenty of takers. I’m next to a bloke from Hulme pretending to start a local firm restoring stained-glass windows. In Hulme? Surely he’d make more restoring broken windows. On the other side of me there’s a guy from Ancoats who wants to turn a patch of industrial wasteland into a city farm full of chickens and piglets for deprived children to pet. My catering business, providing comprehensive buffets for up to a hundred people out of the back of a Vauxhall Chevette I’ve got my eye on but haven’t yet bought, seems quite viable in comparison. I must remember to check the seats fold down properly.

Thus I sign my soul away and head to the paper shop to photocopy the sample menus I have spent the afternoon designing. ‘Here comes the Fall Guy!’ starts up Mr Sarky, waving a copy of Melody Maker at me. ‘It says in here you’re off to America!’ I start the copier and he picks up one of the fliers as they begin to spit out. ‘What’s that you’re doing? One pound fifty a head for a pork pie, a mini sausage roll and a cheese and pickle sandwich? What’s happened to your band? Have you Fallen out? Har har har!’ How delighted he is at the genius of his own wit. ‘Here comes the new Richard Branston! Branston, not Branson! Do you get it? Har har har.’ He’s shouting at my back as I storm out, fliers in hand, advertising vol-au-vents instead of venues. I’m going to have to redo these because actually for £1.50 a head you get a vol-au-vent as well and he didn’t even notice. 

I might not be going to America, but I am going to Paris. I’ve bought the tickets and, as promised, Mark’s booked a family room for the three of us. It occurs to me that for the band it’ll be the tail end of a week touring small towns in lesser-known northern European regions, whereas I’ll be arriving fresh from the heart of a well-connected metropolis. I make a couple of quick calls and two days later I’ve pushed Paul through customs with a nice little present for the band stuck neatly into his disposable nappy fastening. But the very warm welcome I think this will elicit from my bandmates doesn’t quite materialise since Jan and Lydia, two of our most devoted Dutch fans, have popped over from Amsterdam and dwarfed my offerings with spectacular-strength supplies. I don’t know why I bother.

The gig is in the Forum des Halles by the huge Pompidou Centre, world-famous for having been built inside-out. The set list hasn’t got any new songs the band might already have thought up in my absence, and Simon seems happy enough to move to keyboards for the night. I notice he doesn’t wear a glove for that, even though he could do and it wouldn’t make any difference. I play like hell to remind everyone what they’re missing, but it’s weird.

They’ve been away together for a week and have millions of funny stories about strange old guesthouse-landladies in small, out-of-the-way Dutch villages. ‘Open ze door. People not allowed in your room after ten o’clock.’ They’re speaking a different language of shared experience I’ve been no part of. On the way back from the gig in the taxi, Mark tells me how they nearly crashed: ‘While you were skiving, the windscreen shattered…’ ‘I wasn’t skiving,’ I tell him. Having no idea about how industrious I am, he thinks I’ve just been sitting on my arse.

It turns out to be a lovely break. The gig was on Sunday night, everyone else left on Monday, but there weren’t any flights back until Tuesday. On a morning walk full of fresh coffee and proper croissants, pushing the buggy under the Arc de Triomphe, the weak sun climbing the sky, everything feels possible. ‘Maybe I’ll be able to bring Paul to some of the gigs,’ says Heather. ‘It might be better than you moping around the rest of your life because you’re not doing any of them.’

 

The pie shop is busier than ever and there’s plenty of work in getting the orders for Christmas cakes baked in time. Having put the raisins and sultanas on to soak in brandy before France, I begin to spend my afternoons hand-mixing the rest of the dough. As I swap arms for the tenth time in half an hour, reggae music starts to blast from the upstairs flat, shaking the ceiling above my head. It is a recognised signal in Wythenshawe, meaning that Sean the rasta drug dealer who lives upstairs has finally got his arse out of bed and is open for business. A quick glance into the front of the shop confirms this, as several skanks hanging around the pie warmer immediately vacate the premises to head up the fire escape round the side. But this is a kind of local symbiosis. We keep Sean’s customers warm while they wait, he inadvertently enhances our sales through causing mass munchies. As they ascend, in anticipation of their red-eyed return, my dad loads on another batch of sausage rolls.

I turn up the kitchen radio and try to concentrate on baking. Every two minutes they’re playing Bob Geldof’s charity Christmas single ‘Feed The World’. It’s big news. They’ve had to take over every pressing plant to meet demand and even the people who are physically making the records are doing that for free. My dad walks into the kitchen, whistling along to the tune. ‘Will you look here, now!’ he says. ‘That Bob Geldof, another thick Irishman, and what’s he doing? He’s having a go at solving problems politicians can’t be bothered with.’ That’s my dad all over: he never misses an opportunity to invert bigoted Irish stereotyping. ‘But I suppose those people have their hands full destroying the miners. Him and that bloke from U2, another thick bog-trotter, and look at the good they’re doing.’ 

‘Let’s hope it makes a difference.’ So far so good, but I get the feeling this kind of chatty politics is a precursor to something more personal.

‘Why didn’t your man Mark Smith think of doing something like this?’ Here we go. ‘You fellas’d be getting some of the limelight as well. Did they not think of asking you?’

How do I shatter his dreams for me after spending so many years convincing him I’m worthy of them? ‘Dad,’ I say, ‘Wham! Duran Duran. Spandau Ballet. They might be a bit wet but they’ve all got number-one hits. Top-ten albums. We’d never get asked to do something this big.’

‘So what are you doing wrong? You’ve been at it a while now.’ 

There’s never any winning, is there? ‘Is it really about us or about who buys the records?’ I’m searching for a palatable answer to his question, not easy since my dad’s never even heard any Fall. Not one record. He’s not been to a single gig. ‘We have done some benefit stuff,’ I tell him, aiming to distract him back to politics. ‘Early on we used to do Rock Against Racism. Musicians involving themselves in politics, that’s been going on for a while. But it was never on this kind of scale. Good on ’em. Look, even you’re aware it’s going on.’

‘They’re trying to feed the world,’ he says. ‘Every credit. I’ve got me work cut out trying to feed Wythenshawe.’ The oven timer pings, announcing the sausage rolls are ready and on we go with the rest of our pie-shop tasks. My dad heads into the front of the shop and in comes the old dear with the flowers. ‘I still buy myself flowers every week,’ she tells us again, ‘like my husband used to.’ And knowing how the expense will be stretching her pension, my dad gives her a free cream slice.

 

The Fall are back in the recording studio. I discover this when I bump into Karl one afternoon round at Gwyn’s, a refuge I have started taking Paul to since Gwyn’s got a three-year-old and he understands. And not just any recording studio, Karl takes great pleasure in telling us. ‘It fucking had fucking beds and everything,’ he says. ‘Out in the wilds of fucking Essex. They had a cook to make yer fucking brekkers! She did a blinding growler. Put mayonnaise on it without me askin.’ Gwyn looks confused and slightly disgusted, obviously imagining all manner of things a female cook may have done to meet with such a level of approval from Karl. ‘A growler’s what Karl calls a bacon-and-egg butty,’ I explain. ‘Come to think of it, Karl. Why do you call it a growler?’

He looks at us as if we’re terminally stupid. ‘Because,’ he says, ‘it growls at yer.’ And he mimes a butty opening and shutting its mouth while growling.

‘They had a fucking pool table and all. I slept on that one night. That four poster feather bed was way too fucking comfy-cosy for me.’ Jesus Christ. I can feel an important part of my spirit detaching itself and crawling around, looking for a new place to go. ‘Fucking hell, they made Mark sound like fucking Elvis!’ State-of-the-art production equipment, then. What else did it have? Gold-plated mike stands? Mink headphones? ‘But we had to rush our stuff to do some of Brix’s fucking solo stuff. What the fuck’s that all about? She’s only been in the band five fucking minutes and it’s half an hour of Fall then it’s two days of Brix Brix Brix Brix Brix Brix fucking Brix. So when are you coming back, you lazy bastard?’ And he launches into a profanity-splattered monologue about how embarrassing it is having to play with a white-gloved cockney bassist. ‘It’s like playing with a snooker ref! Me back’s killing me from carrying that Southern tosser.’ At least it seems that, even in a diamond-studded studio, classically-trained Simon might be technically brilliant, but that doesn’t mean he’s necessarily got the chops for The Fall rhythm section. 

The following morning heralds my first booking for a christening in the local church. My mam’s well in with the priest because of helping out with altar flowers and, as far as advertising goes, her mouth has proven far more effective than a million photocopied leaflets. She’s got it all wrapped up because the church has a kitchen, so I won’t even need to deliver. ‘But that’s lucky on this occasion, Stephen. Make sure you do a good job because old Iris Kane from Baguley says if she likes your buffet and you can do her a special deal she’ll book you for her Arthur’s funeral. He’s been in and outta that hospital ever since his angina started up, and now everything’s on its way out. They think it could be any day. They’re trying everything and it’s no good. It’s terrible, really. So stop dragging your feet, opportunities like this don’t come up every day you know…’ 

 

The Fall do a mini tour of Britain. I’m painfully aware of them playing Hammersmith
Town Hall without me. The second date is only twenty miles up the motorway in Blackburn. I can’t keep away. I go to the rehearsal room with Karl to pick up the gear, noticing it’s still hired equipment. I sit in the front of the Transit next to Karl. Gwyn’s driving. There’s only Craig in the back since Mark, Brix and classically-trained Simon are being driven separately. 

Preferring rough mixes, Karl always sticks a cassette in the studio tape machine to record everything. He pulls a couple of TDK 90s out of his back pocket and slaps one of them into the tape player. ‘Get yer ears round this,’ he snarls. ‘This is what I’m having to put up with now.’ He plays me eight different takes of a new song, ‘Cruiser’s Creek’. There’s one with the drums on loud. Another with the drums and the bass, which of course is note-perfect. One with the dry vocal. Another with effects on the vocal. ‘What do you think?’ he demands. ‘It’s alright,’ I say. The shock of hearing them record something in a studio without me has rendered me incapable of any true judgement. ‘This is the best one,’ he says, playing a version without Brix’s guitar, and then rewinding it and playing it back a couple more times. For me it’s like being in the studio as a ghost.

Craig pipes up: ‘Have you not sorted your little problems out yet, you work-shy lightweight?’ 

‘You wouldn’t believe just how busy I’ve been,’ I tell him, and leave it at that. I don’t go into details and they don’t ask.

Next tape and it’s ‘Rollin Dany’, a Gene Vincent cover. All the versions sound brilliant. Bastards. The only way to deal with this situation is to get wasted. I reach down to the footwell for another can of beer, but they’re all empty already. 

During the soundcheck I stand at the side of the stage as everyone currently in The Fall takes it in turns to test their sound. By the time its Simon’s turn, I’ve polished off half their rider and I’m swaying. Well, it’s not as if I need to keep it together for the gig, is it? He plugs his bass in, gets his glove on, flicks his hair back and starts. Brix is standing next to me, smiling away, so I decide to ask:

‘Is he staying in the band, then?’

‘Oh yeah,’ she says, clearly delighted at the prospect. ‘If you come back he’ll go on guitar and keyboards. You’ll love working with him. He’s really funny.’ Is he now? As she says this he executes a complicated jazz run. ‘Oh don’t you just love that riff? It’s from a new song we’re working on.’ Oh fuck. Off crawls another part of my rapidly depleting spirit. 

During the gig I don’t know where to put myself. It’s like watching a film of my life, only I’ve been edited out. I hang around the front of the stage to begin with. That doesn’t feel right. I stagger to the side. Neither does that. A couple of days later round at Gwyn’s, I discover that I ended up thrashing the hell out of the keyboards during ‘Slang King’, though I have absolutely no recollection of this whatsoever. Plus I have never played keyboards before in my life.

 

They head off to America. There’s a Peel session in May and they want me on it: rehearsals are due to start soon after they get back.

I throw myself into civilian life with ever more fervour. Since Paul’s learnt to use a baby walker he’s rolling himself around the flat and never seems to tire of the activity; it even impacts positively on his sleeping patterns. He’s starting to become a person. His favourite food’s a chip. Even the doctor was moved into commenting on it during our last visit. ‘What a change!’ she said as we played and laughed with Paul while he bashed an abacus into the wall and giggled. ‘You finally look like you’re enjoying having a child.’ Well, it does help if you get more than five minutes’ sleep in one go. 

My Uncle Larry’s son works in a petrol station near Prestwich and he mentions they need someone to help out with evenings in their other branch. I could do with the extra cash and, given what I’ve heard, I might even get to fill up my tank for nowt. Could be handy since I finally splashed out on a white Vauxhall Chevette with the Paris flight refund.

At the end of each shift I have to drive the takings to the main garage to lock them into the underfloor safe. Late every night I drive from one side of Heaton Park to the other, virtually passing Mark and Brix’s house and Karl’s bus stop, park bench, garage and mate’s flat as I go, while they’re being driven around the Californian coast. Do they know the way to San Jose? I feel like I’m the caretaker, patrolling their turf. I should have offered to feed the cats. Mow the lawn. Put the bins out.

Driving from one side of Prestwich to the other is when I realise having a car radio is a bitter-sweet thing. On the Honda it couldn’t haunt me with bands who’ve supported us and have been hanging around the Top 30 ever since. Ian McCulloch’s stunning ‘Killing Moon’. Fate’s certainly up against my will. I would give myself to them, if only I had a bass and Les Pattinson left the band. Heaven knows I’m miserable now. I’ve got to hand it to Morrissey; these days more and more people can relate to his lyrics. I wasn’t even looking for a job and now I’ve got three.

 

When the band returns from the States, I call Mark and he gives me some money to buy a bass. It’s not enough for the one I want: a beautiful wood-finish Peavey I’ve been eyeing up in Johnny Roadhouse, but I reckon now isn’t the time to push it, so I settle for a temporary white Fender Squier. 

The first rehearsal for the Peel session starts by me picking Simon up from the train station. I have now become his chauffeur, I think as I drive to the station, listening to the car radio play all the recent hits by everyone who did Band Aid’s Christmas single. No such thing as a selfless act. 

At Piccadilly, I’m on the lookout for a clean-cut, ethnically-dressed kids’ TV presenter type. After all, that’s what the last band he was in was like. Incantation. On Top of the Pops they looked like Rainbow’s in-house band. There’s no sign of him on the platform, which is beginning to empty. Suddenly a straggly-haired man in leather trousers and in desperate need of a shave and a good night’s kip lurches towards me, battered guitar case in one hand, half-drunk bottle of Jack Daniels in the other. A lop-sided grin of recognition fills his face as he claps eyes on me. ‘Aw right Steve,’ he says in his West London accent. ‘How’s the famlee?’

‘Fuck me, it’s not taken you long, has it?’ The transformation this man has undergone during three weeks in America with the rest of my band is so immense, even I can’t help feeling a little impressed. Acutely aware the fitting thing to do would be to help the incoming traveller with his luggage, I’m nevertheless damned if I’m carrying his guitar for him. Instead I relieve him of the Jack Daniels, take a comradely sip, and off we go back to my flat in friendly enough companionship, aided somewhat by his revelations of just how much JD an orchestra can get through on an average night in the pit. Well, well, well.

The afternoon is spent in our living room, him bringing me up to speed with the five songs that have manifested themselves in my absence including ‘Cruiser’s Creek’ and ‘Rollin Dany’, neither of which I’ve heard since the van ride to that soul-destroying Blackburn gig. There’s the new one Simon helped write, now called ‘Spoilt Victorian Child’. When I heard it during that soundcheck I was convinced its jazzy riffs’ sole intentions were to intimidate me. Now I’m not so sure. Simon seems genuinely happy to be passing all this on to me. The other two songs might have been in the set but I was too off my face to know or care, though now I’m finding them easy enough to pick up.

At the end of the session I drive Simon over to Mark’s where he stays for a good night’s rest, turning up the following day to the full rehearsal looking even more ragged around the edges than he did at Piccadilly. 

All they talk about is America this, America that. Brix’s first homecoming tour as guitarist/vocalist/songwriter for The Fall, and how she loved it! I hear all about Karen, the wonder-woman tour manager, who drove the bus, promoted the gigs, booked the hotels, sorted the sound and got her cousin to be the roadie. She was inspirational, so on it. They even had a video night when she showed them the best film ever round at her San Francisco pad. Some rock spoof Mark and Simon are raving about. ‘The bass player gets trapped in a plastic pod and can’t get out to play on stage with everyone else! It’s hilarious!’ laughs Mark. ‘The dwarves are in danger of kicking over Stonehenge!’ adds Simon and almost falls over laughing. Simon with his Jack Daniels in San Francisco while I was on the sofa with a bottle of Cow & Gate. 

When it’s time to go to London at last, even Heather’s relieved. ‘The only time I’ve ever seen you look upset about anything is when you thought you wouldn’t go back to that band,’ she tells me. She’s right. Living between the two worlds wasn’t easy. But now that Paul’s self-propelling, not living between them is impossible. 

To cut down the time away from home, I end up catching a coach to Victoria on my own, the others having left a day earlier in time to promote the release of Brix’s first ‘solo’ single for Beggars. It seems the woman is relentless in her bid for pop stardom. Perhaps she’s decided The Fall is never going to be successful enough to make her world-famous. Everyone’s on the single, only it’s Brix singing instead of Mark. They’ve all been having such a laugh helping her do it, giving themselves funny pretend names to record under. Where’s my name? I could have come to the studio for a day or two to do a rewrite of ‘Rebellious Jukebox’ with different words and a Strawberry Alarm Clock cover. I suppose with Simon in the band, being allowed to do other projects, Brix isn’t going to miss out on the opportunity either. Perhaps I have been a little hasty in judging him; he seems to be taking the demotion to keyboards with good grace. Maybe he really doesn’t have any other agenda apart from doing something totally different to what he’s used to.

After the Peel session, which seems to work well enough on a technical level, there are more rehearsals for live appearances over the summer and for recording the album. We’re rehearsing in a Chorlton warehouse, surprisingly handy for me, literally a mile up the road.

Before I left there were five of us writing the songs, then with me and Paul gone, it’s been mainly down to Brix and Craig, currently at a 60/40 split at my reckoning. ‘Cruiser’s Creek’, ‘Barmy’, ‘Vixen’, ‘Couldn’t Get Ahead’, ‘My New House’, ‘Mansion’: all Brix’s riffs with Mark’s words over the top and everyone else throwing in scraps. Now I’m back she says, ‘I’ll show you the bass line on my guitar and you Steve Hanley it up.’

I add notes, even the odd run, but the choruses, verses and breaks are already in place. ‘Petty Thief Lout’, ‘What You Need’, ‘Paintwork’: Craig’s creations. I’m like a builder who’s been off sick, returning to find most of the wall has been built and all that’s left for me to do is the snagging.

 ‘Gut of the Quantifier’ is a better attempt by Brix at playing Hide the Riff than ‘Elves’ was. With a good band behind her she’s becoming adept at disguising these things. Many songs are written in this way I’m sure. This one’s a Doors song which they took from an old blues song; it’s the hereditary nature of songwriting. But the good thing about The Fall is that by the time we’ve finished it’s altered beyond recognition. A better game plan, in my experience, is to nick off something no one would ever suspect. I’ve got a couple like this knocking about at the moment: one’s a perverted Wham riff, the other’s from a Dolly Parton song. The perfect crime. Who’d ever suspect? It was me, in the library, with the Country and Western tape. 

Simon plays keyboards and some guitar. The guitar adds a certain professional je ne sais quoi to it. Something about his guitar fits in with Brix’s simple guitar and Craig’s weird guitar and gels everything together. He doesn’t seem to do much. Lucky for him he’s not being paid by the note. But what he does is highly effective in building it up.

‘I Am Damo Suzuki’ is Mark’s tribute to Can, his favourite band. In fact it’s possibly the only band which, on his scale of loving and hating music, the needle has sat firmly in the middle on ‘like’ since he first discovered them as a teenager. In the early seventies, if you sneered at Bowie and T.Rex for being too commercial, your prog rock was a little pompous and overblown and you weren’t a soul boy, Can lay somewhere in the middle, wilfully obscure. A little like us until Brix came along. 

My first live performance in this new, civilised version of our band is at Clitheroe
Castle: a big, free open-air event less than an hour’s drive from Manchester. Justifying the car with a self-satisfied smile on the way, I drive there and am deemed too loud during the first song. Well pardon me for making my presence felt! It’s one of the few occasions we play outside in the daytime; I’d be more comfortable on late in a sweaty club. Like a good boy, I drive home just as everyone else is entering into the festival spirit, finding the journey back truly shit. When we play the Manchester International a couple of days later, I don’t bother taking the car. The soundman asks me: ‘Are you nervous?’ ‘Nah.’ He looks surprised. ‘How come you’ve had four pints in half an hour?’ ‘Cause I can.’

 

*

‘I wouldn’t play it if they asked me!’ starts Mark. We’re at WOMAD, a huge world music festival near London, a week after the Live Aid extravaganza.

On Live Aid night I stayed up till the very end, only to be woken three hours later by the sound of a siren outside the flat. Looking out of the window, I caught a glimpse of an ambulance pulling over in front of my beloved Chevette, concertina’d between the lamppost and a car that had smashed into the back of it. I rushed downstairs to watch helplessly as the driver was being carried into the ambulance, cutting a toe on a pile of broken glass, once my rear windscreen by the looks of it. It was only when the bloke’s sister came round a couple of days later with a tow truck that I discovered what happened. The guy’s on medication and he fell asleep at the wheel. Luckily he’s only got whiplash and a bruised chest. God knows how long it’s going to take to sort out my insurance but, in the meantime, I am carless again. 

‘It was a load of crap!’ he goes on. ‘Sending them billions of pounds is never going to solve anything. What they need is tons of fucking birth-control pills. Don’t have kids if you can’t afford them, eh, Steve? Bloody Victorian do-gooding.’

Ula and Barbara, two Dutch girls who’ve been following us around ever since Karl picked them up, look shocked at this, though it’s tame compared with some of the stuff Mark comes out with. There have been times I’ve been cringing away when he’s standing there, twenty drinks too many down his neck, spouting controversies regardless of who’s listening. I should perhaps say something, but it’s a hairpin bend. I prefer to keep my objections few and far between, and limited to issues that affect me personally. 

Mark’s turned his attention to the soup being served in the giant canteen tent. ‘What’s this fucking soup they’ve given us? What are we supposed to do with this?’ He aims the question squarely at Richard Thomas, our London-based Welsh promoter friend who’s been managing a lot of our needs recently. He is known as the ‘Welsh Wizard’ by Karl for his powers of being able to conjure up whatever we require most of the time. Richard tastes the soup and shakes his head, unable to place the flavour. To him it’s simply green. ‘I don’t really know, Mark. Could be leek, I suppose.’ Mark drips the soup off his spoon back into his bowl. Yet again, my culinary expertise is coming in handy. ‘No, Mark,’ I say, ‘it’s asparagus.’ At this analysis, Mark spits a mouthful back into his bowl and pushes it across the table, slopping most of it onto the crisp, white tablecloth beneath. ‘You should have known that, Richard, you Welsh bastard!’ How typical. While every other musician’s trying to feed the world, Mark’s wasting whatever nutrition he’s been provided with. If there was a drought here, he’d switch on all the taps. Now that more soup of any sort is a bad idea, he propels Richard out of the tent and I am left alone with my bread roll, which I can’t face either. 

Karl’s off with his girls. God knows where Brix has gone, since she avoids eating with us whenever she can. Out of everyone, Craig’s the only real contender for the void that has been left in our buddy system. Looks like I’m going to end up having to attach myself to that grumpy sod, so off I go to try to find him, feeling like I’m the one who’s stuck in a see-through pod and can’t get out.

I find Craig, Grant and John Leckie near the dressing room. The Fall are headlining tonight. New Order tomorrow night. Even James, the previously-named Model Team International who used to play at our Can Club nights, are playing after supporting The Smiths on their Meat is Murder tour. Half of Manchester is here. When it’s time to go on it’s dark, the stadium’s packed etc etc. We play my song ‘Bombast’, and I bomb my pod door off its hinges. 

Now I’m back in the band, and this time I’m staying no matter what. 

 

 






  

Part IV: Shoulder Pads and Stickers
 

 

 



 






  

Corruption in the Vatican
 

 

‘During my objective absolutions and reflections it occurred to me that all men commit evil.’ The Shakespearean bass of Trevor Stuart’s well-trained larynx booms its way around the theatre, so effectively propelled by years of diaphragm exercises that Mark, currently at the far side of the theatre facing the other way, cannot avoid the issue he is raising. ‘Dammit. Mark! I need to know my motivation for this line before it starts working for me. Mark!’ 

Half-turning, there is only a split-second pause before the retort: ‘Just read the fucking thing, Trevor!’ Mark’s almost louder, even though he’s never had any sort of formal training. ‘I’ll worry about the motivation,’ he threatens. Despite all Trevor’s years of waiting for Godot in obscure provincial theatres, to date not one rehearsal has passed where he has managed to deliver this particular line flawlessly. With Trevor being only one of two professional actors working on this latest scheme of Mark’s, what hope is there for the rest of us? Off huffs Trevor, angrily clutching his scraps of dialogue, leaving me to immerse myself into the character that I have been destined to play ever since our one and only trip to Switzerland. 

 

The first time I heard mention of my papal destiny was when the Polish pope was hitting the big time near our squat in Zurich.

‘One day I’m going to write a play,’ predicted Mark, gazing through the Gothic arch window at the thousands gathering behind the popemobile, ‘and you’re going to be the pope in it because you look just like him.’

Earlier this year I arrived at his house one afternoon to write songs. 

‘We’re doing it!’ he said. ‘I’m getting Arts Council funding.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Charlie Hanson. Michael’s mate. He’s running a theatre in Hammersmith. He’s agreed to put my play on.’

‘Great.’

‘I’ve been writing it for years! You’ll be the pope. There’s going to be songs. Scenes in between. People acting. It’s all in here.’ He tapped the book he’d been carrying around with him for months. ‘It was all a conspiracy!’ he proclaimed triumphantly as several dog-eared, beer-stained pages annotated with his distinctive scrawl fell to the ground around him. In God’s Name by David Yallop, a book everyone but me had been reading. But with its prime position at every airport bookstand, even I had become aware of its basic plot. A forward-thinking pope determined to reform the Vatican only lasts thirty-three days before dying suddenly of a massive heart attack under highly-suspicious circumstances. 

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Well, what do you reckon to this, then?’ He had a big black dining table covered in notes and I had the tune. I played him the bass line. Brix came in and did some guitar over it, then Mark started up with ‘Hey! Luciani’ and suddenly he had a song about a pope. Apparently he was known as The Smiling Pope; before he got lynched, that is.

Mark was manically working on the script of his play during the two-week American tour we did in October, only a handful of gig-heavy weeks before this play was due to open. We’d never seen less of Mark on a tour than on that one; he had no option but to shut himself in his hotel room with a bottle of JD and leave the rest of us to crack on with writing the music, stripping every hotel in the US bare of menus, beer mats and hotel notepaper as he went along. He was like Jack Nicholson in The Shining. All work and no play. In this case it was all work and where’s the fucking play?

Back in the UK, we were straight into an intense three-week tour, Mark recruiting people on the phone for his latest work of art, us working on some of the songs, immediately followed by two solid weeks of play rehearsals in London. A day before they started, we were a nun short so Mark went up to some girl in the Hacienda and asked her to step in. 

 

I’m neck-deep in a quagmire of maverick performers, artists, filmmakers, crew; all of us allergic to leading conventional lives, all of us with only a slippery foothold on the lower rungs of the world’s creative ladder. Here’s me, having joined a band to play music, suddenly thrust into the weak limelight of experimental theatre land. Us, mates, mates of mates, people we’ve met in the Hacienda and poor John Lennard, the first manager we’ve ever had who’s professionally experienced for the job and yet has been mad enough to underwrite the whole thing to the tune of a grand a day since rehearsals began. It’s opening in three nights and, apart from Mark Smith, no one’s seen an entire copy of the script. None of us have a clue what’s going on.

‘Where on earth is my vodka?’ This is drag queen Alana Pillay. ‘You’re just being homophobic, you little Welsh man!’ 

‘No I’m not!’ replies her victim. ‘I’m John’s man and John says under no circumstances can he be spending money on people’s drinks.’

Fluttering her false eyelashes, Alana turns to me. ‘Look at Mark. Oh no, you can’t see him behind that microphone stand.’ A fisherman’s son/daughter from Grimsby, Alana has had to learn to assert her height as an advantage. 

‘Right!’ starts Mark, abandoning the mike and striding towards our side of the stage with purpose. ‘It’s going to start with an acoustic guitar and me singing. Steve, get that guitar and stand next to me.’ In his element, he’s Salford’s answer to Orson Welles. Alfred Hitchcock. Instead of the paltry four musicians he’s usually telling what to do, now he’s got a whole theatre full of reprobates to direct.

The guitar I am passed is one of the back-up instruments that Simon Rogers carries around everywhere, just in case. Although Simon left the band to concentrate on being a new dad, he couldn’t keep away for long, so he’s roped himself in as musical director, a role he conducts gloveless. Upon abandoning the keyboards he gave me his glove as a memento, I passed it on to Karl, who promptly burned it. 

The lights are dimmed. The stage is completely dark. I’m standing in the wings, mostly out of view, blessedly in my civvies for now, about to play a simplified version of ‘Hey! Luciani’ on Simon’s acoustic.

‘It’s Luciani today!’ chimes Mark in my ear. ‘It’s Luciani today!’ Twang! and the A string breaks. I muddle on through. The lights go up and on skips Michael Clark, The Smiling Pope as a young boy in Austria or some similar place, the clue being his pair of authentic lederhosen complete with braces and a silly hat. Okay, so far we’re all following it.

And now, flouncing onto the stage in six-inch black plastic platforms and a priest’s outfit with a big puffy bustle on the back, is Leigh Bowery, a catwalk model born into the wrong body. Slightly fat, bald, an Australian with a penchant for brightly-coloured wigs, here is a man who thrives on being the centre of any attention. The stage performance is just a warm-up for him. Last weekend, after rehearsals, he changed into his going-out costume and topped it off by pouring a tin of red paint over his head. ‘Ready now. Off to Heaven!’ he announced in a very British accent despite his Antipodean roots. Grudgingly, John Lennard had okay’d the budget for Heather and Little Paul to come down to London with me for a couple of days. I suppose ‘Hotel room for bass player’s wife and toddler’ was pretty low down on his priority list but he had to cave in on humanitarian grounds; Paul was forgetting who I was. And so it came to pass that the three of us rode the tube with Leigh that night, unable to stop staring at him along with the rest of London.

Leigh will try his hand at anything loosely connected with performance. So far, his involvement in our projects has included starring roles in the videos for ‘Cruiser’s Creek’ and ‘Mr. Pharmacist’, where he played a psychotic office worker covered in large polka dots, diverting the camera nicely away from the rest of us most of the time. People like Leigh and Alana and even Michael Clark, they’re not living on the margins of society, they’re going one step further and creating their own realms of existence. Us lot, we think we’re different, but compared with them, we’re pure amateurs. 

‘His Holiness – His Holiness requests the breakdown of the distribution of alms to the poor of Valencia and Roma.’ Leigh’s landed quite a major part as Bishop Marcinkus, head of Vatican finance. ‘Who cares about them poor people? I sure don’t!’ 

More bishops come on stage and rant indecipherably. 

Enter Brix with a scream and her friend Marcia, the keyboard player who took over from Simon Rogers, both of them dressed as Israeli commandos carrying very large machine guns. Brix starts beating the hell out of a plastic dummy with a truncheon. She’s slamming into it with all the force of her pent-up frustrations while Marcia prances around them with her machine gun, singing about how they found this old Nazi swine in the jungles of South America. ‘Haf found Bormann!’ 

Even though I’ve seen roughly the same version of events a couple of times previously, try as I might, this is the point where I start losing the thread. But it gives me the opportunity to get on with my bass, still nicely closeted in the wings.

On swans Alana Pillay in her ‘gorge-and-wafting’ crimson number, large hair and graceful heels. ‘I am so scared, yet my aura is panache,’ she assures us.

A clattering backstage followed by a barely muffled, ‘Oh fuck, not again.’ 

‘Colin!’ screams Mark Smith. Sound of breaking glass. ‘How many times do you need telling it has to be absolutely silent backstage! Stop messing with them fucking guitars will you?’

Despite the fact that Colin, our roadie of six months, is a genuine superstar, he’s always getting it in the neck for something. For this extravaganza, Colin’s been made assistant stage manager, though Craig takes every opportunity to point out that the acronym ASM really stands for A Sick Man. 

I’m crouching behind the curtain with Craig and our new drummer Si Wolstencroft, who’s ready to go on stage as some kind of shite-talking priest. Craig’s also got a minor part as Dr Buzzonetti; his one line perhaps the most fitting to his off-stage personality. After giving The Not-So-Smiling Pope a scant examination with his stethoscope, he delivers his only two words: ‘He’s dead.’

The second half begins with a garbled monologue by Mark himself, wandering around the stage, pontificating, and I start to think, ‘Who the hell is going to come to this show?’ Incredibly, it’s virtually sold out. Three weeks of this we’re going to do, almost the whole of December. What the hell are people going to make of it? Maybe we are just taking the piss out of theatre goers. This theory is further validated by Mark’s introduction to the programme: a mock-up newspaper report he’s written with the headline ‘Hideous Noise Group Write ‘St’ Pope Biog.’

‘This is when you all chant!’ screams Mark. ‘Why isn’t anyone chanting?’

‘How the hell are we supposed to know that without a script?’ booms Trevor. No one has seen a full copy of the script yet, we’ve only been given snippets of dialogue, which Colin has had to photocopy and distribute. I’m begining to suspect that, quite possibly, a full copy of the script may not exist. 

‘Never mind that. Conscription – construction – consumption, come on!’ he counts us in, ‘Condumpkin – cack for brains – eighteen millions.’ He loves this. It really suits him. We start to repeat the words and the chanting fills the theatre until we play ‘Guest Informant’, transformed by the loose storyline of the play into a song about someone disclosing classified information, whereas it started life as an anecdote about new drummer Si. In the throes of a drunken stupor, Nick
Cave and Mark Smith decided to join the rock and roll masses by chucking the TV out of a hotel window. But it being a German rock and roll hotel, the TV had been chained down, so they chucked Si’s duvet out of the window instead. They didn’t account for Si grassing them up when the receptionist tried to bill him for it the following morning, leaving Mark to foot the bill.

Just before the end of this experimental fiasco, a short film of eyeballs writhing on top of maggots is projected onto the backdrop, during which time I must change into my multi-layered authentic pope outfit. I put down my bass, having played the last note of the full band version of ‘Hey! Luciani’, and am spirited away to the wardrobe department, which is like a cross between laundry day at St. Paul’s sacristy and a final clearance sale at an international army and navy store. Colin and a resident wardrobe woman frantically pile on the layers. This is difficult enough; there’s at least six different gold and white dresses/tunics, each starched to card-like stiffness. When they’re done, Colin tops off my look with an arched papal hat that I must balance on my head. I am now the new pope who has succeeded to power through the most evil and underhand workings of the inner Vatican community. 

‘It’s that one!’ shouts Colin in a whisper, pointing to one of the arches in the scenery. ‘Hurry up!’ The final notes of ‘Luciani’, extended over the end of the film, are being played by my bandmates as I appear at the window to wave officiously as the new pope: a gormless puppet foisted on the masses by corrupt power. It occurs to me that if the crowd somehow gets the story, I might be jeered at, pelted even, as I walk to the front of the stage for my theatrical debut.

‘Where’s your crook, Steve?’

‘What?’

‘Everyone knows popes have crooks!’ declares Mark. ‘Don’t tell me he hasn’t got a fucking crook. He’s the fucking pope, int he? Where’s his fucking crook?’

We are forced into a ten-minute break as the panicked backstage crew scour the facilities for old toilet roll tubes to stick together into an impromptu crook. Frantically, they cover it in gold foil and somehow bend the top into a rough hook shape. Back on stage again it flaps in the breeze as I stand there, staring into the darkness of the theatre, waiting for the lights to go off and, a split second before they do, my bastard hat falls off. 

 

*

It’s pretty intense this run, but there’s no show on Mondays, so, needing a complete change of scene, on our first night off Craig, Colin and I catch the tube to Richard Thomas’ flat in King’s Cross. 

To look at, Colin is a rag-arsed Ian Hunter with similar straggly shoulder-length hair, tightly-curled like a perm, but in Colin’s case it’s totally natural. He wears the universal roadie uniform of jeans, denim jacket and the last-band-you’ve-worked-with tour T-shirt. His T-shirt drawer must be brimming he’s worked with so many, and it shows. At our first gig, I broke a string on stage for the first time in my life. Colin ran on and miraculously changed it while I was still playing. ‘Ah don’t understand why you don’t have a spare bass?’ he chided me afterwards. ‘Ah’ve never worked with a band who doesn’t have spare guitars. And spare strings. It’s lucky really, or probably just providence that the spare strings ah happened to think ahead and throw into my tool case before we left happened to be the same make and gauge as yours, Steve. The Damned, The Stranglers. They’ve all got spare guitars.’

‘Colin. If you knew what I have to go through to get one set of strings, never mind a spare guitar…’ and I proceeded to fill him in on the ritual of having the shopping list approved. 

‘Well, we’re gonna have to do something about that then, aren’t we?’ he said in genuine concern. 

As we make the journey from the tube station, the comfortable silence that would often transpire between me and Craig doesn’t get a chance for Colin is never short of things to say. ‘It makes a nice change not having to sit around in pre-Christmas Lahndon traffic all day every day,’ he remarks in his low, deliberate voice, the accent a bastardised union of his native Wirral and the default cockney he’s developed as a result of working with The Kinks for too long. These days it is often a perpetual monotone ringing around my head long after I go to bed every night, trying to get to sleep.

‘It will never cease to amaze me how much shopping one woman has the capacity to collate,’ he says, referring to Brix, of course, whom he has spent most of his daytimes driving in a sleek hire car. ‘But the fact is she would become more efficient by employing the use of the public transportation system, leaving me to infinitely more important tasks like the tending to people’s instruments or the recording of my music…’ 

Before long we arrive at the flat and out come the beers and the Trivial Pursuit board. I am about to win a fifth triangle when Craig and I get into an argument about a music question that’s not even part of the game. As these things can, what with the pressure of the performances and not being home for so long, it gets out of hand and I snap, storming off into the streets of London, livid that Craig’s convinced Dave Gilmour’s the bass player in Pink Floyd. 

I’m tearing down the road when a police car pulls over and a couple of cops get out.

‘And where do we think we’re going this late in the night?’

‘And who do we think we’re talking to?’

‘I’m not too sure.’ I slur. ‘The flat’s in Earl’s Court. Somewhere. I’m not from round here.’

‘Can you just empty your pockets, Sir?’

Oh dear. This is not good. Not at all.

I dig around in my jeans pocket and present them with a handful of plectrums. Bad move. It seems to make them even more suspicious. 

‘All your pockets, Sir.’

Out come the keys to the flat we’re staying in.

‘And your back pockets?’

Out comes my wallet. Don’t look in there. Please don’t look in there.

Of course they do. Bingo! They get what they want: three grams of a dubious-looking white powder. I’m done for. 

Next thing I know, I’m assuming the position against a wall and getting thoroughly searched before being manhandled into the back of their car. They drive around the streets until I recognise where we’re staying; there’s no way out of it. I can’t pretend I’m staying somewhere I’m not. Unlocking the door, I dread what state they will find everyone in. Thanks to John Lennard’s money, there’s fifteen people freaking out in this flat on a daily basis.

By some bizarre quirk of fate, when I turn up escorted by coppers, it happens to be the only time in three weeks when anyone is sleeping. I can’t believe my luck. Everyone, but everyone, is tucked up in bed like any normal citizen would be at 3am on a Tuesday morning. 

And try as they might, they can’t find anything more incriminating than a couple of packets of Rizlas. Disappointed, they cart me off to Camden Station anyway, where they lock me in the cells to sleep it off.

Not that I get much sleep, worrying myself to death. Mark’ll go mental if I don’t get out of here in time for the performance. What’s going to happen to me? I could be made an example of and held in custody for months. I seriously doubt John Lennard would rustle up the money for my bail…

After a fitful dream about the real pope angrily scouring the sacristy for his missing robes, I am treated to a tasty full English served on a plastic plate. 

Eventually I am taken to the interview room. Once they discover I’m a professional musician who’s not had a night off in weeks, the questioning takes a different turn.

‘So where did you get this from, Sir? Was it from some geezer in a pub?’

Fuck me, they’re giving me the answers here. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ I say, looking as decent, honest and hard-working as possible. ‘This guy came up to me who recognised us from the show.’

‘So what band are you in?’

Here we go. ‘The Fall,’ I say, hoping they at least listen to John Peel. We’re not up North now, but luckily we are in cutting-edge Camden.

‘I’ve heard of you!’ says a trendy young one. ‘What was that really famous song you did? Oh, I know, “Totally Wired”. That’s about right for you, isn’t it, Sir?’

Sarky bastard. I sigh deeply. ‘Well, you know. We wrote that a long time ago when we were young and stupid. These days we’re a lot more cultured, performing in theatres with ballet dancers and classical musicians and that.’ They’re not sure what to make of this. ‘We’re doing a stint in the West End at the moment, in fact. I could put a few free tickets on the door for you fellas, if you like. That’s if I get out of here in time to perform.’ I smile my most genuine, innocent smile.

There’s a tense pause, eventually broken by the sergeant. ‘So,’ he says, ‘How many tickets can you get us? I’ll have to bring the wife.’

It’s a close call, but half an hour later I’m out of there, promising myself never to play Trivial Pursuit with Craig again.

I arrive at the theatre just in time, somewhat worse for wear after my night on a hard bench, only to get laid into by Mark. I was hoping he’d be glad I’m here at all. Who would they have got to step into my demanding role at the very last minute? ‘What the hell are you playing at?’ he shouts. ‘I don’t want the police coming sniffing around here because of the likes of you!’ Ooops. And I’ve just gone and put half the station on the guestlist.

He gives me a right earful and we get on with the show, after which I’m asked by a fan, ‘So has it rubbed off on you, playing the pope?’ Oh, yeah. Of course it has. This is method acting at its most subverted.

Colin comes up to me with a concerned assistant-stage-manager look on his face. ‘Steve. Mark’s been telling everyone what happened. He said you got arrested in your pope’s outfit. You really can’t be wandering around London in that, you know. If anything happened to that ah don’t think we could get hold of another one. Could you just not be bothered getting changed after the show, or what?’

 






  

Magic Bus
 

 

Almost a whole year has passed since the fated Woolwich gig, yet it feels more like ten. Band life is so intense, the day-to-day teems with so many experiences to absorb, my mind struggles to maintain its trains of thought. It is prone to flit, jump and muddle, confusing itself about when stuff happened.

But never about what happened. And that is a morning I recall with crystal clarity. A relatively early start was required for the London soundcheck and we had already spent an hour driving around Prestwich looking for Karl, who was at none of his usual haunts. We’d even taken to checking a couple of bus shelters. When Craig suggested, possibly as a sarcastic throw-away quip, that we should call by a favourite park bench of Karl’s and the van actually pulled over, Brix finally flipped. 

‘This is it!’ she exclaimed, her eyes wild. ‘We’ve gotta gig in Woolwich and no fucking drummer. I can’t take this anymore. I have spent the best part of three years in fear of my life because of that man. Like when we played with Khmer Rouge and he crouched in the wings to shoot fireworks at them. Marcia’s my friend. How could he do that? And that time in Liverpool when I ordered a TV for backstage and he took it apart, piece by piece, so I’d miss Dynasty.’ She pronounces it Die-nasty. ‘Then he threw the valves outta the dressing-room window, causing an explosion. I could have died! I nearly did – of embarrassment – when the promoter came back for the TV. It was his wife’s.’ There was the briefest pause for breath before relaunch. ‘I can’t share a bus with him anymore. The girls! We got irate parents turning up at the door demanding their daughters back. It’s gotta stop. They always go for Mark first and I’m getting tired of batting them off. For chrissake. I left my room-service tray out in the hotel corridor and he ate my leftovers. He’s an animal. He told me he’d shove his drum stick up my ass. He wasn’t joking. I could see it in his eyes, he meant it. And you’ve all seen how he breaks those things.’ 

Karl, for his part, always had a blanket rule of hating everyone until he deemed them worthy. ‘You can’t have it large till you’ve proved yourself,’ he’d say and, in his view, Brix never did. The gap between the two of them, instead of narrowing through shared experience, had been increasing at a dramatic rate. To a primeval working-class drummer and a homogenised American of film-industry parentage, forced into the reduced physical living conditions that touring demands, shared experience was something they had both come to hate. 

‘I’m in fear of my life every waking minute of every fucking day. God knows, I’ll do anything for this band but even I will draw the line at spending an entire week sifting through all the goddam dumpsters in the UK looking for that creature. I’m telling you. He is so. Outta. This. Band. We got the Liverpool City Council show with New Order and The Smiths in two days. And we have no idea if he’s gonna bother showing. What about you, Si? Couldn’t you step in?’

She turned to our driver, Si Wolstencroft, ironically enough introduced to the band by Karl himself several months previously. Si’s a drummer. A well-dressed, nicely spoken, middle class doctor’s son drummer from a big house with stables, to whom networking is second nature. Not only did he go to school with half The Smiths, he also wears clean 501s every day. But he didn’t know our songs.

After a brief and fruitless discussion, Brix had another idea. ‘Steve. What about Paul? Can’t you get your brother back?’ Registering my look of doubt, Brix didn’t give up. ‘Couldn’t you at least call him?’ 

Upon phoning Paul, I discovered he was in the pie shop and managed to persuade him to meet us in Woolwich, after which he was cajoled into filling in for the Liverpool City Council gig as well. 

Word must have got out that we might not have a drummer for Liverpool as three extra ones turned up. Richard Thomas came up from London, bringing along his mate – a Fall fan drummer – as a back-up. Hawaiian-shirted conga player Steve Davis, who we hadn’t seen since Holland a few years previously but who was still friends with Mark, turned up just in case no one else did. And, contrary to all speculation, Karl Burns himself turned up, strolling into the soundcheck like nothing had ever happened. Upon entering the ornate Royal Court, he clocked Paul providing the steady beat behind ‘My New House’ and stayed skulking by the mixing desk.

It was Paul’s gig from the moment he played Woolwich; Karl knew that and had to sit at the stage side like a wounded dog while Paul took over, but the other two thought it was their moment, and they didn’t take the disappointment very well. Richard Thomas did his best to placate them by suggesting they go on for the grand finale. Left-wing politician Derek Hatton, whose idea this benefit gig was in the first place, was trying to get all the bands to come on stage and have a sing-along to Bob Dylan’s ‘Maggie’s Farm’. That was a bit too weird for us, a bit too Live Aid, but the only opportunity our extra drummers had to get in the limelight. On they went, thinking it’d be cool to sing with Bernard Sumner but, surprise surprise, they all got bottled off by Smiths fans who only wanted to hear more Smiths. 

Afterwards, Mark was trying to persuade Paul to rejoin full-time, buttering him up in all ways imaginable. There were slap-up lunches, which would have been interesting: Paul troughing everything off the menu and Mark pushing a gourmet chip around his plate while redressing the planet’s political systems. There were prospective studios to assess, which only Paul was invited to visit; where Paul’s revered opinion regarding suitability was publicly valued. And throughout this schmoozing, Mark was foisting random wads of cash at him at the slightest excuse. ‘Here’s a hundred quid,’ he’d say, ‘get a round in and keep the change.’ Mark and Brix had just bought a house in Prestwich and I suppose they didn’t want the rest of us to feel left out. So, if he was in a good mood, we’d all feel the benefit. We were on an upward curve. I started looking for houses in a leafy suburb with a progressive-looking primary school for my lad.

Our Paul was tempted, but not tempted enough. ‘How many drummers’ll turn up to the next gig, fighting to get their arse on that drum stool? Besides, I’m happy with Shout Bamalam.’

This was his official line, but if you ask me he was still smarting from the blows of the stick back in Brighton. Shout Bamalam consists of him and his two school mates. It’s all equal and no one’s going to bash anyone with a stick; they’re all just going to make it. 

There have been no repeats of the stick incident since Brighton. Mark has moved on from random acts of humiliation to constructing a complete system for them, which he imaginatively calls the ‘Shit List’. ‘Who’s top of the Shit List?’ he taunts. It was often Karl when he was around, but Karl wouldn’t know until Mark had already played his trick, like when he taught him how to order an extra bread roll from the hotel waiter in Germany. It’s ‘Ich bin eine schöne Blume,’ he insisted, making sure Karl pronounced the words perfectly. The rest of us watched with bated breath as Karl approached a nearby waiter to inform him what a pretty flower he was. Cue everyone’s sides splitting before getting into our rickety old van and heading off down the autobahn. The system is largely good humoured, but we are all aware that, if required, it could easily lend itself to manipulation and misuse.

 

*

It’s a quiet Tuesday in February. We’re due to leave for Antwerp but it’s so cold and dreary outside the only customers to have graced the pie shop so far this lunchtime has been a small group of teeny girls from the high school, who only bought a cheese butty and two donuts between them.

Rumour has it that the borrowed yellow splitter van Colin’s been driving us around in could well be a thing of the past. Perhaps Brix’s general badgering of John Lennard is finally paying off because we might be going to Europe in an upgraded vehicle, which may even have a bog on it. 

Rumour also has it that John Lennard could well be descended from the people who own the well-known shoe-shop chain. This would come as no great surprise; he has always struck me as someone who’s just playing at it, knowing he’s got his parents’ shoe empire to fall back on if it all goes to shit. 

Brix has always liked John. She likes having a professional manager pandering to her needs so much more than the rest of us, and it gives Mark a break to go drinking pints of Holts with old men without feeling pressurised. Champagne, clothes, guitars: whatever she wants (within reason) he’ll sort. Us lot’ll drink warm champagne if we see it first, whereas he’ll always make sure she’s got her own chilled bottle. These days we’ve all got enough money to spend on smarter clothes, but Brix’ll spend more on herself and Mark than the rest of us put together. There are photos of Mark from last year where he looks like an explosion in a charity shop, and recent photos where he’s had a posh haircut and he’s wearing an Armani jumper. 

And she’s the only one with a couple of spare guitars. To his credit, even John drew the line at granting Brix an entire plane seat next to her own for her Rickenbacker just because she didn’t want it in the hold.

The only reason I’ve got a new bass myself is because Colin had convinced John I needed one prior to our last trip to San Francisco, city of tasty music shops. Colin and I went shopping and returned with a brand new sunburst Fender Precision and $200 cash after he got the guy in the shop to write a receipt out for that much extra. What a day it was! Driving around San Francisco in a cab with a brand-new bass, wads of cash in our pockets and the promise of a great night out for the entire band, courtesy of one of Karl’s old contacts. 

On the organisational front, it’s a luxury to have John’s office at our disposal. If anybody needs to go to London, all it takes is one call and, as if by magic, there’s a train ticket waiting at the station and a decent hotel’s been booked. We always seem to be going to London these days. Either recording, doing a session or playing a gig. It’s a comforting change from the managerial chasm we had since Kay left, which had basically entailed all of us haphazardly chipping in and well-meaning friends like Richard Thomas booking venues and the occasional van.

‘Have no fear,’ Brix told us after one of her numerous extended lunches with John. ‘Conditions are gonna change around here. I’m making sure of it. I’ve made it patently clear to John that unless there is a decent transport system appropriate for our changing dynamics, I can’t promise to go through with the next tour.’

 

The next tour is about to start. My case is packed and I’m waiting for the bus to pick me up along with the band’s gear, which is now stored in a back room at the pie shop. Oh, yes. This started last year, one bank holiday Monday as we were heading to the studio to record ‘Hey! Luciani’. Our first stop was at The Boardwalk, where we stored our gear, only to find it was closed. We couldn’t get hold of anyone to unlock it so we were forced into borrowing equipment at the studio itself. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ cussed Mark. ‘A pound a day for storage and we can’t even get our gear!’ On the way back in the van we’d hired to drive around the equipment we didn’t have, I decided the time had come to offer an alternative I had been considering: the concrete room under the stairs at the back of the pie shop. It was an idea that Mark happily embraced. Clearly seven quid a week extra spends was not to be sniffed at. So far, despite the shop being broken into several times, the only stuff to go missing has been catering packs of blackberry Calypsos, the thousands of pounds’ worth of musical instruments remaining untouched.

For Mark, our good fortune is easily explained: ‘I’ve put the Curse of The Fall on them. They know not to touch our stuff because of the people from Cheetham Hill that I could send round,’ he reckons. One of Mark’s exaggerated projections of himself, not quite alter ego, just inflated aspects of the real him, is to imagine himself as the ultimate don of a fantasy North Manchester mafia. Apparently, he also has strong connections with MI5 and, when touring in America, the CIA. ‘You shouldn’t doubt my powers! Look what happened when I wrote “Terry Waite Sez”.’ The archbishop’s envoy and hostage negotiator who was himself captured once Mark had written the song. ‘His brother rang Beggars for clues, you know.’ 

My dad joins me at the counter in anticipation of a lunchtime rush. Despite the weather being so miserable, it’s not bad enough to keep the old soul boys at home cooking for their kids. In they come, as they do every day, for their meat and potato pies, the staple they feed their families on. The queue begins to thicken with workmen who are doing up the psychiatric day centre round the corner, along with some of the patients. 

Just as I’m microwaving some pies, a shadow falls across the counter. The queue quietens as each customer turns, one by one, awestruck, to behold the vehicle pulling up outside. I stand, sausage roll in one hand, pie in the other, as the shop is eclipsed by what is probably the largest, most sophisticated vehicle this road has encountered. I start thinking about the kind of bands who have tour buses like this. It’s an enormous silver thing with darkened windows; the way the headlights and wing mirrors are angled, it looks like a mean metallic caterpillar from outer space. No other vehicles able to get past, it begins to cause a small traffic jam.

Whoosh, and the tinted door glides open to reveal Colin, the closest he’s ever come to being an alien from Planet Rock.

I pass the pie and the sausage roll to my dad and hang up my white coat with purpose. ‘Sorry mate,’ I tell the gobsmacked soul boy, ‘I’m off to tour Europe.’ And I head into the back. My dad sometimes microwaves the pies extra hot just to piss them off, but a scorched mouth will probably be easier for the soul boy to deal with than this. 

Minutes later, with detailed guidance from our roadie, the driver is squeezing the bus down the narrow alley behind the shop, leaving an impossible inch between its antennae wing mirrors and the flanking red-brick walls. Once in position, a queue of people waiting to carry the gear forms at the back of the shop, longer, I notice, than the queue for pies at the front. Two sound engineers, a lighting man, Craig, Simon, Marcia and, close behind her, fussing round her like he always does and blushing furiously whenever she acknowledges his presence, Colin. 

So Brix has come up trumps after all. There’s upgrades, but given the heightened atmosphere, I doubt anyone was expecting anything quite like this. From the outside it’s impressive, but once I step in I realise this machine would be worthy of Bowie himself. The first thing I see is the bog. Yeessss! No more screaming at the driver to pull over at the next services. With six guys of different-sized bladders knocking back the lagers, this feature alone will have a dramatic impact on journey comfort. 

It’s a house on wheels, containing not just a well-stocked fridge, but also an entire kitchen, two living rooms and bunk beds. As we settle ourselves in, before take-off the driver begins by asserting his role in the forthcoming mission. ‘Good evening and welcome to my bus. My name’s Yorkie, not because I’ve ate so many but because I’m from Yorkshire!’ His accent bears undeniable witness to this. ‘And believe me I’ve been doing this job long enough to know what the pitfalls are so if you bear with me we’ll all have a safer time. First and most important rule, if you’re going to use the bunks, do always sleep with your feet facing the driver. If I have to pull up suddenly, I’d rather you broke yer feet than yer ’eads. Y’can still play with broken feet, albeit in a wheelchair.’ I wonder if people like Ozzy Osbourne are subjected to such pep talks before a tour. ‘I will change yer sheets once a week so you don’t need to worry about anythin like that. In conjunction with this, please don’t go to bed and leave yer empty bottles in t’olders on the table. If I have to pull up suddenly, they could go flying and there would be broken glass all over the windscreen.’ Why is this man so convinced he’s going to be pulling over suddenly all the time? ‘Next golden rule, never ever take a dump on board. Enough said about the consequences of such an inconsiderate action.’ He gives everyone a meaningful look. ‘Connected with this, give me all your drugs on the approach to any borders. Don’t worry! I’ve got some sticky labels so you’ll always get back exactly what you hand in. It’s just that I know where they won’t look.’ Furtive glances between the lot of us as I wonder who exactly this man has driven around previous to us. 

‘There’s two TVs; one in the main lounge area where we currently are, one in the back lounge, both with state-of-the-art VHS video recorders. The built-in speakers you can see above you are connected to the stereo. Can I remind you that this is all brand-new equipment, so please do your best to respect it accordingly. And finally, don’t ever decide to travel independently, for whatever reason. By the time you get back on the bus, everyone else’ll be speaking a different language.’

Fair enough, let’s go. 

Off to Belgium and guess what? Colin’s only thought on and packed a video of that film they were all watching when they went to America and I didn’t get to go: Spinal Tap. By the time we reach Antwerp, having watched this well-studied account of what could well be us on tour several times over, we are weary with laughter and no one has slept in the bunks apart from Brix.

 

We’re playing two nights at Munich’s Theaterfabrik. Upon arriving in Munich, Craig and I head off to the nearest train station to buy the English papers, as is our habit. He gets The Times, I get the Daily Mirror. Noticing they also have Smash Hits, I flick through and discover a sticker of Brix and Mark. Ultimate proof of our changing status. When Mark sees it he’s livid. ‘I can’t believe they’ve put us next to Depeche Mode!’ he screams. ‘Ten years I’ve been working hard at this…’ 

Colin’s philosophy of working with bands is to throw himself into their mind-set more fervently than the band members themselves, and after almost a year around us lot, he’s become our resident vibemaster. Because you’re not building brick walls you can look at after you’ve finished, every band needs someone around to tell them what they’re doing’s worthwhile, and Colin is brilliant at this. 

‘Tonight, you guys blinded me so badly my retinas are still on fire,’ he begins. ‘Ah’ve toured with so many baaands and no one is remotely touching you lot. And ah’ll tell you exactly why.’ Having just played our first gig in Munich, we are sitting on a king-size hotel bed in mine and Craig’s room, the lights dimmed, the minibar almost done. ‘All my life ah have prided myself on being able to look at the stage and to instantly know which of the musicians ah am seeing is playing the various things that ah am hearing. When ah was younger my nan who was a music teacher believed this ability as the first signs that ah had perfect pitch. But with you guys, ah’ve been noticing this for a while now, but ah ain’t said naffin in case you all think ah’ve gone completely whacko-ed, but ah’m telling you, ah hear extra things for which ah can find no physical point of origin on the stage. It is as if occult entities or beings from another dimension are trying to harmonise with you. Believe me, sounds come from that stage that are doubtless being generated in another universe.’ He pauses for a sniff. ‘And that’s not the trong talking. Ah may not have slept since our arrival in this quarter of Europe, but ah’ve never experienced this with any other band. Mark, it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if he’s psychic. Ah think, now bear with me, ah really think he’s got The Power. And when he’s on stage with you guys and you’re just so on it, ah’m beginning to believe this power of his is strong enough to overcome local temporal reality as we know it. What? What’s up? Why are you all looking at me like that?’

The bus sets off the morning after our second night at the Theaterfabrik, which was, according to Colin, another blinder, and did indeed provoke several encores from the steadfast German fans. We notice a scrawled sign stuck to the back lounge door with a ripped piece of gaffer tape, stating, in large angry letters, ‘Eintritt Verboten’. In case we don’t get the message, it is further enhanced by a black felt-tip drawing of a skull and crossbones. Still on the outskirts of Munich, presently this back door swings open to reveal Mark, clutching an empty champagne bottle in one hand and a cassette in the other. Ensuring he’s captured everyone’s attention by scrunching up his face to force a snort of disdain like a bull about to charge, he just about manages to refrain from hoofing the floor. It’s clear from this greeting that on his personal scale of gig ratings, last night’s is teetering between ‘abysmal’ and ‘I’m going to get Yorkie to pull over onto the hard shoulder and ditch the whole lot of you dozy fuckers in the middle of Germany, but since we’re not yet on the autobahn I’ll take my time explaining exactly why’. 

‘What the hell are you doing?’ he starts, casting a horrified look at our TV screen. ‘Sit up straight! Turn that off. This is not a holiday, you know. Five days in and you’re all acting like the spoilt fuckers you are. You lot were so lame last night all the world’s crutches wouldn’t have held you up! Listen to this tape of the gig.’ He slams it into the stereo and struggles a little in getting the right side on. It’s difficult not to titter as he bashes at its small black buttons slickly set in a matt black background. Once he succeeds, the drumbeat to ‘Fiery Jack’ fills the bus. ‘Nothing fits!’ he shouts above the music, before his voice on the tape joins in: You’ll never learn! ‘You were shit!’ My face is slack I just think think think! It’s like being told off in four-dimensional quadraphonic sound. ‘There was only me holding it together.’ Burn burn burn! ‘Look at you all! Look at you! I’m spoiling you fuckers. You’re never going to play a decent gig sitting there watching Fawlty fucking Towers.’ And off he storms to his back lounge, shoving his empty bottle into a nearby plastic holder and slamming the door behind him while his recorded voice goes on and on: I sat and drank for three decades…

‘What’s his problem?’ starts Marcia in her native Brooklyn accent. ‘I know he’s your husband,’ she says to Brix, ‘but really. If the drums don’t sound good it may well be because he took the fucking mikes off halfway through the set. What is he thinking?’ 

‘He thinks it makes me hit them harder,’ says Si. ‘I know what I’d like to hit harder,’ he adds, more to himself than to the rest of us.

‘Good luck people at the back of the hall hearing you with no mikes on the kit,’ I remark.

‘I’m still the new boy, though, aren’t I?’ continues Si. ‘Out of everyone I’ve been the most likely to “have a funny turn” three days in a row. I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.’ Si’s referring to the book Mark’s started to run as an add-on to his Shit List system. He gets everyone to put bets on who’s going to ‘have a funny turn’ next and then winds them up until they completely lose it and go mental at him just so he can win.

‘I don’t know why he’s being so mean,’ says Brix. ‘He was never like this when I first met him. Now it’s like everything’s bugging him! He goes crazy about the dumbest things.’ She sighs. ‘All I ever wanted was to be in a band where everyone’s friends and everyone likes making music together and it’s fun, y’know. That’s the kinda band I wanna be in.’ If she says this often enough, she thinks it might come true. ‘Not like this goddam swamp of a band!’

‘Welcome to the real world,’ says Marcia. ‘You’re living in dreamland, sister.’ Marcia, as a fellow American married to another British singer, has been Brix’s natural ally ever since their band, Khmer Rouge, supported us a couple of years ago. By the time Simon Rogers left The Fall, Marcia was next in line for the keyboards, perhaps at least partly because Brix was getting bored of being the only female in the band. 

But we didn’t make it easy for Marcia either. No rehearsals; her first live experience of being in The Fall was the soundcheck. But she’d done her homework, turning up with piles of crib sheets, looking terrified but glamorous. Stealing a glance at one of her scraps of paper in passing I saw it was all ‘US 80s 90s Intro verse, bass solo, chorus, verse, bass solo, chorus, rant with megaphone solo to fade.’ And ‘Bournemouth Runner verse verse verse verse to infinity.’ The gig was packed and the adrenalin worked in her favour. We even threw in a couple of numbers she didn’t know for the encore. You can get away with that kind of thing on the keyboards; a lot of it tends to be fairy dust. Not like the bass. Mr Fucking Engine Room of the song over there at the back of the stage. But, to her credit, she wasn’t put off. Since then half the band’s been dramatic American female, though Marcia seems more grounded and realistic than Brix. 

‘In my experience it just don’t work like that,’ she insists. 

‘The more everyone in the band hates each other,’ intones Craig with absolute certainty, ‘the better the music.’

‘Craig, you hate everyone,’ says Marcia. ‘If that were true, we’d be top of the charts by now.’

‘He’s right though,’ says Si. ‘When I was playing with Johnny and Andy we didn’t get anywhere, but once Morrissey joined the rest was history. Look at them now! “Bigmouth Strikes Again”. “The Boy With A Thorn In His Side”. Those kind of songs are hardly borne out of love and friendship, are they? Nowadays they hate each other so much they won’t even share a hotel never mind a lounge on a tour bus.’

‘Well,’ says Colin, delighted the conversation should pan into one of his many areas of expertise. ‘You only need to look at The Kinks for evidence of this. When ah worked with them on many an extensive US tour, they’d collude at opposite ends of the bus, citing their hatred of each other as a tangible creative force, empowering them to spawn some of the greatest pieces of vinyl to have ever graced a turntable.’

‘Well just because that has been the case with some bands,’ says Brix, ‘doesn’t mean it has to be like that.’ She’s so good at talking people into her ideas, nothing seems to put her off. Despite her first single only reaching a select audience, she has recently recorded another one, having persuaded Beggars to hire a name to produce it, Ian Broudie. This time none of us were on the single. It’s like Brix is trying to be UK’s answer to Blondie, UK’s answer to Madonna even. She gathers her bag together. ‘I’m off to write my journal,’ and she heads for the bunk furthest away from everyone, which is still not very far. 

Half an hour later and he’s back. ‘What’s wrong with you miserable fuckers?’ he demands. ‘Cheer up. It’ll be dinner time soon.’ And he opens the fridge and hands out cans of lager. ‘Let’s watch this. Here’s a proper film.’

Oh no. Mark’s only got two films. Zulu or The Producers. I’m praying it’ll be Zulu, where 150 British soldiers, one of whom is played by Mark’s grandad, successfully hold off an army of four thousand Zulu warriors, mainly because that film’s only been forced on us three times so far. Whereas Mel Brooks’ dark comedy The Producers is one we’ve been tortured by fifteen times already, on account of the obvious parallels to be drawn between it and Hey! Luciani. And now it’s sixteen times. The dreadful tinkling of an art house piano plays as the camera hones in on the ‘Auditions for Hitler (no previous experience necessary)’ sign and we all moan inwardly. If he’s got his own back lounge, why can’t he just use it and watch this shite on his own? Our punishment for doing a ‘bad’ gig. Tons of Hitlers arabesque across the stage like Michael Clark clones with small square ’taches. ‘Haa ha ha haha,’ laughs Mark, nudging me jovially. ‘Why aren’t you laughing? It’s hilarious, this.’

 

*

Clearly our hatred for one another has intensified enough for us to have released a single which goes straight in at No. 30. In an unusual move, Mark took heed of a forward-thinking A&R woman at Beggars when she advised him to cover the Motown song ‘There’s A Ghost in My House’. ‘The Fall covering that,’ she’d said dreamily, ‘it’s just got to be a hit…’ Just one place higher and any day now we’ll get the call from the BBC; finally it’ll be us miming away in that infamous studio.

There’s a rare night off in Manchester before we continue the tour to the Midlands. One sniff of the charts is enough reason for Si, Craig and me to decree a celebration is in order, an opportunity to make use of our VIP passes for the Hacienda. 

Making sure we let on to Dave Haslam, high-profile music journalist now resident DJ, we give him a nod on our way through. He’s playing choice Iggy classic ‘The Passenger’ so we circle the dance floor a couple of times just in case any of the hundreds of star-struck students want an autograph. Eventually a local lad in a shell suit approaches. ‘’Scuse me, mate,’ he begins and I’m just about to ask Craig for his pen. ‘Me mam’s well pissed off. That loaf you sold her is completely stale.’

Fuck this. We head down the stairs to the Gay Traitor bar to pose about with the other Manchester musos who we now breathe the same rarefied air as. 

And who do we find? Morrissey? No. Mick Hucknall? No. This particular Monday night one of the few people lurking around in the hope that someone will walk in and buy him a pint is Karl Burns, who we haven’t seen since the end of our springtime American tour last year. 

There’s a suspended split second as the two drummers’ eyes meet. The usurper and the usurped. They were mates when Karl introduced Si to Brix. He obviously wasn’t thinking. He should have known that one hapless move would lead to total career suicide. 

‘Hey Karlos, how’s it going?’ says Si, recovering first. 

‘Awright Simon, how you surviving around these bastards?’

He sweeps his eyes across us and the greetings begin for real. 

‘So what brings you here on Student Night?’

‘Gettin away from the fucking house,’ he growls. ‘Got a nappy-filler of me own now, Steve. Our James.’ There’s definitely a hint of a proud smile as we gawp in surprise. 

‘I’d best get a round in, then.’

To help us get over the shock of Karl’s fatherhood, with his own garbled delivery he begins to tell us what’s he’s been up to recently. ‘There I was, arranged to meet this guy outside Hulme Labour Club. Fucking car pulls up. Two coppers gerrout. They’d only seen the fucking ad in the fucking Evening News. “Deep silver snare drum. No time wasters.” Our James needed a fucking pram, I had to do sommat. You know all about that, don’t you Steve? Arrest me. “What you fucking nicking me for? Of course I’ve gorra snare drum I’m a fucking drummer aren’t I?” “Fucking rare military drum that,” says the copper. “Only eight of ’em in the whole fucking country. We’ve been looking everywhere for it.” Into court. Three fucking months community service painting pensioners’ pissing skirting boards. Radio on in the background. You lot playing “Ghost In My Fucking House”. The other skanks taking the fucking piss. “That band you used to be in are doing alright aren’t they?” Would have fucking decked ’im but that’d have been another three months.’ He flashes Si a look of mournful betrayal. 

Si spots someone he knows. ‘Look, it’s Ian!’ he says. ‘Haven’t seen him for ages…’ and he disappears, glad of the excuse. Because we all know Karl’s putting a brave face on it. A cruel world indeed that a drumming genius like him should be reduced to fencing stolen drums. 

I lean over to tell him this and he just shrugs. ‘When it’s a hot day and I think of y’all packing the fucking gear into the van. That’s fucking hard. But when it’s freezing cold and pissing it down, I’d rather leave you lot to it.’ 

I’d grown to love the highs and lows of Karl’s imaginative style. It’s unsettling changing drummers and I’d even aired my reservations after Si’s try-out. ‘He doesn’t hit it hard enough and there’s no dynamics!’ I’d said. ‘It won’t matter with everything else over the top of it,’ insisted Mark. And he’s got a point. Si’s more like a human drum machine. Solid. Reliable. A year later and his arse is glued to our drum stool so firmly he’s already got a bad case of piles; and I’m completely used to him being there. 

Presently Si returns. ‘You’ll never guess what? Ian’s band, after all these years, they’ve finally got signed up to do an album. “’Bout time,” I told him. “What you gonna call it?”

‘“Dunno,” he says. “How about The Stone Roses?” Come on, man. That’d be like us calling an album The Fall. Best of luck to him. What’s everyone having?’ 

 

‘There’s A Ghost In My House’ haunts the No. 30 spot for two weeks, never materialising at No. 29. It may be our highest-selling single ever, but since Beggars spent scary money on the spooky hologram sleeve, profits are purely ethereal.

What does materialise, however, is my court summons to London. I am too embarrassed to call John’s office to try and blag train tickets or a hotel. Besides, recently he has been asking awkward questions about hotel extra tabs from last summer. So back I go to London, expecting this year’s royalties to be accounted for by a hefty fine. At the courtroom the judge informs me that I was arrested ‘for the possession of a white powder, which was found to be, upon analysis, 4% amphetamine sulphate.’

96% shite! Might explain why I’m putting weight on and keep falling asleep all the time. I’d gotten ripped off so badly even the judge feels sorry for me, waives the court costs on account of my travelling all the way from Manchester, and lets me off with a conditional discharge for a year, which is already halfway through. 

 






  

World’s Best Seaside Town
 

 

We’re due to go to Blackpool to film the ‘Hit The North’ video, a song Mark wrote with Simon Rogers during a songwriting session with just the two of them, after Simon left the band. It’s highly structured, with very little room for bass input; he’s programmed the keyboards to sound like an orchestra of electronic saxophones, gracing the piece with a fairly gripping and memorable start. The combination of this and the words, initially inspired by Mark’s dislike of Norwich, may well give it some commercial whack. On the way back from playing there, Mark said, ‘I don’t like it round here! It’s too flat. I can’t wait till we hit the North.’ And a couple of days later he had the words to a new political anthem.

Beggars have authorised a fully-professional production for this video. Everyone else has gone with the production crew to film the location shots, but I have to follow on with Mark and Brix because of Mark moving into his new office. He’s decided to set up his own record label, Cog Sinister, to put out incredibly obscure new music financed by compilations from our back catalogue. He reckons he’s so psychic he knows what’ll work, hence the name. I am more surprised that we’ve been doing this for so long he’s even starting to get the rights back for some of the early work. ‘I’m not static like you lot,’ he’s been saying. ‘I’m always looking to the future. Twenty hours a day I work for this band, finding ways to pay your wages!’ 

He and Brix come to pick me up in a new gunmetal-grey Mercedes. Great. And I’ve just splashed out £250 on a fourth-hand Datsun. I have to go with them because, since Brix hasn’t driven for a while and the streets of West Lancashire are narrower than her native Californian boulevards, he wants another driver in the car. 

Yesterday must have been some row; she’s driving me and Mark there and she’s dangerous. The car radio fills uncomfortable silences with recent hits, a frequent one being current chart-topper ‘True Faith’. As the sound of New Order’s finest moment
permeates the car through its top-of-the-range speakers, she struggles getting the vehicle up the multi-storey car park, the tyres regularly banging against the kerb. ‘Will you watch what you’re doing!’ screams Mark, his nerves shredded. ‘Seven fucking grand this crate’s cost me and you’re already wrecking it!’ 

‘Calm down, Sweetie. We’re here now; you’ll be in the pub soon.’ Lucky for him, the first set location is a working men’s club. Usually he makes sure he’s got enough booze with him to get wherever he’s going. On average he can manage approximately three-quarters of an hour booze-free before working up a temper. On the tour bus or in the vans we used to have, that’s when he’d start screaming at the driver to pull over at the next bar, after screaming at us greedy fuckers for having drunk the rest of the beer in the first place. Even for an hour’s journey like this he’d normally pop a four-pack into his carrier bag, but we’ve had to set off before the off-licences are open and these last fifteen minutes have been rather fraught. 

Arriving at the working men’s club, it becomes immediately apparent that our production team didn’t account for the fact that in Blackpool the fun never stops. They’d thought that on a Saturday lunchtime the place might have had a couple of old codgers propping up the bar; ideal for Mark getting up on the stage like an act, singing and them just filming it. In fact the place is packed with droves of mental pensioners conducting a raucous game of bingo. 

‘It’s not going to be a problem,’ the flapping artistic director assures us. ‘I’ve had a word with the compère and he’s very amenable. It may even add to the authenticity…’

We have no choice but to retire to the bar until the bingo is finished. ‘Who are these people?’ asks an astounded Brix. ‘They’re like Mark in thirty years’ time. They’re all wearing shoes like his. He loves places like this.’ She’s got a point. This place is like one of his Prestwich pubs on acid. For a split second I wonder if I’ll still know Mark in thirty years. I can’t see him ever doing anything else but this. 

But what about me? Being in an indie band over the age of thirty is generally unheard of. Which only gives me two more years. Or three if you count to the end of being thirty. And then what? Perhaps I could be in a Country and Western band, standing at the back in a cowboy hat playing the odd note till the day I die. 

Before further dark thought takes over, the jackpot is won and the compère, a music hall throwback in a straw boater and a black velvet jacket covered in large sequinned snowflakes, comes on to announce us. ‘This young band you won’t have ’eard of are making what they call a pop video,’ he tells the audience. ‘You may be surprised, but this young fella here, come on now, come up ’ere, lad, don’t be shy,’ he’s gesturing at Mark, who we happily propel stagewards. ‘You wouldn’t think to look at ’im, but this young lad ’ere has performed all over the world. Sydney, San Francisco, San Diego. This lad’s played ’em all, but his favourite seaside town is still Blackpool.’ The resident band can’t resist a punctuating comedy drum flourish and the glittery room fills with cheers. ‘Int that right son?’ Mark nods obediently. ‘Now then. I’m sure you’d all like to be in his new pop video?’ Ecstatic cheers, enthusiastic glass-banging, a torrent of beer mats being tossed jovially into the air, and it’s not even 1pm. 

‘All we need you to do is shout “Hit the North!” when the lad (pushing Mark to the front of the stage) gives the signal. Shall we ’ave a run-through?’ Deafening cheers.

Realising this guy’s not going to let go of his moment in a hurry, our artistic director gets on with directing the camera crew and lighting man instead.

‘Why don’t you go and play that guitar in the audience, lad?’ The compère ushers an anxious-looking Craig into the thick of the pensioners’ sedentary mosh pit. ‘Shove up, our Edna, make some space! ’E ’olds it wrong way, look.’ He pronounces it luke. ‘He’ll ’ave yer eye out if you’re not careful.’ 

The final cut is a combination of this surreal afternoon spliced with shots of Blackpool prom at night and close-ups of Brix industriously sewing a map of North England as Mark rips his way through it. I think it’s actually a great video for us, but when we see it all the way through in a London production suite, I am shocked at just how much hair I have lost since appearing in the ‘Cruiser’s Creek’ video. 

 

*

We’re spending the summer recording our next album. Surprisingly, despite the kerfuffle over Bend Sinister this time last year, we still get to go back to the fabled Abbey Road studios for a couple of weeks, only this time without the expert guidance of John Leckie. A poignant location for his departure from us, perhaps he was having flashbacks to when he started out, working here as a humble tape technician for The Beatles. Perhaps it made him realise his net worth should at that point have been more than it was becoming. 

Knowing this studio inside out, he was more qualified than most to get the best from its array of technical possibilities. But when Mark decided to use his own slowed-down, distorted cassettes in the final cut instead of John’s hallowed, meticulously-compiled master tapes, it seemed the Devil himself had hijacked the man’s weakened spirit. ‘You’re impossible to work with!’ he proclaimed. ‘You’re crazy! How can you expect any sort of quality? You’re rarely prepared to even play a song more than once!’ The rest of us stood there, gawping in shock as the most placid man on this or any other planet finally began to crack. ‘I give you the tapes I’ve spent days on, you switch them to the shit quality on your crap cassette, complain bitterly, and then insist on using it!’ It was the first time in two years I’d heard him raise his voice, let alone swear. Even his divine aura, devoutly generated through decades of conscientious meditation and self-sacrifice, could no longer withstand the psychological assault of Mark E Smith’s bloody-mindedness. It’s not like the man was trying to advise him what car to buy; he was only concerned with his own formidable area of expertise. But the thing is, if Mark Smith was told to fasten his seatbelt for take-off by NASA’s top scientist, he’d rather go through the windscreen. ‘Where’s the logic?’ he went on, ‘“Mr. Pharmacist”, that could have been massive if you hadn’t made the cutting-room guy use the version off your Walkman!’ 

Listening back to the album, it is muddy and hasn’t got anywhere near the impact of the live versions. It may have sold more than any other album we’ve done, but people have been disappointed and now even Mark’s in two minds. But we’re having to put out an album a year, and at least half of it was a real creative collaboration.

Simon Rogers staggered into the studio with a large metallic box in a flight case. We all gathered around, prodding its mysterious buttons and switches as he proudly explained how it could manipulate any sound. Mark wanted it to sample him whistling. Of all the sounds in the world it could possibly process… the hideous sound of Mark whistling, which Simon then turned into ‘Shoulder Pads’. 

My major contribution ended up as a song called ‘Gross Chapel – British Grenadiers’, during which Si came into his own, shedding his solid drum-machine start to our band. Mark stopped telling him to keep it simple and not too fussy, and look what happened. Mark even went home while we recorded ‘US 80s-90s’. Finally he was beginning to trust the band.

The whole album would have played out in a kind of sixties bubblegum vein, if it didn’t sound like it was recorded underwater. And from a producer’s point of view, you’re only as good as the last album you worked on. Who’s going to hire John after being in Abbey Road for two weeks and coming out with something that sounded like it’d been mastered off a dodgy hand-held cassette recorder? Even if it had been. ‘That’s it!’ he continued, grabbing his robe from the last chair he’d draped it over. It was our last day at Abbey Road, and we’d just heard the final cut. ‘I’m finished. Finished with this album. And finished with this band!’

 

What do you do when you’ve pissed off one of the world’s best producers? Since Bend Sinister we have recorded ‘There’s A Ghost In My House’, which Grant Showbiz returned to produce, and ‘Hit The North’, which Simon Rogers returned to produce. So it looks like they’re twiddling the knobs between them. Old-hand Grant, who worked on Dragnet and Grotesque when he didn’t really know what he was doing and then ran off with The Smiths, has always come to see us when we’ve played in London. After six years with The Smiths, he’s richer, smarter, much more experienced, and he’s got his own studio in Brixton. And now that Johnny Marr’s ‘taken a break’ from the band, he’s probably got more time to kill.

Simon Rogers is new to production, but he’s always made the most of his time anywhere. Learning, growing, looking over John Leckie’s shoulder. It’s like we’re his favourite hobby. He’s done the bass (sort of), he’s done the keyboards, he’s dabbled with the guitar, he’s been our musical director, he’s helped write a couple of songs and, given he lives locally, he’s going to produce some of our work, which is a good thing. His constant piss-taking, in the secure knowledge that he doesn’t rely on The Fall for his main source of income, lightens the mood. He’s perspective personified. He gets away with calling Mark ‘The Beerhunter’ for a start. To his face.

Walking along the famous zebra crossing, Abbey Road Studios looks like a well-looked-after London town house. Inside it is full of hall-like studios with high ceilings. We’re in the second largest, but each of them is big enough to house a couple of orchestras, in fact everyone else who’s recording alongside us is orchestras. You open the studio door to nip to the bar and they’re there, filing past. Tuba, trombone, loads of violins. Simon knows everyone. They spend ages sitting at the bar filling out their timesheets since they get paid Musicians’ Union rates. By the minute. So whenever someone realises they’ve worked four hours in a day, they almost get a round in. I’m just loving the fact this place is so sophisticated it’s even got its own bar.

We work on ‘Bremen Nacht’, the other song Simon wrote with Mark when he was getting into sampling. We’ve been through it a few times; it’s strewn with rapid-fire bass-chord changes so I at least am glad of a short interruption in the form of an urgent knocking on the studio door. It opens to reveal one of Abbey Road’s senior managers. ‘Sorry to interrupt but I’m just showing Duran Duran around. You don’t mind if we take a quick look round this studio, do you?’ Before any of us can protest, in they float on a cloud of sweet fragrance and wealthy confidence. Brix slaps herself on the cheek in disbelief and runs out of the room. Simon Le Bon asks Craig, ‘What’s it like working here, then?’ Craig replies, ‘It’d be alright if you didn’t keep getting bothered by members of Duran Duran.’ Not quite the warm welcome they might be used to. For a moment, Le Bon looks exquisitely crestfallen, before catching himself and transforming it into a ‘Fuck-you-then’ stare, directed squarely at Craig.

 

‘You can’t use that!’ insists Simon Rogers. ‘It’s a clear lift.’

‘I don’t care, we’re using it!’ says Mark and we’ve got a stand-off I can’t help feeling slightly guilty about. 

‘It’s a total rip-off!’ Simon’s wide-eyed with outrage. One of the things he’s always loved about our music is how original it is, and now here’s Mark insisting we use the riff, note-for-note, exactly the same, not altered in the slightest by key changes, time changes, chord changes or any other sort of disguise from ‘Tonight I’m Gonna Rock You Tonight’. A symptom of constant touring, this spoof anthem of modern rock has been ingraining itself into my internal sound system ever since we got the video player. Which is why, during a recent soundcheck, I happened to be doodling it just as Mark walked in. ‘We’ll use that,’ he decided. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked pointedly, thinking that, since Mark had seen the gospel according to Spinal Tap at least half as often as the rest of us, there was no need to spell out what it actually was.

‘You can’t just call it somfin else and sing about a sick German aflete and pretend it’s a new song and expect me to cover it ap with some bloody cymbal-rattling! I’ll neva live it dahn.’ I wonder if Mark’s got a private bet on with some of his alter egos as to which of them can piss the next producer off first. 

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ he retorts. ‘I’m trying to show that if you locked these fuckers in a studio and told them they weren’t getting fed till they’d copied a song, they’d starve to death!’ Simon shakes his head in disbelief, struggling to interpret this back-handed compliment for what it is. As he makes his way back up the stairs to the control room, I swear I can hear him mumbling something along the lines of, ‘I might just let Grant finish the rest of this album…’

But first he has to put his classically-trained ear to good use and decode Paul McCartney’s bass line in ‘A Day In The Life’, then teach it to me. Mark being an NME darling, when they asked him if we’d like to be on their Sgt. Pepper Knew My Father charity cover album, even though he’s never been a Beatles fan and he’s had severe reservations about Live Aid-type stuff, he readily agreed to us joining the likes of Wet Wet Wet, Hue and Cry, Sonic Youth and Billy Bragg. Maybe they think we lie somewhere between these musical extremes. According to Mark, Billy Bragg is the biggest blackleg, undercutting bands like ours by being cheap and on his own. On the university circuit, he and his little amp in the back of the car demand a smaller fee than Mark and the six mouths he’s got to feed, not to mention the giant bus he has to fund to transport them from one catering stand to the next. NME are paying for us to go in a studio for the day but, ironically, even though we’re already at Abbey Road, they can only afford Grant’s studio in Brixton for our Beatles cover. 

 

U2 ask us to support them on their Joshua Tree tour, albeit at short notice when World Party drop out. The gig is at Elland Road, home to Leeds United. I drive down in the Datsun, having missed our luxury tour bus due to my family holiday commitment, which I had to cut short. This move didn’t go down particularly well with Heather or Paul, but they have to understand that the band always comes first. Easier to make this point, at least to Heather, now I’m paying our mortgage with the proceeds. 

In contrast, the short notice involved in the event had no negative impact whatsoever upon the efficiency of my mam’s family hotline. Since Live Aid, U2 have been a household name in Ireland, and when I explained why we were having to come back early, that was the exact moment her radar finally registered my career in music. She proceeded to spend all her waking, non-work hours melting the phone lines across the Irish Sea: ‘You’ll never believe it but our Stephen’s only playing with U2. That’s roight! The U2. Off the radio!’

Before my departure, there followed a relatively long meeting during which I was given details of who exactly to get autographs for. But really, only one of them mattered. My cousin Dermet, who, at fourteen, is a mad U2 fan. But where’s the fairness in it? At eight he was diagnosed with muscular dystrophy, and nowadays when he comes to visit he can’t get around without a wheelchair. 

If it wasn’t for the last-minute nature of the gig, perhaps I could have got him on the guestlist and let him come backstage, but under the circumstances the least I can do is try to get an autograph. It shouldn’t be too difficult, though. Given the fact we’ve stepped in at a couple of days’ notice, and the fact that Bono told the NME we were one of their influences (they wrote their early single ‘11 O’Clock Tick Tock’ after watching us in London one night), I’m half-expecting at least one of them to pop in and see us anyway. 

Our dressing room is one of the boxes at the top of the stands, far away from U2’s cordoned-off area. Given our surroundings, Mark unleashes another alter ego. He’s suddenly the manager of a Northern underdog football team with potential, so before we go on he energises us with a highly-convincing Brian Clough-type pep talk.

Once we’re on stage though, it’s like playing in the FA Cup Final against Chelsea as Oldham Athletic, with the Northern ticket allocation going missing during a postal strike. The daylight, the fresh air, the huge stage; it’s the total antithesis of a club atmosphere. Nobody is interested in us, all of them holding out for the headliners. Stuff is thrown at us, plastic bottles full of whatever.

The flipside of being on early is being finished early. The pressure of performing is off and we have the rest of the day to mingle. I coerce Craig into accompanying me to the U2 area without telling him the true reason why. As far as Craig’s concerned, no matter what the circumstances, procuring any sort of autograph from anyone for anyone is the ultimate act of betrayal. But, not being one to pass up the chance to blank a big-shot muso to his face, he agrees. 

Leading away from the support acts’ boxes is a grey concrete corridor approximately half a mile in length, guarded throughout by a series of security teams. At the end of all this we can just make out The Edge’s distinctive silhouette. With our passes, we only manage to penetrate the first couple of security layers before being forced to retreat to our glass box.

The Mission have just finished their set and have joined us in our dressing room, which is now full of leather-clad, kohl-lined, Gothic cowboys doused in self-raising flour to make them look more ghostly. Again, not a bad idea under the strobe lighting of a dim club, but possibly not so effective in the harsh light of the Yorkshire sun. Clearly it’s not dust from the grave…

Their lead singer, Wayne Hussey, was in Southern Death Cult with my old mate Billy Duffy, before they became The Cult, and The Mission have been touring around Europe supporting them. As my dad keeps reminding me, Billy’s doing ever so well now. And he’d know because one of his drinking buddies down the Gardener’s Arms is only Billy Duffy’s dad, so I’m always getting to hear just how many millions he’s raking in these days. 

We’re due to play Reading Festival with The Mission later in the summer, on the bill between them, Spear of Destiny and Fields of the Nephilim. What are we doing in a huge goth rock sandwich like that? God knows what’ll be thrown at us there. Maybe this is what you get for not belonging. 

We’ve never met The Mission before so, as a team-building exercise, our soundman suggests we share a buffet. ‘Not an edible one,’ he clarifies, noting my doubtful glance at the mini pork pies on the Formica table. He sweeps the pies aside before working the room to amalgamate all contributions into the cleared area. 

By the time everyone has finished, it’s not just their coats that are covered in clouds of indiscernible white powder. 

 

We’re setting up to record ‘The Steak Place’. Since Craig and I made our own way back from Leeds, no one else knows what happened to us. Now they’re all curious as to why he’s got a black eye and a heavily-bruised arm. Craig’s in a sulk, refusing to speak, so it’s all down to me. ‘It was your idea to go there in the first place,’ is all he’ll say, turning his back on everyone to concentrate on his settings.

Because the studio’s so large, we’ve decided to set up the instruments in a circle, like a campfire, to create a more intimate atmosphere. It’s the place for storytelling, a campfire, I should imagine. There’s a lot of equipment to move, giving me the opportunity for an uncharacteristic foray as raconteur. 

‘Craig wanted to sit in the wings to keep an eye on The Edge,’ I say. It’s partly true. But really the box was beginning to feel too claustrophobic for the pair of us and, besides, by then I was more geared up than ever to get the autograph. To be fair, we wouldn’t want people coming backstage and hassling us for autographs before a gig. Afterwards is far better. I persuaded Craig that stage-side was the best place to watch the show and we began to push our way through the packed stadium while Chrissie Hynde was singing ‘Brass in Pocket’. Who puts these line-ups together? She finished her set and we pressed on, having faith our passes would get us to the side of the stage without any issues. After all, since U2 saw us that time in Camden, The Edge has ended up making a fortune from a guitar sound our Craig pioneered.

‘Two gorillas grabbed him by the arms,’ I tell our bandmates. ‘Started dragging him down the concrete stairs! Didn’t care that he had a pass. I’m screaming at them, “Let him go! He’s just played! We’re the support band!” So they did. Sent him tumbling head first down the last block. Blood was pouring down his face.’ I pause for effect. ‘He was a crumpled heap at the corner flag. Look at him! He’s burst a blood vessel. That’s why he’s got a black eye.’

‘It’s your own fault for ligging! No wonder you’re playing shit today,’ says Mark sympathetically. If only he knew my true agenda, but that’s been my problem all along, not asserting myself enough. Mark’s right about me as far as that’s concerned. It’s like when John Lennard wasn’t going to book a room for Heather and Paul in London when the play rehearsals started. Mark said, ‘Stand up for yourself! Tell him if he doesn’t book them a room you’re not going.’ So I did and we got one. There’s probably a lot I could change if I asserted myself more.

 

By October, The Smiths have well and truly split up and Grant, having trained him up to some degree, lets Simon produce ‘Victoria’ in his studio. Grant himself is now working as Billy Bragg’s soundman. Can’t be the most taxing job in the world, having one mike to mix. 

Meanwhile, Brix wastes no time in recruiting The Smiths’ rhythm section to play a live gig with her. With Si and Grant’s help, she manages to organise a showcase, inviting all the major record labels. It’s her singing, Mike Joyce on drums, Andy Rourke and Craig Gannon on guitar. 

Last year, at the Festival of the Tenth Summer, we were asked to play with The Smiths at the GMEX with New Order and OMD amongst others. It’s always been New Order, The Smiths and The Fall. Or The Smiths, New Order and The Fall. It was only ever The Fall and The Smiths for a nanosecond during that first gig when they supported us at the Electric Ballroom. A year later they were massive. The Festival was celebrating ten years of Manchester music since that Sex Pistols gig at the Free Trade Hall, which is now seen as the advent of music in Manchester and everyone you meet went to it. The GMEX holds over ten thousand, the biggest indoor venue we’d ever played, but not big enough to fit in all the people who now claim to have been at that Sex Pistols gig.

The fact we were all still at it, ten years later, still making music, still selling records, was worth celebrating, even if Morrissey and Mark Smith were ripping each other apart in the press. Regardless of who’d supported who in the past, who’d got their own nightclub and who hadn’t, who’d had the hits… we’d been playing alongside each other throughout and we were all at a peak. Not like the Sex Pistols, who only made one half-decent album before splitting up.

A year later, The Smiths have followed suit. And now look at them, playing as Brix’s happy quirky pop backing band after six years of being in the biggest-selling indie band ever. But you’ve got to hand it to Brix, everyone who’s anyone is at the showcase, including a major American record company she particularly wants to impress.

 






  

Dinner with the Queen
 

 

The stage is a giant chess board; I am the rook, fortifying the dancing kings, queens and bishops at the front. There’s an undeniably regal theme to this performance, commissioned as it has been by the Queen of Holland herself. Tonight, here in Amsterdam’s Municipal Theatre, former home of the Dutch national ballet and opera, she watches sagely with her entourage in the ornate box up to my left as a giant knife and fork, chased by a can-canning, guitar-playing Brix, run across the stage in front of me. 

We’re heading towards the grand finale as I play my way through ‘Cab It Up’, Heather and Paul watching from the front of the balcony to my right. From a four-year-old’s point of view, there’s been more visuals than the average gig, though to me it’s mainly just a blur of dancing I can see out of the corner of my eye. 

I’m going to Si, fifteen, sixteen. Only I’m not saying it, I’m thinking it and he has to read my mind. So when I get to eighteen I raise my eyebrows pointedly and we burst into the change, hopefully sending the dancers off in the same direction we did in rehearsals. 

The first half is more your classical ballet with bizarre costumes and us playing at the back. In the second half there’s more of the avant-garde stuff: Michael Clark in an Afro wig, ballet dancing on a pair of crutches; a stylised football match, Celtic vs Rangers, representing the struggle of power between Catholics and Protestants. During ‘Frenz’, Brix has to have a little disco dance solo, surrounded as she is by years of training. Now she is being spun back across the stage on a giant burger in a bun while the dancers, like humanised extensions of the chess board, conduct a fusion of abstract improvisations and classical ballet moves. Leigh Bowery, dressed as a tin of Heinz beans, oozes across the stage. As the music intensifies, Michael Clark dances himself into a frenzy and French fries fall from the sky.

On a technical level, this is the most difficult thing we have ever done. Like a football match, it’s timed meticulously by metronome to be two forty-five-minute halves. Because the music has to fit the dancing, it has to be exactly the same every night, to the nanosecond, so as not to throw off the dancers. Same speed, same length, same notes, same gaps, same verse, same chorus, same order. For once we’re being disciplined by outside influences, the onus being on Si and me, because timing-wise everyone else fits in. So we’re all looking at each other, counting riffs in our heads like the guillotine will fall if we don’t get it right. You can even see Mark, nodding almost imperceptibly, counting himself in. Usually, it wouldn’t matter if we played the end of ‘Wrong Place, Right Time’ till our fingers fell off; one look between us would signal the end. But here we are the cues not just for the dancers, but also for the lighting and the props, so everything must be precisely timed and requires absolute rock-solid concentration.

Astoundingly, the premiere goes off without a hitch and afterwards,  along the red carpet backstage, all the performers line up to meet the Queen herself.

‘It went well, didn’t it?’ I say to Mark as we wait our turn.

‘I knew it would,’ he replies. And he clearly means it.

It says something about his belief in the whole thing when you think that only a few weeks ago I was in a Portland hotel room with Craig, trying to write ‘something Stoogey’ because Michael had rung. He was rehearsing his troupe in Pineapple Studios for a week and he needed more music. We worked at it all night, taping our efforts to FedEx them over. Wrong place, right time? More like the other way around.

‘Dead Beat Descendant’ was written at the soundcheck in San Francisco. Brix turned up excited. ‘I’ve got a new song.’ Out came a captivating Avengers-type riff and another tape was sent. By the time we were in LA, Michael was on it with the choreography. When we joined the rehearsals in person, with the addition of the drums, the whole piece was faster and the dancers had to catch up. The bleeding cassettes, again!

In terms of creative output, Michael seems to be a steadying influence on Mark; this ballet is a true collaboration. They’ve worked together on the concept and the structure, deciding how to depict an exploration into the psyche of Prince/King William of Orange. Michael and his dance company are leading the production and, in terms of professionalism, thankfully it’s worlds away from Luciani. Apart from Mark’s one monologue, a poem about dogs near the beginning, it’s all music, dance and performance by a mixture of people and modern-art sculptures. Mark’s picked some songs from The Frenz Experiment, written fitting words to these new ones and re-imagined Hip Priest into a glam rock Big Prinz. 

From her expression, it is impossible to tell whether the Queen has truly enjoyed the show or not. She’s some relative of the late William of Orange, the Dutch guy who managed to crash the English throne three hundred years ago; she’s commissioned this performance for the tricentenary celebrations. She makes her way along our eclectic line, politely smiling, shaking hands, as queens do. The same watery regal smile that could mean anything and nothing all at once.

How peculiar. I’ve got Mark Smith on one side of me; he chats to her for ages, having had so much practise talking to old ladies at bus stops. I can tell she’s impressed. Then there’s me; she’s probably wondering who I am and why I’m here. And next to me, on the other side in every sense of the phrase, there’s Leigh Bowery, who’s changed out of his can of beans into a glorious pink chiffon number especially for the occasion.

When I return to the hotel room to find Paul sleeping soundly on a pull-out bed, I discover not only did he sit through it all without issue, but the first time he saw me perform he seemed to enjoy it, in the same way he might enjoy a giant cartoon. He liked the huge burger and chips and beans, but best of all he liked the Coke machine in the street around the corner from the hotel because it talked to him. English in a Dutch accent: ‘Would you please be making your selection from the buttons below.’ 

After three weeks of rehearsals and two intense performances we are finished in Amsterdam, in every sense. Keeping pace with the dancers has stretched us to our limits. You’d think ballet dancers’ bodies are temples, but these guys worship at theirs so much it’s a miracle they aren’t crumbling ruins. 

We spend July recording the album of the show, which is to be a mixture of live recordings and studio. When it comes to ‘Big New Prinz’, strangely we find ourselves cajoling Brix into singing backing vocals with the rest of us. She’s not been around as much since Phonogram signed her band Adult Net. Yes, oh yes. The day after that showcase last year.

But it becomes clear her newfound reticence with all things Fall is going beyond just being busy with her own project. ‘I’m not singing about that man not being appreciated!’ she says. ‘He’s setting me up. If anyone’s not appreciated around these parts it’s most likely me. After everything I’ve done for this band he’s written that song “Bad News Girl” about me. He thinks I’m bad news! He was a total mess when he met me. He was with that Kay. Can you imagine?’

Oh well. Better ‘Bad News Girl’ than ‘Older Lover’. 

How different the band is now to how it was then. We’re a huge operation with a professional manager, tour manager and fully-comprehensive crew travelling the world. Kay’s big mantra was ‘Never sell-out!’, and now we have. We sold out the Hammersmith Odeon. The Fall in big black letters on that infamous billboard. I thought, ‘Fuck me! We’ve made it.’ Bowie as Ziggy, Mott The Hoople, and then, eventually, us. At the HMV signing in London there were huge cardboard cut-outs of us behind the counter and queues all the way down Oxford Street. If Kay had had her way we’d still be in hair shirts and barbed wire, suffering for our art.

We’re big enough. 

So what if the singles don’t quite make it? ‘Mr. Pharmacist’, despite being so current, never quite got there. ‘There’s A Ghost In My House’, No. 30. ‘Hit The North’, No. 40. ‘Victoria’, despite the £30,000 that was spent on making the most ridiculous video yet, No. 40 again. ‘Jerusalem’. Genius. A large part of their beauty is their impossibility for the masses. 

When it comes to the midweek charts the music industry puts out, that’s when we’re really big. All those singles were big midweek because Fall fans bought them the day they came out. They’d heard the new material at the last gig they went to or on John Peel’s show, and they weren’t prepared to wait till the weekend to own the records. But, once everyone else bought all the trash on Saturday, by Sunday we’d be back down at the bottom of the charts, holding the rest up.

 

August. Another royal theatre, another chessboard. The next manoeuvre is the Edinburgh Festival. As I am about to castle into our final dress rehearsal, I survey the plush empty seats, all 1,500 of them. Sold out, for five nights. Six weeks after Amsterdam and enough people want to come and watch. I’m sure it must be quite riveting. If anything, recording these pieces has improved them. I’d quite like to see it myself, but no one’s filming until London. 

Mark falls in love with Edinburgh. Every time we pass a pub he has nothing but words of approval. ‘Look at all the different malt whiskys you can get in there.’ Added to this, significantly, licensing laws are very different north of the border. No more the petty curfews of England’s pleasant pastures green. Jerusalem! There’s a bar near the hotel that stays open all night long…

Increasingly, there are groups of fans who wait at the stage door for autographs or just a chat. Here it’s an opportunity to find out what it’s like to behold this spectacle; we’ve never been more curious. 

‘The lads who normally do the driving, they haven’t come,’ one of them tells us, ‘so there was just us getting the train. We got here and it’s us at the back in the cheap seats, scruffy T-shirts, jeans. Not like all them at the front, all tiaras and jewellery. Blokes in suits.’

‘You couldn’t hear you lot very well,’ says another. ‘It wasn’t as loud as usual.’

‘Weird, but it was still The Fall. Amazing.’ 

‘Maybe we should have looked at the ballet more, but we were watching you lot.’

The flipside of our output being so vast is it’s quite an investment for the devout. These guys. So far this year they’ve had to buy two albums, God knows how many singles, box-sets and special editions, they’ve followed us around England and now they’ve had to get themselves to Edinburgh. 

‘It looked funny when you took a bow at the end. Those dancers’ heads were touching their toes and you couldn’t even reach with your hands…’

 

Craig is getting married. Four years he’s spent living between the band and Münster. Having no choice but to ignore what was probably Yorkie’s most valuable piece of advice, Craig’s often travelled on his own, making his way back to Silke’s after any gigs within a two hundred mile radius, to find we were indeed speaking a new language whenever he came back. How we’d been laughing at the TV programmes, improvising translations, which Mark’s a meister at. A close-up of a curly-haired, apple-faced German newsreader looking earnestly out of the screen, and Mark goes, ‘Mein name ist Craigy Scanlon und I am grossen sheissen guitarist!’

Silke is taking the brave step of moving to the UK with her five-year-old daughter, coupled with the even braver one of marrying Craig. They are both individualistic, in their own ways. She’s alternative; which includes great affection for all things English and fluency with the language. Until you go to Germany you don’t realise how kuhl
England actually is. Presented with the opportunity of distancing herself from the homeland, now her daughter’s reached school age it’s a good time to make the move. They’re looking for a house to buy and, all of a sudden, primary schools are on Craig’s radar too.

Marc Riley’s at the wedding, but Mark Smith isn’t. He never gets invited, does he? For the rest of us, it’s like an old school reunion. We might have gone our separate ways, but on the occasions we do meet, nothing is ever said about that. It’s become a palpable presence we’ve all grown adept at ignoring, focussing instead on the common ground of mutual friends, family, music. Craig and Marc are still trying to outdo each other in terms of that, but nowadays it’s not about who they’re listening to, it’s about who they’ve worked with, or failing that, who they’ve met. The Creepers disbanded and since then Marc’s started working with all sorts of bands, plugging their music to various radio stations. ‘I’m recording an album with Jon Langford out of the Mekons,’ he begins.

‘I’ve heard. Gary Lucas mentioned it when I was round at his apartment in New York. He showed me an original Captain Beefheart drawing on a postcard.’ For a moment Craig has gained the upper hand, though it is not long before Marc remobilises:

‘Talking of East Coast music, I’ve been working with a band from Boston you may have heard of. But if you haven’t, you soon will. The Pixies. You might actually like them, Craig.’

‘Damo Suzuki came to watch us in the Tyroll…’ How comforting some things never change.

We take to the stage and play: me, Marc, Craig, Si on drums and Andrew Berry singing. This guy is everyone’s mate. Ours from school, then Mark Smith’s from hanging around the Hacienda and, of course, Si’s mates with everyone, so they know each other too. He’s the only person off a Cog Sinister compilation album who was put in a studio to record something. Everyone else on it just hauled out some old tapes. Mark put Andrew in a studio with Craig and Si, but they never asked me. When I asked Brix about it afterwards, she said, ‘Mark doesn’t want you on anybody else’s records because you’re the sound of The Fall.’

Andrew does a heart-rending ‘Brand New Cadillac’ spur-of-the-moment Top Gun style as our Paul watches, telling me later how left out he felt. Later still he tells me he might as well pack it all in and get a normal job in a computer firm. What do I say? They’ve had the band, they put a single out, it sold well, they were in the middle of doing another one and the record company went bust. Is a steady job with a secure wage and no bullshit such a bad thing? In some ways, he’d be setting himself free.

‘It’s a shit business,’ I tell him. ‘Your round. You’ll be earning more than me soon.’

 

September brings a three week run of I Am Curious, Orange at London’s prestigious Sadler’s Wells theatre. The reviewers have been holding us in check. The dance reviewers in the quality papers thought the band was too loud and distracted from the dancers. The music papers were more sympathetic, deciding it was more of a mesmeric hour-and-a half-long-live music video. The whole three weeks have sold out. 

John Lennard’s ruptured his own budget and rented the band and crew a swish apartment in Chelsea. Mark and Brix are stationed in a micro version of it around the corner, but after a couple of nights she decides she’s not sharing anymore. ‘I need meals. I need peace and quiet. I can’t sleep around Mark and all his noise,’ she declares. 

A couple of shows later, Saffron, the new Cog Sinister office manager, comes to visit. 

‘What are you doing here?’ demands a surprised Brix in the dressing room after the performance.

‘I came to see the show.’ North Manchester born and bred, Saffron’s the daughter of one of Mark’s best mates.

‘I thought you were supposed to be working in Manchester,’ retorts Brix. ‘I don’t even know why I’m paying towards that office.’ But the rest of us know the answer to that one. While many men take refuge in a garden shed, rarely producing a thing, so Cog Sinister seems to have become Mark’s secret bunker. So far his incredible powers of premonition have been faltering a tad. There’s been one compilation album with rare bands, called The Disparate Cogscienti. The people on the album can’t even pronounce it, never mind potential customers in record shops. As such, there’s still boxes and boxes of it in the pie shop, waiting for the sun.

The following day, to everyone’s delight, Colin appears. In the roadie world, freelancing often means occasional job overlap juxtaposed with untoward gaps. You have to take whatever work you can. Since his last tour with us he was poached by a Welsh neo-glam punk band straight out of school called Manic Street Preachers. I wonder if they named themselves after Colin? Life’s moved on quite rapidly for him since then.

‘Ah don’t know if ah’m ready for this,’ he tells us in the apartment before the show. ‘Ah’m freaked right out, ah tell you. Ah mean, one nipper’s bad enaf, but another one so soon… they’re gonna take some looking after. It’ll be goodbye Devil’s Dandruff, hello espresso.’ He pauses for a nostalgic sniff. ‘It’s due in a few weeks and we don’t even have room for one pram in that tiny third-floor cubby-hole in Brixton, let alone two. Have you seen the size of them double buggies? It’d be awright if you had a gaff like this,’ he says, admiring the wood-panelled ceilings and expansive bay windows. ‘What have ah gone and done now?’

‘You’ll just have to make sure you’re on tour more,’ says Craig. ‘Like Steve does.’

‘There’s never a right time, you know,’ I chip in, thinking, Two in two years.
Jesus! 

We efficiently distract him by inviting him to watch the show quietly from the wings. By the time we’re in the pub afterwards, he’s back in rock and roll mode. ‘Ah’m feelin much better now,’ he decides. ‘Ah’ve never seen anything quite so outrageously unusual as what ah’ve been witnessing for the past few hours, and ah’ve worked with some baaands. But, there is one question that’s puzzling me so much, unless ah discover the true answer ah do not think ah will ever be able to sleep soundly again.’

We lean in closer.

‘Like a true music business paradox, the programme even contradicts itself.’ He leafs through his copy to the appropriate page. ‘While describing you all as composers it simultaneously fails to credit you with much composure at all. The point is, what my eyes are digesting off this very page goes against everything ah ever witnessed in all my time of working with you lot. Therefore, what ah really need to know is, how could Smiffy have written approximately 83% of the music as well as all the words?’ 

‘At last, Colin!’ I say, vindicated someone outside of the band has been alerted to this latest swerve. ‘That’s exactly what we’ve all been debating since they printed that thing.’

‘Is it pure coincidence,’ starts Craig, ‘he’s suddenly mastered the art of writing bass lines, drum sequences, guitar riffs, and everything else since getting that songwriting advance from the publishing arm of Warner Brothers?’

‘Well,’ says Colin with a look of concern. ‘Ah had no idea he was such an all-rounder.’ 

‘Typical descent of morality as a result of financial gain.’ Craig’s always been good at precise summaries. There follows a short, digesting pause.

‘If it’s any consolation,’ offers Colin, ‘in baaaands ah’ve worked with, quite often the lead singer will maintain, despite any evidence to the contrary, that it is the idea that brings forth the song which is genius rather than the genius of the music that the genius idea brings forth. Now ah’m not saying that’s right or fair in any way, ah’m just saying that that’s lead singers for you. In my experience, they are often so defensive of their territory, they cannot help but overcompensate.’

And we all know there’s no point in kicking up a fuss about it because with the amount of albums we put out, there’ll be another couple of grand coming soon. It’s not as if people’ll still be buying them in thirty years’ time, re-issuing fancy box-sets or anything like that. 

Despite this, in the dressing room before the last performance as I look out of the window, watching the queue undulate around the theatre, I allow myself some sense of ownership. You don’t normally meet people like Michael Clark and Leigh Bowery, because they don’t exist. What’s it going to be like going back to the unpredictability of a normal gig? ‘This could run and run,’ I observe, in a way wishing it would. ‘Like Les Miserables…’ 

 

*

At the end of the year, after a play-every-student-union-around-Britain tour, Mark’s decided we’ve been with Beggars for too long and it’s time for a change. Far from adhering to the age-old adage ‘If it’s not broken don’t fix it’, with Mark it’s more a case of ‘If it doesn’t need fixing, break it’. So we’re signing again, this time it’s a record deal with Phonogram

First Brix, now us, but we’ve got a five-year deal. Brix is very magnanimous about it, telling Mark: ‘This is your moment. You’ve worked hard for years to get this, you enjoy it, Sweetie.’ 

Signing up to something for five years is, however, giving me some sense of security, and will take me over my hitherto self-imposed limit of reaching thirty.

‘What’s all this going to mean to me?’ I ask Trevor Long, who has become our dedicated tour manager due to him being so good at it and us being on tour all the time. He’s like Spinal Tap’s manager only more Brummie prefect.

‘There’ll be worldwide distribution for a start,’ he tells me. ‘You’ll have more time to do your albums. In better studios. More monnay. We’ve all got to pay our mortgage, y’know. And if you ever need a wheelbarra-full of Dire Straits and Status Quo albums they’ll deliver it to your owse. This is the end of you doing your own gardening, Steve. I don’t want you laying your own paving stones and trapping your finger under one of them when we’ve got a tour coming up. There’ll be a budget for that.’

What a man Trev is. If this wasn’t enough, he’s also negotiated us the best Christmas bonus we’ve ever had.

‘Orroight! I’m just going to the box office to cause some grief,’ and off he goes, acquainting the box-office manager with his clicker machine to make sure they don’t rip us off. 

 

First thing Mark does in the new year is to move to Edinburgh, at the same time as splitting up with Brix. She tries to stay in the band. There’s a recording of ‘Dead Beat Descendant’ for the Channel 4 show Snub TV, where the atmosphere is tangibly worse than usual when Mark enters the room and something’s not right. This time we’d felt the tremor when he entered the building. We get the song down and then they have to sit and be interviewed, pretending to be the happy couple. When asked where and how they met, Brix visibly winces when Mark flippantly remarks it was in the club next to the alleyway of the Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre. Afterwards she doesn’t hang around. During our flight to Munich a few weeks later, there is an empty seat on the plane, the last call for Brix Smith going unanswered. 

 






  

John Peel’s 50th
 

 

The Manchester grapevine dripped with news that Martin Bramah was back following a split from his London line-up of Blue Orchids. Craig and I couldn’t ignore the fact we happened to have a vacancy which he could more than fill. The only thing was, how would he feel about being part of Mark’s ‘backing band’ as he’d referred to us in the press? And how would Mark feel about him being in it? It was a complex karma, but in ten years priorities can change.

Judging there was nothing to lose, we picked our moment carefully, broaching the subject during the mid-afternoon two-hour slot when he can be Mr Reasonable. We must have timed it impeccably, since he responded by arranging a songwriting session for just the two of them.

I didn’t envy Martin that long, silent walk up the garden path, on his own, guitar in hand, no doubt slightly trembling. Many a time I’d travelled across the city to tread that crazy paving myself, never knowing which one of Mark would answer the door, his greetings randomly ranging anywhere from a friendly ‘Come in, cock!’ to a ‘Fuck off, you cock!’ shouted through the letter box.

Not only was Martin admitted without fuss, but he also re-emerged completely unscathed, his songwriting having been fully approved. 

Not aware of his history, at his first rehearsal Marcia didn’t hesitate in expressing her reservations as Martin tuned up the brand-new left-handed Fender Strat which had been bought especially for him. Craig also got a new one, a nice touch by Trevor. ‘What’s that?’ she demanded. ‘One of Mark’s sulky mates from down the pub?’ 

The surprise of Craig’s uncharacteristic and sweeping praise of Martin’s skills started to convince her otherwise and once we’d heard his new songs – ‘Hilary’, ‘And Therein’, ‘Sing! Harpy’ – we were all convinced. 

A couple of relatively local gigs later we were flying first class to Brazil. It had never happened before, yet for some reason this luxury was deemed appropriate for reaching the poorest country we’d ever visited. We were one of the headliners at an arty three-day festival taking place in a large club, along with experimental American performance artist Laurie Anderson and noisy-arse Philip Glass, a contemporary classical composer. From the sanctuary of our five-star skyscraper hotel, plied with champagne, we gazed down upon a million fragile shacks toppling onto the beach around us. 

I fail to see how such a festival would impact positively on the lives of the people there. But obviously the event wasn’t intended for the shanty-town majority; it was for the lucky, trendy elite and all the tourists. 

 

*

Flat on my back, I am being wheeled down antiseptic corridors until the trolley bashes through a pair of swinging rubber doors, delivering me into a small room on the threshold of the operating theatre. A cheery anaesthetist swings into view, eager to put me at ease with well-practised banter. ‘How are you, Mr Hanley?’ 

‘Been better,’ I croak. 

‘So, what do you do for a living?’ he asks, loading a syringe.

‘I’m a musician.’ The needle starts to penetrate. ‘I’m in a band.’ 

‘What band would that be? Would I have heard of you?’

‘The Fall,’ I sigh and the needle goes in deep.

‘Christ. What have you been doing to yourself…?’ Luckily I black out before I can begin to answer, briefly aware that indescribable acts of horror involving an endoscope camera and a probe are about to be performed upon me. 

 

‘No fruit! Nil by mouth for this one.’

My eyes flicker open to glimpse a retreating food trolley.

Everything hurts. I groan and the bloke in the bed next to mine, who I get the feeling has been keeping a close eye on me, immediately brags: ‘I had the same thing done to me yesterday.’ How does he know? ‘Feels even worse when you need to go,’ he doom-mongers, nodding warily southwards. ‘Like pissing broken glass.’

I beg to differ. It is more like pissing razorblades.

Visiting time and, after Marc Riley leaves, I’m treated to half an hour of Si and Craig. Their bedside manner involves rifling through my pile of music magazines and taking the piss out of my pyjamas. They’re just pyjamas! 

‘Don’t you want to know what happened?’ I ask. Craig’s got his pen out. If I don’t distract him fast enough, he’ll finish off my NME crossword, which I was saving for later. Tight bastard, he didn’t even bring me the new Melody Maker.

Without looking up, he mutters, ‘You got infected on Copacabana
Beach, didn’t you? I told you not go off on your own at night.’

‘Hang on a minute!’ I attempt to sit up to assert myself, but it is too painful and I am forced back down to an agonising slouch. ‘Let me tell you the story.’ At least Si and the bloke in the next bed are listening. ‘It started pretty much as soon as we got back from Brazil. I thought I had flu. Four days later and I couldn’t even keep a drink of water down. Throwing up everywhere. Hallucinating through lack of sleep. Emergency doctor, hasn’t got a clue. Another emergency doctor, less of a clue. In the end Heather drags me across the road to A&E. Blood tests, blood pressure, the lot. They tell me it’s a kidney infection. I get hooked up to industrial-strength antibiotics and wheeled onto a ward because I’m going to need more tests. I’ve been a rat in a lab all week. I didn’t know what was going on. Maybe I was being paranoid or everyone was whispering and talking about me. My three brothers were being civil to me for the first time in my life, my mam looked worried sick and no one was telling me anything.’

‘You weren’t being paranoid,’ chips in my ward mate. ‘Your brothers were drawing straws as to whose it’d be…’

I ignore him and continue. ‘Pumped me full of dye, X-rays, everything. Only yesterday morning did the doctor come along and break the news. I’ve only ever had one working kidney.’ Even Craig drags his eyes off 15-down at this. ‘It’s still there but it’s very small and the other one’s grown to compensate.’

‘Fucking hell it must be massive, you freak.’

‘That’s what the operation was about yesterday. One last-ditch attempt to clear out any blockages.’

‘Did it work?’

‘No.’

‘You can live perfectly well with one functioning kidney, you know. He’ll just have to watch his salt intake. But if the antibiotics hadn’t worked he’d have had to have a transplant.’

‘I am here, you know!’ One five-minute conversation with my mam and this guy in the next bed knows my life story.

‘Thorny flowers,’ says Craig. ‘Not Bronze Age. Five, five.’

‘Funnily enough, I was out with Ian and Mani the other night,’ says Si. ‘They’ve been back in the studio working with John Leckie. Now they’re all just waiting for the money to start rolling in from the album.’

‘Bet you wish you’d stuck with them, Si…’

 

Living across the road, it is easy for Heather and Paul to come and visit often, relieving me of the need for hospital food. For his age, my son is too familiar with the smells and sight of this hospital, the fates all too ready to single him out for more cruelty. We have discovered he contracted mumps back in Amsterdam, even though he’d had all the jabs. When he started reception class, the teacher noticed something was wrong, and since then tests have shown he has lost the higher pitch range of his hearing. Many tests and fittings for hearing aids have brought him here. In the quiet at home he can manage by lip-reading to fill in the gaps if we speak clearly and repeat ourselves, but anywhere else is a struggle. 

We play a game he’s come to love in the past few days (which seem like weeks to me): I throw his Spider-Man out of the window for him to catch below and he throws it back.

‘Mark seems very concerned about you,’ remarks Heather. ‘Every day he calls to see how you are.’ 

Day Nine and he comes to visit with Saffron, the exuberant office manager. Bubbly and confident, Saffron looks like the younger sister Brix never had. Her mum’s the artist who drew the cover of Dragnet. Always chatty, Saffron begins by telling me about our forthcoming studio bookings and how busy I’ll be when I get out. ‘We’ll be booking two studios in the Virgin Townhouse in London…’ 

I’ve seen very little of Mark since we signed to Phonogram. For once the production-line style of recording albums in between touring has eased off. I might be in here with questionable vital organs, but this year hasn’t been easy for Mark either. It’s only a couple of months since his dad died and now here he is, back in the hospital, the pair of us unusually mindful of our own mortality. 

‘How long are you planning on skiving in this bed for?’ he demands suddenly. ‘Someone’s going to have to bring your bass in. Peel’s fiftieth’s coming up. You need to learn Gene Vincent’s “Race with The Devil”.’ 

‘Don’t worry I’ll be fine,’ I reassure him, sitting to attention in line with my default setting as best I can. Show no weakness. Mark hurriedly pulls a large, glossy hardback out of his carrier bag. ‘I’ve brought you a present,’ he says, passing it over. Oh goody, it’s Strange Tales of Startling Suspense, that comic-series compilation I have often noticed on his bookshelf. 

Graphic horror stories. Just the ticket. I flick through eagerly, noting titles like ‘Fear walks on four feet’, ‘The strange laboratory of Doctor Domino’, ‘Terror in the morgue’. ‘The man with the incredible expanding head’, ‘The man whose kidney never stopped growing’ and ‘What happened to Mr Smith? He seemed to be not quite human’. 

‘Where’s the nearest pub?’ he asks, getting twitchier by the second. I have to hoik myself out of bed to direct him since he can’t even make it out of the ward without getting lost. 

A couple of days later, I am discharged with a frightening speech by the consultant. ‘If you drink plenty of water,’ he says, ‘and keep your salt intake to a bare minimum, you can expect a normal life span.’

I’m shocked it was ever in question. 

Clearly a radical lifestyle change is being called upon. I need more balance. Just because I’m in The Fall doesn’t mean I have to hammer everything, does it? Brix always managed on a couple of glasses of champagne. Marcia manages on a couple of glasses of wine. People like Trevor Long are always straight. I promise myself to take up a healthy sport and head straight to my dad’s sixtieth, an epic weekend pub crawl through his Dublin youth, accompanied by the entire extended family.

 

The John Peel party’s a surprise do organised by his producer at the BBC, John Walters, who first introduced Peel to The Fall and ever since we’ve been his band of choice. We’re all set up ready to start the proceedings, hoping John doesn’t get caught in traffic on the way. Apparently they are getting him here on the pretext of checking out a band. Eventually the soundman dissipates the tension by giving the signal and, as John walks into Subterrania, we begin by reviving an old favourite of his, ‘Mere Pseud’. It is followed by current works in progress ‘I’m Frank’ and ‘Arms Control Poseur’; a blazing ‘Fiery Jack’; ‘Race With The Devil’, covered especially for the birthday boy; ‘Carry Bag Man’ for the hell of it; and party popper ‘Mr. Pharmacist’ to finish. Not the longest set, but palpable confirmation I’ve still got it.

The place is full of faces; it’s the ultimate Festive Fifty. It’s like an indie rock work’s do. It might be his birthday but it’s still a gig. This isn’t the party thoughtful friends have spent hours streaming decorations upon; there’s not even a buffet. Marc Riley’s here, in his growing role as radio plugger. As I edge him towards a nearby pillar so we can catch up undetected, he tells me how they tried to get The Undertones back together for tonight to perform John’s favourite song, ‘Teenage Kicks’.

‘But they can’t put their differences behind them to stand on stage together,’ says Marc. ‘Not even for this.’

‘Not even for two minutes. Crazy!’ Just then Mark Smith, bypassing the obstacle of the pillar with his psychic powers, slouches past, giving me the evils and dramatically blanking Marc in one manoeuvre. 

Having been dropped by the Bunnymen, Ian McCulloch gets on stage to play a few acoustic songs. Thriving on vengeance as he does, Mark must be having a top night, his hatred of McCulloch having been escalated beyond reason by a six-year press feud, never mind the fact he’s been so successful.

We watch the rest of Ian’s lonely set. Just him, his guitar and his voice. Good, but not as powerful as the Bunnymen. Five years is what everybody else seems to manage, before the rot sets in. But splitting up’s a cop out. What you need to do is develop coping mechanisms. Sadly it’s the natural order of bands, often starting out democratically but, as soon as there’s enough money involved, the lead singer starts taking over, demoting the musicians, and everyone’s far too quick to dismiss the magic they create together. 

‘They wanted me to plug his solo album.’ 

‘Will you?’

‘Doubt I’ll have time with so much going on in Manchester at the moment.’

‘That’s good. Will you still have time for your five-a-side, then? I need to get a fitness plan together.’

Remembering that girls would be picked before me for primary school football teams, Marc is quick with his response. ‘I’m afraid it’s full, mate. Don’t you fancy trying squash?’ I nod agreement, safe in the knowledge a squash court would be the one place on earth Mark Smith would never dream of setting foot. ‘Great,’ says Marc. ‘I’ll book us in at my club.’ 

Later on in The Fall’s dressing room, John Peel pops by to deliver a short speech telling us all that the whole thing’s almost moved him to tears. 

There follows an extensive photo shoot. They try to get a photo for the NME front cover of John with Mark, Ian and the lead singers of the other bands, The House of Love and The Wedding Present. Upon hearing this, Mark won’t come out of the dressing room, refusing to be in the same frame as his old adversary, thus shattering John’s indie dream once and for all.

 

 






  

Part V: Joint 64th Coolest Man in Rock
 

 



 

 






  

World Tour
 

 

Extricate is released worldwide in February 1990, and hailed by the press as the most remarkable album we have produced in at least five years, possibly our finest yet. Full-page ads in all the music papers, massive cardboard cut-outs of us in record shops, and all our shows are selling out. 

Trevor Long has become our manager, taking on the entire organisation of the band, including the finances, gelling us into a more businesslike unit. He’s also taken the personal touch out of extracting wages by paying us direct into the bank. ‘I don’t want any of you worrying about anything except making music,’ he tells us, and we don’t.

Extricate was recorded in various expensive studios throughout the south of England. At the Townhouse, we even used two studios at once. It was the biggest recording project we’ve ever undertaken; we had producers from all around the world, we even had session musicians playing violin and flute. Much more time went into the arrangements and songwriting than in the past, and it shows. It was The Fall as it should be, everyone moving in the same direction. 

When we joined The Fall, Craig and I may have thought Martin was a venerable guitar god, but now that we’ve a bit of a track record ourselves, whether or not you’d call it friendship, there’s a degree of mutual respect. Craig was the one who wanted Martin in and now he’s got someone to compete against, while Martin’s got everything to prove. The glamour spotlight’s shining on Marcia, except she’s as determined as ever to deflect it to her keyboard playing. Si’s in his stride, having carved a place for himself amongst us all, and whatever Mark’s been going through, he’s also been having to re-create himself on a major label.

And as for me, I’m just happy to be alive, which shows on ‘Chicago, Now!’, the one song Si and I spent hours arranging, exiling ourselves to an Ancoats warehouse until we were happy with it. 

We were rehearsing Craig’s ‘Bill is Dead’ in a live room in Stockport when a twitchy record-company exec from Phonogram turned up with five individual contracts. Could this have had anything to do with the fact that our frontwoman guitarist left before she’d recorded a single note? One each for me, Craig, Si, Martin and Marcia to sign, basically saying that we agree to work with Mark Smith for the next five years no matter what. 

What happens if he doesn’t agree to work with us? I noticed there wasn’t a clause about that. Do these things ever mean anything? These major companies try and make you think they do, the amount of effort and expense they put into the presentation. This one was a faux-leather-bound document of thick, creamy, embossed paper; similar to the parchment the Magna Carta may have been inscribed upon. 

Back in 1980, we signed a not so elaborate yet equally meaningless partnership agreement which Mark’s accountant had drawn up for me, him, Craig, Marc Riley and Kay, so the band would be entitled to five times the annual tax allowance. No one was physically forcing me to sign anything, though Mark was standing over me with a pen, glaring and muttering with impatience as I leafed leisurely through the pointless legal drivel. Once he started doing his snorting-breathing head, it was just less hassle to sign the thing. None of us have been treated like a partner since.

More recently we were presented with a publishing contract from Warner Brothers. Amongst all the legalese it said something like, ‘The singer gets 40% and the remaining 60% is to be split equally between the composers of the music.’ So we signed, our quills scratching the parchment indelibly, sealing our fates, and afterwards it turned out Mark was composing all the music. On Extricate though, following tactful mentions of these inaccuracies, the credits are still angling along a creative plane, but they are fairer than they were on I Am Kurious, Oranj.

 

The tour to promote Extricate started with the UK in March, then moved to a changing Europe in April. In Berlin, we found a city jubilant because the wall had finally been torn down. We followed these ripples all the way to the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, where soldiers patrolled the streets and local people were filled with a growing hatred towards those in neighbouring states. We aimed to distract with our music, first in a huge stadium in Zagreb, then in a hope-filled club in Belgrade.

During these travels, Martin and Marcia discovered just how much they have in common, their ‘unprofessionalism’ winding Mark up no end. ‘When we get to the next hotel, I want a room as far away from them lovebirds as possible!’ he announced, unable to handle being around a couple on tour that he’s not a part of himself.

Two months on the road can bring much change, which became apparent during the recording of The Dredger E.P. upon our return. Marcia and Mark argued heatedly about the hypocrisy of working with other people, something she wanted to be able to do in her London downtime, and something he wouldn’t agree to while doing it himself.

‘You’ve just done that record with Tackhead!’ argued Marcia

‘I bought your equipment and I pay your wages!’ argued Mark. Case closed.

In an interview, Marcia said The Fall is like some bizarre office where Mark’s the chairman, I’m the office manager and everyone else is the workforce.

For Martin, who had been running Blue Orchids his own way for ten years, this pace was far more intense than what he was used to, as were these tensions, all of it having a negative impact on songwriting. 

Meanwhile, Trevor was busy pulling the rest of the year’s tour schedule together. With the help of our booking agent, the brilliant Pete Nash, a highly-exciting itinerary emerged. First a weekend showcase in the States: New York, LA; then back home. After this, a month in Australia and New Zealand, with three dates in Japan on the way back. The Fall. In Japan! 

Pete has always believed in us, ever since we signed to Wasted Talent around the time of This Nation’s Saving Grace. Now he’s got some chart toppers on his books, he’s been able to bargain us onto this circuit through artistic blackmail: ‘You can have the Pet Shop Boys, but you have to take The Fall as well.’ And if some promoter’s going to make a fortune on two blokes filling a stadium, he can afford to take a shallow dive on us.

It’s a bloated outfit we’re taking to Australia. Trevor’s coming even though there’s a tour manager and a stage manager, and Saffron’s also coming as office manager, somehow still managing the office. Just before we set off, Craig and I are voted joint 64th Coolest Man in Rock by Select magazine, an accolade which proves once and for all that it’s worth sticking around no matter what.

 

*

We’re in a huge dressing room at Canberra
University, actually the student union bar closed down for the night. The walls are covered in sequences of posters encouraging the students not to drink so much. I find myself at the end of the bar with Mark, the two of us competing our way through the rider. Since there’s no such thing as fairness when it comes to The Fall, it’s never going to be: ‘Look! Here’s twenty-four beers, so that means we get six each.’ 

‘I’ve had enough, me!’ he starts, clearly having made up his mind about something. ‘Them two are out of here.’ He’s indicating Martin and Marcia, inseparable at the other end of the room. He’s sounding me out, making sure I go along with him. Any second now, he’s going to tell me what I think.

What is he thinking? We’re in the middle of a world tour. They wrote half our set. Whatever twisted reasons he’s created for not being able to work with them shouldn’t be manifesting themselves into a sacking. 

‘I’m getting them on the next flight out of here, and I want you with me on this one.’

‘What? Aren’t you at least going to let them finish the tour?’ is all I say. It’s only three weeks! Surely he can manage that.

‘Fine. They can stay till the end of Australia, then they’re going. I don’t want them in this band any more.’

I despise myself for my weakness. People sometimes say to me, ‘I can see why you put up with him. You’ve got your family to think about.’ But that isn’t it. Why should I pack it all in just because of him? 

I talk to Trevor, Craig and Si, who are equally compliant in this chicanery. Thus the deal is done, despite all the schmoozing we then do with the Australian arm of Phonogram; being taken out to ridiculously expensive dinners by them, pretending everything’s hunky dory. Despite those fucking contracts. These guys won’t care about that. The only person who’ll care about that is the A&R man back in the UK, and he won’t even know about this. But I can almost hear what Mark’ll tell him: ‘They were superfluous, they were costing too much. They were only hired hands. He was only in it for a year etc etc…’ So long as we produce a decent album, they won’t review the contract. 

The venues are bigger than last time, and they’re rammed all the way through the tour. 

The last Australian gig’s at Selina’s in Sydney where it’s time to wake up and smell the fucking Fosters. Instead of an end-of-leg party, Trevor takes the oblivious Martin and Marcia out of the dressing room for a quiet word, while our tour manager hustles the rest of us into a waiting car. We are driven at top speed to the hideout, Mark’s Frank Sinatra Suite at the top of the Sydney Hilton. 

Mark takes on the role of Godfather, drawing us deeper into the enclave as he leads the ‘where-we-go-from-here’ discussion, as if our current fate had befallen us by dastardly chance. ‘I’ll be a lot easier to work with now,’ he begins. ‘I could hardly hear myself think. Onstage or off. Stripped-down sound, that’s what we need.’

Unable to get comfortable on the twenty-piece oversized leather suite, the rest of us stare guiltily at Martin’s confiscated white Fender as it leans against the alabaster grand piano, behind which a panorama of windows opens onto a thousand dazzling lights. 

 

Despite the sudden pressing need for a ‘stripped-down’ sound, it is soon clear even to Mark that you really can’t play much of our set without keyboards. Surely there must be someone in the organisation who could help? 

The Frank Sinatra Suite becomes an acoustic rehearsal room. And who’s that in the corner with the headphones on, making notes to Extricate? On cue, Saffron takes them off and surprises no one with a brave, much-trodden step towards the keyboards. ‘I used to have piano lessons at school,’ she says, thus qualifying herself with the right to fill in. 

‘Okay,’ says Mark, clearly relieved the selection procedure is done with. ‘Let’s start with “Hit The North”. That’s dead easy.’

‘Which one’s that again?’ 

We do impressions of the infamous keyboard intro until recognition strikes.

‘So is that a B?’

‘Yeah, it’s D D D E B,’ I say, playing it on the bass.

She gives it a try and somehow gets these five notes back to front. No matter how many times she tries, she just can’t get the timing. 

‘We need a cassette!’ screams Mark eventually. ‘Look! It’s just er-er-er-uh-er. Steve. Ring your house. Get Heather to play it down the phone.’

‘Hold on, what time is it in England?’

Mark’s already shoving the ornate mouthpiece in my face so I have no choice but to dial. As the clicking connections are being made, everyone is watching intently, like the whole tour depends on this. Maybe it does. Not realising the emergency nature of my call, once my voice has travelled down thousands of miles of undersea cables, Heather is pleasantly surprised to hear from me. As everyone continues to stare and Mark begins to do the breathing, I try my best to steer her away from domestic small talk as quickly as possible, despite the shock of hearing that Paul has scribbled all over the living room wall and she is going to have to redecorate in my absence.

‘Actually, there is another reason I’m calling. Can you just play the intro to “Hit The North”?’

‘What? Have you been out with Craig for so long you can’t remember how to play it?’

‘I’ll explain later,’ I deflect. ‘It’s not me who needs to hear it, it’s Saffron.’

Heather sighs. ‘Which one? You’ve six different versions of it here.’

‘Any fucking version!’ shouts Mark, loud enough for her to hear without a phone.

And so poor Heather has to spend the next quarter of an hour moving the needle back to the start of the intro once it has finished. Because, of course, given the distance, there is quite a delay, which plays even more havoc with the timing. By the end of the call it is obvious to everyone on both sides of the globe that this particular solution isn’t going to work. 

The following day, I dare to share my idea for an alternative with Mark. ‘Kevin the roadie, he can play. He can play whatever you want. Bass, keyboards, guitar, drums. You should hear him at soundchecks…’

Kevin is eighteen stone of hairy-arsed Motörhead roadie. Heavy metal is a small snack for him. Mark readily agrees to let him try and, in a hurriedly-booked rehearsal studio the following day, Thor-like, not only does Kevin conquer ‘Hit The North’ in one take, he also devours the rest of the set the same afternoon.

Lookswise, the only thing Kevin’s got in common with Marcia is the long hair. When he sets up the stage in Auckland’s Town Hall, he puts the keyboards as far to the back of the stage as possible, perhaps so the audience doesn’t clock he isn’t actually Marcia. In his black vest, if he tosses his hair about enough, with some clever lighting we might just get away with it, so long as he has a good shave. At best, audience members who have seen Marcia’s photo on the album sleeve might think, ‘Chroisst alive! That keyboard Sheila’s sure let herself go…’ And so stubble becomes an issue in these parts yet again.

The day after the gig, a clean-shaven Kevin throws himself head-first off the nearest bridge, which happens to be positioned approximately four hundred feet above a raging gorge. Luckily, there is a giant elasticated rope attached to his legs. ‘It’s called bungee jumping,’ he tells us afterwards, showing off the photos. ‘What a rush!’ We’re happy enough at the bar in our overcoats, trying our best to avoid the fresh air and any such dangers lurking in it.

 

Our hotel in Tokyo is an ultra-modern sliver of a building. As I enter my single, pod-like room, my attention is drawn to a large, beautifully wrapped parcel on the dressing table. This must be the customary welcome present you get in Japan. With a pang, somewhat tempered by the very generous wad of yen PDs in my back pocket, I notice the gift tag reads: ‘Welcome to Japan, Marcia Schofield. From Smash Promotions. We hope you enjoy your stay.’ They must have cancelled the wrong rooms…

I rip into the padded gift wrap and reach into the box to find a bottle of saké, a warming kettle, a blue-and-white striped silk kimono, a pair of matching slippers and two tiny china cups and saucers. The thought of inviting Craig to join me lasts a nanosecond, after which I wash away the journey in the en-suite shower, slip into the kimono and get wasted on what tastes like warm, rice-flavoured water, comforting myself with thoughts such as ‘Marcia wouldn’t have wanted it to go to anyone else…’

The following morning I meet Craig and Si in the tiny hotel reception. As we head out to find breakfast we are virtually mobbed by a small group of Japanese females, shyly thrusting their autograph books at us. 

There’s a politeness here that seems to have been lost in our culture, which is slowly having an effect. We’re keeping the dressing room neat and we find ourselves queuing up in the wings, guitars in hand, fifteen minutes before we’re due on. 

Instead of the polite clapping I’ve been expecting in this seated theatre, everyone’s bouncing around. A couple of thousand people as into it as they are in the student halls of Britain. Though The Fall’s never exactly been mobbed by thousands of hysterical fans, here we’re getting a tiny taste of what it might be like. To our astonishment, the same group of girls have dashed back to our hotel entrance, their autograph books replaced by a shower of tiny gifts. ‘Thank you for coming to Japan! British bands our favourite.’ Mine’s a tiny plastic monkey playing a drum.

The next day they’re still outside the hotel. This time they follow us down spotless streets lined with unlocked bikes and beer vending machines, giggling behind us. I could never imagine streets like this in Manchester, but karma’s everything here in this Buddhist land.

Our new local friends give us more piles of tat. They do this for a hobby, collecting as many rock bands as they can. It’s a student thing. Deciding we could treat them to lunch, they choose a huge upmarket Pizza Hut, confessing that next week is the ultimate highlight of their calendar for this year: Robert Smith and The Cure. 

We play Osaka and Kyoto, meaning we get to go on the bullet train. Four hundred and fifty miles in two and a half hours, twice the speed of British Rail, with properly chilled Japanese beers as well. It goes so fast there’s not enough time to get through them all. We play two small but teeming clubs, before flying home for the Reading Festival.

 

So much for the stripped-down line-up. Mark’s drafted in his mate from Edinburgh, Kenny Brady, to play violin, and Kevin’s still filling in on keyboards. Since Brix left, our image is clearly on a downward spiral. We had Martin, giving it cool guitar poses in his black leather jacket, and Marcia. Now there’s a hairy road-warrior hulk behind the keyboards and a one-eyed Highlander on strings.

When The Pixies headline straight after us, bass player Kim Deal begins by inciting the audience: ‘Did you see The Fall? They were awesome!’ On the other side of the stage, all 50,000 people yell their agreement.

Backstage, Mark offers Kevin the keyboards job full-time, but Kevin doesn’t contemplate the proposition even for a moment. Unblinking, he point-blank refuses, preferring the security of working as a freelance heavy metal roadie to this, and off he goes trolling for another bridge. 

 

We’re in Athens watching CNN. Our next stop is Israel and here the news presenter is telling us it’s under attack from Iraqi bombs and missiles. 

‘I’m not bothered about myself,’ says Mark, our well-being as always at the forefront of his concerns, ‘but you lot have got families to think about.’

Trevor speaks to the local promoter and returns from the call with reassurances that Tel Aviv is on the far coast and should be out of range. 

On the plane, I’m acutely aware of sitting in a metal tube thirty thousand feet above a bomb-ridden desert. There’s a row of three seats. Mark’s sitting by the window, there’s a nun next to him and I’m on the other side. My sense of trepidation is diluted to some degree by the entertaining scenario of Mark trying not to swear while he’s talking to the nun, and then apologising profusely whenever he fucking does. 

Soldiers at the airport with machine guns, soldiers on the streets, school kids walking around with gas masks. There’s no ignoring the fact we’re in a war zone, yet locals are carrying on with their day-to-day lives as if they’re not. As do we, despite the soldiers guarding the doors to the venue. Inside, we provide complete and necessary escape.

 

Now Kevin is back in Lemmy’s Valhalla, Kenny is tasked with alternating violin with keyboards. Trevor has managed to source a local Manchester lad to fill Kevin’s roadie boots though, Dave Bush. At Dave’s second gig with us, an indoor WOMAD festival in Barcelona, he was mugged down a passageway off La Rambla. It wouldn’t have happened to Kevin, but Dave is half the size and, although he’s been on tour with Echo and the Bunnymen and members of The Clash, he still bounces with a refreshing, enthusiastic naivety. Add to this the recent Manc fashion of baggy flowery attire, he’s every mugger’s dream.

Despite being shouted at by Mark to get off the fucking stage during the first gig, when all he was trying to do was use initiative to untangle the mike lead, his enthusiasm for working with us does not seem to have diminished at all. 

In a surprising revelation after the Barcelona gig, in the hotel bar Dave gets honest with me and Craig. ‘The Fall!’ he sighs. ‘Never thought I could ever get into it. But standing at the side of the stage I was buzzin.’ The Manc vernacular sounds out of place in his softly-spoken Cheshire accent, a vestige of his wealthy roots. He’s such a lovely guy you get the feeling he’s never had a bad thought about anyone. As he downs the rest of his pint, I wonder how long it’ll take for that to change…

‘I always thought you were shit!’ he says and laughs like a maniac.

Dave’s with us on our pre-Christmas UK college tour, a chance to prove to our hard-core followers that despite the sly line-up changes, The Fall is still The Fall. It’s a treacherous winter, and the night we play Bradford, deep in the Pennines, our journey from Glasgow takes us down roads covered in snow. The motorways in Cumbria are impassable, so we’re diverted through villages whose roads can hardly accommodate our bus as it slides around. 

We arrive at the venue later than usual for the soundcheck. Even the bootleg T-shirt sellers are here before us. They’re not expecting to see us but, given the lengths they’ve gone to get here in the face of meteorological Armageddon, we negotiate a free T-shirt each in return for not shutting them down. They’re really good quality, long-sleeved, deep-blue sweatshirts, better than the official merchandise, if I’m honest. 

We thought we had it bad getting here, but then we discover what the fans have been through when a couple join us backstage after the show. 

‘We almost didn’t make it,’ says one. ‘We were passing all these farming places on the way. Took us two hours to get from Ramsbottom to Whitworth, instead of twenty minutes. It was doing my canister in. We tried ringing the venue. No answer, but it was you fellas. We had to go. We got stuck on the motorway behind this lorry with a load of sheep on the back, and they were getting all frustrated because of the traffic jam. The wood broke on the back of the truck and the sheep started coming out. The farmer came running, shouting at them: “Come back! Come back! You’re me livelihood!” So we all got out to help him get the sheep back in the truck, hoping like hell you fellas wouldn’t let us down. We got here alright though, just minutes before “And Therein”. What a fucking song that is…’

‘What’s happened to Martin?’ asks another. ‘And where’s Marcia?’ 

Where do I begin? 

 

January, and we’re in the middle of recording a new album. Having recorded four full songs late last year with Grant, we’re left with a handful of rough ideas for the rest. I spent Christmas listening to the new ones. ‘Edinburgh Man’ is a poignant almost-sequel to ‘Bill is Dead’, the result of an afternoon at Mark’s with just him and Craig. Some of our best songs come out of songwriting sessions when it’s just him and one other person. ‘Pittsville Direct’ is a song that started to come together in the studio Dave Bush has in his back room. These two could be stand-alone singles. 

Another song, ‘Idiot Joy Showland’, is inspired by where we are tonight, the Hacienda, which has now become world-famous. It’s Wednesday and coachloads of ravers from all over the North West are descending for Ibiza night, carefully timing their ecstasy drops so they come up once they’re inside instead of having to dance to the rhythm of car alarms outside. After the hour-long queue, barely dressed and intimidated by Mark’s drug-and-protection-touting mafia from Cheetham Hill, they will be forced to spend several sweaty hours pressed up against each other and all of Manchester’s students, bouncing in unison to the sound of a synthesized car alarm on repeat. 

What a strange blend of love and violence! If it kicks off, you’d probably get hugged to death, but they’re all so lucky to be here. 

Local, keen, friendly Dave’s with us; it’s starting to feel like he’s more band than crew. 

He’s fresh meat, which is infectious, especially to the bunch of us lot who’ve been doing it for years. We glide past the ridiculous foam-filled pool where several party-goers are crawling all over each other, trying to re-create their last Club 18-30 holiday in the middle of Manchester’s winter. Within the relative sanity offered by the Gay Traitor bar, thankfully it is still possible to enjoy an old-school several-pints-and-a-bit-of-a-row kind of night with the rest of the old duffers who’ve been coming here since it opened.

Reluctantly, Dave follows us instead of joining the hands-in-the-air masses above. A tough decision for him, clearly, which he won’t stop going on about.

‘Listen,’ he insists, ‘you and Craig make a good noise together. But it’d sound banging with loops and beats and sequences and sub-bass. You’ve just seen how people go mental over that!’

Si’s measured nods of agreement animate him further. ‘Have you heard The Prodigy? Orbital! That’s the future,’ enthuses Dave, talking to me and Craig like we understand. ‘The Happy Mondays. Shaun Ryder’s just the frontman. He got lucky, getting in here for free ever since they started the dole door policy. The rest’s all production and programming. But people need a translation. They’re dancing to stuff in here and it’s got no face. I’m going to drag you lot kicking and screaming into the nineties. When I hear you guys play, I’m hearing extra sounds in my head that I can produce alongside. I’ve already said it to Mark. He’s mad for it. He says you old bastards are getting too complacent and need a good kick up the arse anyway.’

He might be soft as shite, Dave, but he’s no wimp.

‘You know it’s not me you need to convince,’ bristles Si at being lumped in so inconsiderately, his innate funkiness craving an outlet. Craig and I are silent, taking heed. Dave knows his stuff, and in some ways Si’s connections are elevating him to oracle-like status. Having stated his case, he proceeds to work the room, clearly friends with everyone in it. Noel, the Inspirals roadie. Mike Pickering, the DJ musician and record producer. And a bug-eyed Bez, who’s always in here, looking for something.

They’ve got a point. Paul Oakenfold transformed the Mondays from a shambolic thuggy indie band into E’d-up dance club gurus. And that’s how record companies operate. One band like The Stone Roses and they all race to sign the next one, and now there’s a cultural revolution in the heart of Manchester.

Days later in a Sheffield recording studio, we discover that the Hacienda has temporarily closed down due to gang violence. But the sentiments of our last night there spill over into dance producer Robert Gordon’s FON studio, where Phonogram have sent us. ‘Bass and bleeps, man,’ he tells us, much to Dave’s delight. ‘We will try you wid bass and bleeps.’ He means sub-bass, generated at the touch of a button. Good luck with that!

 






  

Taxi for Hanley
 

 

Colin’s in town with the Manic Street Preachers, who are playing the Boardwalk. After the gig, I’m standing at the bar talking to James Brown, the NME journalist who I’ve known since he appeared as the radio operator in Hey! Luciani. He reckons this band are going to be the next big thing and he’s doing all he can to help with the hype. When he asks me what I think of them, I tell him that they look like a school-play version of The Clash.

Then it’s back to their hotel, where their manager puts £50 behind the bar. The band sit there all night with one bottle of Babycham each, while me and Colin demolish the rest.

‘They’re aw right, these boys,’ he says. ‘But between you an me, they don’t really know how to party. In fact, ah don’t think anyone knows how to party quite like you do. Blixa Bargeld still talks ever so fondly about that night we had in San Francisco with the rest of the Baaaad Seeds. He’s never gonna forget it. Seriously, ah defy anyone, civilian or otherwise, to have a better time anywhere in the world than ah have had with you and the other members of The Fall engine room. And ah’m not just saying that, Steve. That’s how it is.’

I shouldn’t really be here, it’s just days before Heather’s due date for our second baby. Trevor has managed to schedule a gig-free month around the birth, but I haven’t seen Colin for a while, and since he’s also expecting again, despite the fact that Heather might drop at any moment, I decided it was worth the risk and headed out to the gig.

Inevitably the party rolls on to Colin’s room, where I wake up several hours later, on the bed under a duvet, to the sounds of Colin snoring on the floor wrapped in a blanket. Once again, my immediate thought is, ‘Oh my God, I am such a twat.’ Taxi for Hanley, straight to the dog house. 

I make the birth, a week later, when I become the father of another boy. Unlike the first time around, we manage to come up with a name that we won’t have to qualify with the adjective ‘little’. Matthew. My dad pronounces it like he’s sneezing: ‘Matt-chew!’ 

From the very beginning it’s apparent that Matthew is completely different from Paul. Late, dark-haired and robust, Matthew doesn’t require motion of any sort in order to be content, which should help me keep my somewhat flippant promise to Mark and the band that this time I won’t need half a year off. It mustn’t be in God’s plan to have Dave Bush filling in on bass, because looking after Matthew is a breeze compared with Paul, and it helps that we’re more settled, owning a decent house rather than living in a small flat three floors up on a busy road. 

When the NME comes out with the Manic Street Preachers plastered across the front cover, I note James Brown quoted me about them being a school-play version of The Clash. The Manic Street Preachers responded, ‘We quite like The Fall, but they look like our dads.’ The cheek of it! I meant that as a compliment. I might be a dad, but I’m only about twelve years older than them and my kids are babies. 

 

*

It’s the middle of the night and Mark Smith is upside down, dangling from the window of a hotel room, nine storeys up. His only anchor to the world is two sets of hands grasping him by a leg each. The window is typically hotel-sized, opening from the top inwards, leaving only a small slice of space to fit a person through. Not everyone would fit, but Mark’s physique is slight enough to make it to the other side, high above the night-time traffic and innocent passers-by who might be forced into catching him at any moment.

Who is doing this to him? Disgruntled ex-members trying to shake their royalties out of his pockets? Disgruntled ex-partners trying to shake their divorce settlements out of his pockets? PA and hire firms after compensation for wrecked equipment? Current band members after their wages? Bus drivers for vehicle damage, especially cigarette burns to the seats? The list goes on, but they are none of these, nor are they heavies hired by any of the above. In fact, they are JR and Mike the Haircut, two of Mark’s closest friends.

Given it’s his stag do, the proceedings began predictably early in the afternoon in Prestwich, before us stags embarked upon a detailed pub crawl the entire length of Deansgate, which may be why he’s insisted on the dangling. ‘Hang me out of the window, then!’ he said, as if this was a reasonable sequitur for whatever had preceded it. 

And what had preceded it was a sentimental debate about why he is never invited to any of our weddings, yet we’re always at his. In fact, the whole evening has been a series of self-reflections on Mark’s part. 

‘These lot never invited me to their weddings!’ he began, dragging JR and Mike into his morose contemplations. ‘Steve. You deserve some grief, you miserable fucker. You didn’t invite me to your wedding, did you? Or Riley! Or you, Craig!’

‘Well Mark,’ I observed blithely, ‘you were splitting the band up when I was getting married.’ 

It only took a moment for his memory to catch up, sending him into a barrage of chuckles when it did. ‘Oh, yes. I was, wasn’t I?’ Breaking into a wide grin, he allowed himself a moment of self-congratulation before readdressing his main theme.

‘What about you, Craig? What’s your excuse? I hadn’t sacked anyone for years when you fucked off to the registry office without telling me.’

‘I’m sure I sent the invite,’ retorted Craig, almost convincing even me. ‘I couldn’t believe you weren’t there…’

‘Don’t worry, Mark,’ joked Si. ‘If I ever have a wedding, I won’t invite you either.’

‘You lot! You’re all pathetic. The only decent present you’ve ever got me was that tankard.’ 

He was referring to when we were on the UK leg of the Extricate tour. On the bus, everyone else’s birthday passes with perhaps a toast being raised at most, whereas every year, as March looms, Mark’s hints about his own begin their onslaught, regardless of whether we’re on tour or not. Early February and it’s ‘My birthday’s coming soon. Don’t forget!’ How could we?

He’s not the easiest man to shop for, partly because you know that whatever you get, it’ll be wrong. The things I’ve bought him over the years. Presuming that generally anything to do with fighting would fare the best, one year it was some model soldiers for his collection. But I inadvertently bought a whole battalion from the losing side. Another year it was the war board game, Risk. But he couldn’t decipher the instructions. He was disgusted with an electric knife-sharpener because it was made in China not in England. I had the idea for a Dad’s Army video on a break during recording in Rochdale, when it came on the pub’s telly and he said ‘I love this programme!’ So I bought him the video only for him to unwrap it and look at me in horror. ‘What the fuck’s this you’ve got me?’

The year of the tankard we all pooled our money and I went out on a limb, coming up with the inspired idea of a personalised drinking vessel. We wanted it to be engraved, but had to move on to the next place before it would have been ready. Also, what would we have put? No one could agree and you had to pay by the letter. But it was of high-quality silver, exquisitely hand-crafted in Cambridge by one of the world’s most revered silversmiths, a fact punctuated by its hefty price tag.

‘Comes in very handy,’ he went on. ‘Late at night I have a piss in it and throw it out of the back door into the garden. At the squirrels to stop the fuckers eating my fence.’

So, it has been serving two purposes at once, neither of them intended when it was thoughtfully conceived as an ideal gift for the man who’s got it all.

‘What? What are you all staring at? Why don’t you just hang me out of the window then? No. I mean it! JR. Mike. Come on!’ Suddenly he was by the window, opening it, climbing onto a chair and squeezing himself out through the gap. Next thing we knew, he was slipping down the other side, his tortured face flat against the damp pane, upside down but clear for all to see. Mike and JR scrambled to grab a leg each, just before he disappeared altogether. After all, he is getting married in the morning.

It may be my imagination, but I suspect they dangle him there slightly longer than strictly necessary before hefting him safely back into the room, prompting me to decide it’s probably time to go. Three in the morning is late enough to be getting a taxi home, but my presence isn’t required until the reception.

 

At the stylish Worsley Park Country Club, guests are arriving, some old friends, others new. Some notably absent. Heather is here, minus the kids, since we’re not anticipating a particularly child-friendly event. Craig’s here, with his new girlfriend. Si’s here, with his fiancée. Dave Bush is here, with an empty seat next to him; the sweepstake’s still on as to which side of the street he prefers to walk down. He is, however, a fully-fledged member of The Fall soap opera, having been promoted to keys and machines.

It’s a proper do, this, clearly put on by the new in-laws. It’s been months in the planning. We were on tour in Europe when Saffron handed out her carefully-typed wedding-present lists of Habitat houseware, complete with codes to ensure guests’ personal lapses of taste wouldn’t interfere with her decor. At the bottom of the last sheet was Mark’s only request: he’d scrawled ‘some blank cassettes’. After depositing a white, flower-embossed set of crockery, Heather and I take our places around the table allotted to us.

‘17,000 there were at my first gig,’ Dave tells her over the starters. ‘Heaton
Park. And these two wouldn’t even rehearse properly.’ He gestures at me and Craig. ‘We did two songs and then they said, “That’s great. Let’s go to the pub!”’ 

‘Dave,’ I say, with a pronounced rolling of my eyes in a ‘the missus is here’ kind of way. ‘We had been rehearsing eight hours that day,’ I remind him, with a kick under the table. ‘Hadn’t we?’

My squirming only serves to encourage him. ‘We’d only just started!’ he goes on. 

‘You’re only pressing a few buttons,’ laughs Craig. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘I taught myself sixty songs because no one would tell me which ones we’d be doing. 17,000 people. I’ve never shat myself so much! And Steve didn’t even turn up until just before we went on.’

‘It’s lucky I got there at all,’ I remind him. ‘What a day that was.’ Yet again, us having to fill in at the last minute meant abandoning any previous engagements I might have had. Why does it always happen like this? Weeks can go by but as soon as there’s an unmissable family event, guaranteed the gig of the century will suddenly demand my presence. And Heaton
Park was an extreme example of this. As Dave says, 17,000 people at a two-day event with Happy Mondays, The Beautiful South and The Wonder Stuff amongst others, some of whom were pulling out only days before. Bands that weren’t from Manchester didn’t trust the promoter, Alan Wise, and they wanted paying up front. But he’s been putting us on in the north of England ever since the days of Rafters and The Russell Club, so when The Soup Dragons pulled out it was a case of ‘Okay, let’s help him out’. Besides, Heaton
Park is virtually in Mark’s back garden, so he’d rather be part of it than be wound up by it, shouting at everyone over the stained, squirrel-molested fence to stop ripping us off and to keep the noise down. 

It was the exact same day as my oldest brother’s wedding. So I was there for the vows, but halfway through the speeches I had to get up and leave, making my apologies to everyone, especially the bride and groom, and Heather, who was left there with my extended family, Paul tearing around and a brand-new baby. I had to Clark
Kent it out of my wedding suit and bomb it back from Derby during a freak downpour. In my haste I hit a massive puddle, the car span off the road, bumped to a standstill on a grass verge and wouldn’t start. It had to be abandoned. Taxi for Hanley from Stockport to Heaton
Park.

‘Sorry Dave, I wasn’t really thinking about you having to press your claps button!’ And now everyone is laughing. 

As the main course arrives and we enjoy the rare opportunity of guilt-free communal eating, the unusual comforting warmth in our stomachs loosens tongues. Dave’s recollections turn to his third gig, Reading Festival, where we were on just before headliners James. James, who, after eons of tenacious journeying from the Can Club’s bygone days, are finally enjoying a royally-deserved purple patch following mega hits ‘Come Home’ and ‘Sit Down’. 

‘I still can’t believe you refused to play with Vic Reeves!’ says Dave to Craig. ‘That was mental,’ he tells the rest of table. ‘Vic Reeves comes backstage after the gig and he says to Craig and Steve, “I’m making a record. Do you want to play on it?” And Craig’s, “What is it?” And Vic’s, “You know, the Tommy Roe song. I’m so dizzy…!” And Craig goes, “Sorry, Vic. I’m too busy.”’

Once the laughter has subsided, I won’t let it lie.

‘Yes!’ I exclaim. ‘You would not believe it. Because then he justifies his mockery by bizarrely declaring he doesn’t do covers.’ What about ‘Mr. Pharmacist’, ‘There’s A Ghost In My House’, ‘Victoria’?

‘What a shame,’ says Heather. ‘Mark could have been the man with the stick!’

I was dizzy myself, watching Vic on Top of The Pops, spinning round with the frigging Wonder Stuff behind him instead of us.

After the speeches, many guests compassionately attempt dancing to Mark’s favourite music. Heather and I give up at ‘Transfusion’ by Nervous Norvus, which proceeds to empty the dance floor completely. 

John Fogarty, our publisher from Minder Music, comes over. I introduce him to Dave. ‘This is the guy who sends us those tasty royalties cheques every six months.’ 

‘That’s right. You should be getting all that money from Silence of the Lambs about now. You’ve never had it so good,’ says John.

Oh yes. Trevor Long was called by the film’s production team, offering £6000 plus royalties to use ‘Hip Priest’. The film’s director, Jonathan Demme, likes The Fall. Trevor thought about it for two seconds before agreeing. If he’d have known how big Silence of the Lambs was going to be, he might have asked for more.

‘Actually that’s the biggest cheque I’ve ever had,’ I tell John. ‘Paid for me to have my whole garden done.’ 

Good old Trevor. In an indirect way he’d kept his promise about the paving by funding it with the film royalties, though for Trevor, the fact he only got £6000 merely added to his ever-increasing list of crimes. 

Craig and I went to see it at a cinema in Rotterdam and when it finished, we sat there till the popcorn was being swept up around us. Eventually, at the very end, the music score was mentioned. And at the very end of that, so were we. 

‘Very generous of Mark to have split that five ways,’ remarks John, ‘seeing as he told me he wrote the entire song himself.’

Later still and Mark comes over to our table with a rock and roll looking couple I’ve never met before. ‘Steve, Steve. I want you to meet Imel. And Phil. Friends of mine from London. From now on, Imel’s going to be managing the band.’

What? Who is this woman?

Saffron has been taking care of that lately, office managing and band managing. 

‘Saffron’s going to be too busy sorting out all that crockery,’ quips Mark, fielding the questions before they are voiced. I wonder if he’s finally going to start keeping his two realms separate. Why would you want your missus on tour with you anyway, having to watch you constantly wrestle your extremities? Having to endure the repetitiveness of the daily journeys, the tedium of the soundchecks, the turmoil created over minute details. It’s one thing experiencing the adrenalin of the gigs themselves, but it’s not a pretty sight to behold. Not to mention the winding-down afterwards… Why would she want to subject herself to all that? 

‘It’s getting late,’ says Heather after they move on. She’s right. Time for another taxi. 

 






  

Monnay for Nothing
 

 

Shift-Work came out and didn’t sell as well as Extricate. And then we made another one, in double-quick time. Doing one album a year was already stretching our record company execs, who are allergic to hard graft at the best of times. After organising the manufacture and distribution, generating press interest, plugging Shift-Work to radio stations, funding the advertising and all the rest that they do, there was still no hint of a hit single. Normally, they’d do all that for Dire Straits and then enjoy astronomically expensive liquid-lunch meetings for four years before having to do it all again for their greatest hits compilation, which in our case will only ever be a contradiction in terms. But when we switched to Phonogram, no accounting had been done for Brix’s divorce settlement, which, given her tastes and her ease of access to the world’s leading divorce lawyers, was never going to come cheap. 

Last summer the music press was suddenly full of quotes from Mark about how brilliant me and Craig are, and how much he loves us, setting our warning sirens into overdrive.

We were called to an intimate meeting in which Mark began by complaining about how badly Trevor had renegotiated with Phonogram for us to do another album in the autumn. Why the hell would we want to do that? Didn’t we learn anything from doing Room to Live so soon after Hex? We all know a year between albums works best for us. 

‘You’ll have to bear with me, lads,’ he said, serving us each a strong, mouth-stripping tea at his big black table. ‘I’m having to sort Brix’s divorce settlement. Trevor’s fucking useless. The publishing from the next album’s going to have to go on that. We’ll just have to keep our heads down and work through it. This time next year we’ll be alright… This’ll have to do you.’ And he handed us both a cheque for a third of what we’d been used to getting. 

The following month was spent in Glasgow, courtesy of Phonogram, recording Code: Selfish. To add to the hefty bill they were already footing, we slickly translated any financial shortfall from the advance into expenses. Four rooms in a luxury apartment and silly money for the studio: a converted church with a snooker table in the vestry. Simon Rogers producing. Car hire for Si every Friday lunchtime so he could visit old friends in Manchester, who unfortunately don’t issue receipts, else we’d probably have claimed for them too.

The only material we took with us was Si and Dave’s ‘Free
Range’, which they’d been working on for some time. But four weeks in the heart of the sub club rave scene at the mercy of traditional Glaswegian hospitality, with Mark rowing on the phone with Trevor to begin with, then ignoring his barrage of messages later on, did little to aid productivity.

Except maybe for ‘The Birmingham School of Business School’ with its less-than-cryptic tirade about a band manager from the Midlands. To clear up any remaining doubt as to which manager the song may be calling into disrepute, Mark even insisted on tacking an authentic recording of an answerphone message onto the end of the piece. ‘Orroight Mark! It’s Trevor Long here. It’s 3pm… Hello Mark, it’s Trevor Long here. It’s 3.45pm…’ 

‘Do I need a speaking clock? I need a manager, not a fucking speaking clock!’ 

Trevor once made the mistake of turning up to the studio in a dusty-pink Audi. We were recording ‘High Tension Line’. The car wasn’t brand new, but looked it, so immediately roused Mark’s suspicions. ‘Where’s the money for that coming from?’

‘You get a lotta car for yer monnay at the central Birmingham New-to-You Audi dealers. They even threw in a full valet.’ Trevor was a co-signatory to the Fall cheque book and, feeling the pressure to defend his spending, became a walking spreadsheet.

For some time Trevor’s alleged fund-siphoning had been brought into question by Mark, and Trev had been ringing me up in a bid to interpret why. ‘You know whorr it is, Steve. Oim just trying to limit his spending. Wharram I supposed to tell the accountants? It’s a business, you know. With a turnover of a quarter of a million. Seven people on the payroll. And it’s Wednesday, cash. Friday, more cash in the outgoings. And what’s it for? Him going out, that’s what! It’s cash and there’s nowt petty about it. I can’t lerrim do that. Even Simon Le Bon wasn’t allowed to do that.’

I tried to explain to Trev that Mark doesn’t like him controlling his money, and we all know what happens if Mark thinks he’s losing control of anything.

Once his misdeeds were immortalised in a song, sadly there was only one way Trevor was going to be heading in his dusty-pink, value-for-monnay Audi, and that was straight down the M6 to the Bull Ring.

When our time in Glasgow was up, upon listening to the tapes, Mark decreed we sounded ‘like a bunch of old men!’ (even him) and locked us all into a London residential studio for five days to redo it.

The final mix contains only five tracks which survived from Glasgow. Unlike Trevor, his song survived the cull, as did ‘Immortality’, an uplifting tribute to how our music will live on. But, what the hell were we playing at? A thoroughly lame total of five songs from a whole month of recording. One a day’s more like it for us, but then we don’t usually turn up with nothing prepared.

The rest of the music was speedily evoked in between the ‘old man’ bollocking and departure for London, apart from ‘Crew Filth’, which was a throwaway piss-take recorded in the tour bus on a Casio coming back from the glitzy Palace nightclub on Blackpool front. 

We did the Blackpool gig and two badly-organised dates at the huge, half-empty Stockport
Town Hall because Mark’s mate JR was promoting, regardless of the fact we’ve got a brilliant agent Pete Nash who all the bookings are supposed to go through. These gigs ended the year on a low.

In the new year we recorded a Peel Session and the music sounded much more like it’s supposed to, after it’s had a few months to develop. While in London, we filmed the video for ‘Free
Range’, freezing our bollocks off in an army jeep suspended on the back of a flatbed truck being driven past the Houses of Parliament. The best bits on the video are the close-ups of the flashy red Musicman Stingray Trevor bought me last year, the most expensive bass I’ve ever had. Every time he sees it, Mark complains bitterly because he hates it so much. ‘Get rid!’ he’ll shout again and again and I’ll promptly turn it up. 

 

I’m manically re-vacuuming the house upon my return from a UK tour. Tours can be like the best, craziest holidays you’ve ever had and, with all the adrenalin which comes with performing, it can take up to a week to decompress afterwards. Colin’s solution to this problem makes sense. ‘It would be more merciful and humane for all involved,’ he’d often say on the way back from tour, ‘if a fictional extra week could be added to the tour itinerary for the benefit of our nearest and dearest. During this time in actual fact each band and crew member would spend a gig-free week in a hotel or, in more extreme cases, a rehabilitation centre, before having to experience the culture-shock of being expected to deal with the real world, where you are obliged to consider all this other shite such as the price of central heating oil, renewing the car tax, what is to be done about the state of the nation and the very different set of values that civilian life involves.’

Normally, this is only the case after three weeks plus in Europe or any American trip, but following the extreme nature of the tour we have just returned from, it also applies here. Apparently, symptoms like frenzied house-cleaning are a subconscious way of re-establishing control of personal space. After this particular tour, our house is spotless.

Following the shocking incidents that punctuated this latest trip, including the untimely verbal abuse and sacking of the support band buy-on during the third date, which must have cost our agent dearly, and the near-knifing confrontation at the hands of hardcore ska band Bad Manners, who were imaginatively fought off with the pointed end of an artist’s paintbrush, the rest of us have taken Mark’s hints at distancing himself to heart. His demands for a separate dressing room in addition to his forbidden back lounge can’t be for no reason, so a subconscious decision is made to leave him to write his lyrics and deal with the record company, while we get on with writing the music.

 

In a bid to look after myself better, I double my squash sessions with Marc Riley and even begin to go jogging, until I am bitten by an Alsatian on the local playing fields. When I’m not at home, I’m often at Dave’s house along with Si and Craig, working on new material. Code: Selfish has been released and, despite favourable reviews, it’s not doing as well as Shift-Work. We don’t want to go into the next studio as unprepared as we were in Glasgow.

This is more like it used to be before Marc Riley’s departure. We are four friends meeting up to write music, with no shortage of ideas. Dave stays up working on backing tracks before the rest of us arrive and, once we’re all happy with something, Si, still the designated driver, dispatches them over to Prestwich for assessment. If the assessment is positive, we hear nothing. If there’s a problem, within several days Dave will be the unfortunate recipient of a vitriolic phone call, the details of which he’ll translate for the benefit of our feelings. ‘One in the morning the call came.’ Oh God. We know it’s bad. ‘I think we should maybe move on to the next one. I’ve wiped that one. It’s not quite in the right vein for this album. Let’s try less Massive Attack, more Italian House.’

This is our fourth album for Phonogram, after three Top 30 albums in as many years. Where could we be going to record this one? A rooftop studio in New York? A chateaux on the outskirts of Paris? Maybe even the famous Hansa Studios in Berlin? But no. It turns out we are going back to where we first started out: Cargo Studios in Rochdale.

Looking at the outside of the building, it is clear things have changed. The rotting window frames of yesteryear have been replaced with modern PVC frames and double glazing. The smog-stained rendering has been restored to the brilliant white originally intended, and a brand new doorway has been constructed at the side of what was essentially an end-corner terrace. A sign firmly screwed above the new door reads ‘Suite 16’ in bold, black calligraphy. Has no one told them it’s not a good idea to advertise the fact there’s half a million pounds’ worth of equipment up there? Parked outside, amidst the burnt-out Skodas, is the vehicle of the new owner: a grandiose chrome-and-black 4 x 4. Just in case there’s any doubt as to who owns a machine like this, it’s even got personalised ‘HO 0KY’ number plates, for fuck’s sake. 

Lucky for Pete Hook, he managed to squirrel some of his money out of Factory before it went bust to the tune of two million. 

What used to be a music shop below the studio has been converted into a lounge annexe with a pool table. Upstairs, gone are the gussets on the microphones and the damp-smelling kitchen. The place has undergone a complete refurb, Factory-style: industrial minimalist with Hacienda overtones. 

A daily routine is soon established, in which resident sound engineer Rex’s patience and instinctive sense of humour soon become invaluable. We arrive at the studio early afternoon and work on a piece of music for a few hours until Mark turns up. He has a rant about what he wants changing, removes himself to the downstairs lounge and sits there with the door open, pen and paper at the ready, while the rest of us continue with the recording. 

‘Get back up them stairs!’ he screams. ‘Next person who comes down them fucking stairs before the track’s recorded is fired!’

So we finish it, dare to venture back down and, for some reason, he offers me a bar of Dairy Milk. I don’t often eat chocolate, but it’s such a rare thing to be offered food by the boss that I eat the lot before leaving him to get the vocals down. As I emerge into the wilderness, I turn the corner to find the Hooky-mobile has had its windscreen smashed. I’m surprised he hasn’t had a personalised car alarm fitted that bleeps the tune of ‘Blue Monday’ for such occasions.

‘It’s called “Glam Racket”,’ says Rex the following day, before playing us the finished version. Granted, it was a bit of a glam riff Craig and I came out with, so of course that’s now a racket. But the opening line is him shouting at someone to stop eating all that chocolate and to eat salad instead. And that someone’s a Viz-reading half-wit with a penchant for Stephen King. And that someone is also cutting Mark’s income by a third and should literally bog off back to Ireland. 

I wouldn’t care, but I was only being polite eating the blasted chocolate bar! How is it even possible to take health tips from a man who, in all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never once seen eat a vegetable, unless you count pickled onions. 

That afternoon, he hands us a tape to listen to and turn into something else. ‘I’m Going to Spain’. He’s always had a good knack for finding obscure tracks to cover, like ‘Mr. Pharmacist’. He plays this to us once and leaves us to work out our own version. 

I start to wonder if I’m becoming his muse when the next track becomes a diatribe entitled ‘The League of Bald-Headed Men’. I am clearly the founding member. The lyrics aren’t taking much working out these days, are they? Well, well, well. He has been known to turn up to the studio with the lyrics to just a few songs, but I’m beginning to think he’s making all of these up as he goes along.

Another day, another cover. NME are compiling their next charity album; forty cover versions of No. 1 hits from the past forty years. There’s a list of every No. 1 from the past four decades to choose from, some already spoken for. After a lengthy meeting we narrow it down to ‘The Legend of Xanadu’ by Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Titch (Mark’s favourite) and Sister Sledge’s ‘Lost In Music’ (Si and Dave’s). The decision is made to try both, starting with ‘Lost In Music’. 

The bass lines are a challenge; the funky runs go straight out but the rest remains intact. Behind it, a backing track of sound effects and a dash of house piano. It’s as dancy as The Fall get but, once the vocals are in place, it goes from feeling like the happy disco celebration of the original to something more sinister. Mark’s vocal style, often tending towards the snide, coupled with a savage editing of the original words, results in the emphasis being much more about the trap than the music. The more we hear it, the less it feels like a positive thing. It could be about all of us, doing this because we don’t know anything else. Having gone too far to turn back, we’re lost in music and he’s lost for words. 

We find out why during the post-recording recovery break in the surprisingly welcoming nearby pub. Mark comes in, buys a round and joins us at our cosy corner table to calmly tell us we’ve just left Phonogram. 

‘I’ve finally got them to buy us off,’ he says. ‘Cheeky fuckers asked for progress demos.’ The last two words are snarled in such contempt you’d think they’d asked him to move to London. ‘How dare they question us? You’ve no idea what I’ve been having to deal with. They’re too busy worrying about Wet Wet Wet’s greatest hits to put another Fall album out. They’d rather pay us to sit on our arses like the lazy fuckers do themselves.’

For the band, the record company is a far-off entity we rarely have anything to do with, but even so I have started to develop a ‘trouble-afoot’ sensor and really this news isn’t all that unexpected. Increasingly I’ve been dealing with Pete Nash about the live side of things, which is still healthy, given our following and reputation on the circuit. 

‘And they’ve done fuck all in America!’ It’s true. They’ve put nothing out in the States since we signed and, apart from that weekend showcase a few years ago, we’ve not been back since before the ballet. Like the congregation of a slightly-crazed but nonetheless insightful preacher, we murmur our agreement. ‘We don’t need them,’ he says, clearly relieved to be sharing all this. ‘We can finish recording this ourselves.’ 

Since Trevor left, the A&R man at Phonogram has no doubt felt the absence of a managerial buffer and now, like a protection from the racket, they’re finally paying us to go away. Inevitable really. We were always going to be drowning in a sea of Tears for Fears, the bottom of the Dire Straits heap, that awkward Northern band they don’t really get. Now we know what we know, we should never have left Beggars. 

Time to go back to the studio. 

‘I’ve got a new one,’ says Mark. ‘Operation mindfuck. Craig. That guitar. Do it backwards and stalk across it. It’s a curse…’ And he’s back. 

 

The album is released in April and on the Sunday night I am sitting at home, listening to the album charts on the radio. By the time they get to No. 23 with no mention, I’m convinced we haven’t made it, but I carry on listening just in case. I’m certainly not expecting Richard Skinner to say the words: ‘…and new in at number nine it’s The Fall’s Infotainment Scan…’ but he does and on comes ‘Lost In Music’. I’m waiting for Si or Dave or even Craig to phone. But no one calls because maybe they are all sitting at home waiting for me to ring them.

 






  

The Problem with Kurt Cobain
 

 

Backstage after the first date of the UK tour promoting Infotainment Scan and, yet again, it amazes me the lengths people go to see a Fall gig. We’re in Newcastle and these Manchester boys couldn’t wait till we play at home tomorrow, they had to make the pilgrimage today. 

‘I’ve been in hospital all week. Really bad asthma do,’ says one. ‘But the lads here, they were driving over and me, I thought, “I’m having a bit of this.” So I discharged meself. Me chest’s killing me.’ He pauses for a coughing fit and delves for his inhaler, takes a couple of deep drags and carries on. ‘That’s what it says on this blue card. If I collapse and they need to give me drugs, I’m on steroids. But I wasn’t going to miss it, Steve. I’d heard Karl was back.’

If this is the impact a rumour can have, it’s already gaining substance. As far as I’m aware, Karl Burns isn’t officially back in the band. He’s just been hired to play percussion on this tour, as a result of bumping into Mark at a set of traffic lights in Prestwich. Quite a chance thing, that, particularly since Mark could do with an ally. What do we need a percussionist for when Si’s our drummer and Dave’s got enough effects to make it sound like a hundred people are playing percussion, if required? It’s not so long ago we needed a ‘stripped-down’ line-up, and now we’re more like a travelling circus.

John Lennard is sparing no expense on this tour. When we were leaving Phonogram, good old John decided to start his own record label, despite the recession, and he needed to sign a band. I couldn’t help feeling it was a step backwards moving to his new label, Permanent, but it appears the man is testament to an unexpected economic relationship between the general public’s need for cheap shoes and alternative music.

Partly because we’re playing large-stage venues, and partly to give the audience something else to look at apart from four harried blokes behind a sporadically fickle singer, a carpenter has been employed to set up the stage with some plywood scenery he’s built especially for the tour. The backdrop is a flat piece of wood with a painting of an MFI kitchen on it (disguising the amps); there’s TV screens flashing up images of the album artwork scattered across the stage, which is ringed in by a suburban picket fence (disguising the monitors); there is a podium on one side of the stage for a ballet dancer from I Am Curious, Orange (to detract from the four blokes); and then there’s another podium on the other side of the stage for Karl, just to balance the visuals out. The combined effect gives the impression we’re somehow involved in a Harold Pinter play.

Typical; as soon as you start making a few quid, people start finding ridiculous things to spend it on, though I’m sure it looks amazing. How many more podiums is the carpenter going to have to build? Tonight Karl was standing on it with his rubber pad, playing a range of electronic drum sounds a clockwork monkey could produce.

‘Karl!’ sighs the fan. ‘The light and the shade. I thought we’d get all that powerhouse stuff, but tonight he had a lighter touch I never knew.’ Yes, what a waste of talent. Still, the fans can create a positive side to anything. ‘The two-drummer Riley line-up, that was my dream line-up. That’s my biggest regret in life, is that. I was born too late. The bootlegs from that time were just evil. Seat-of-your-pants stuff. They were the life or death gigs. My favourite Fall gig, but I wasn’t there: Fagin’s autumn of ’81. I’d have been nine! Jaw-dropping, it was.’ I give him the Cog Sinister number and promise to put him and his mates on any out-of-town guestlist he ever wants to be on. 

Karl’s as devious as ever; he’s everybody’s friend, and his constant assurances of how temporary his presence will be are in themselves evidence of his true agenda. Craig and I know him better than that. He makes a point of setting up his clearly diminished ‘kit’. There’s Si, adjusting the position of his floor tom, finely tuning his snare, giving his bass drum pedal a thorough testing, almost invisible behind a stack of proper shiny things to bang and hit, while Karl has to slouch past with only a black rubber-padded rectangle under his arm. ‘I’ve got a fucking Dalek’s handbag,’ he snarls, flipping the electronic drum-pad he has intimidated Rex into siphoning from Suite 16 onto the podium, and plugging it into the amp. ‘I’m happy to play whatever they want after that fucking Martin did me over.’ But there’s a tell-tale mournful glance at the drum stool. After fiddling with his little metal knobs, he tests out one of his pads, which makes a pretty tame ‘booo-chu’ sound. ‘All set we were, to sign to Rough fucking Trade. Then he nicks the songs and records them with you lot for that Extricate. I laughed my fucking bollocks off when they sent him home from Australia. Serves him right.’ Choooo! ‘After worrappened on that fucking motorbike, me bird’s gone and left me an’ all.’ Equals he’s single again and ready to cause havoc. ‘If they want percussion I’ll give ’em percussion!’ Equals he has one sole purpose in mind: that of getting his backside firmly behind Si’s kit. This should be interesting. Boooo!

The tour manager for this circus is Phil, who’s Mark’s mate and the husband of our new manager, Imel. After we play Norwich, we wake up the next day to the news that Phil has walked and taken the entire crew with him. Including the bus and including the sodding carpenter. Mark had kicked off in his dressing room about some shite that wasn’t where it was supposed to be. Having been designed to rest in an optic, the upside down label on his whisky bottle was causing extreme havoc. The argument over this ended when Mark threw a pint pot at Phil’s head. ‘If I hadn’t have ducked, it could have killed me!’ said an outraged Phil. As it was, the thing smashed to pieces against the concrete wall behind him. 

It was shocking; I think Mark even shocked himself. Phil was his mate, after all, but he isn’t any more. And now all the gear has been dumped in the middle of a stage in Cambridge, abandoned. Dave is tasked with getting straight on the phone and miraculously manages to cobble a makeshift crew together from Manchester.

By the time we arrive in Cambridge, everything is set up apart from the clouds, the kitchen and the picket fence, which, in the absence of the carpenter, we have to erect ourselves. Of course we are really into that and manage to forget to pack up various parts of our theatrical backdrop with each passing gig.

Come the end of the tour and there isn’t a cloud in the sky. By this time, of course, Imel has dropped the role of band manager, leaving Saffron to take up the slack with Mark.

And Karl’s side of the stage has been growing throughout. By Liverpool he’d got a snare drum up there, London he snuck a tom-tom on. At this last gig in Bristol, presumably having sieved through enough venues’ lost property areas to procure an entire kit, much to Si’s dismay, it certainly looks like we’re back to a two-drummer line-up.

Come July, Karl is infiltrating our cosy songwriting sessions. By August, he’s coming to America.

In order for him to acquire a new passport, I am volunteered to take him to Bury for a copy of his birth certificate, whereupon I experience mild surprise to note that according to this authentic documentation from the registrar’s office itself, he is not in fact Karl Burns as we have been led to believe all these years and has been clearly stated on all previous passports, but in fact his name is Karl Birtles.

‘Mam’s name that,’ he explains as I pull him up on this one. ‘Reverting back to a new identity, me,’ he decides firmly. 

 

*

Very smart, over-friendly and hyper-organised Ben Marts picks us up at JFK. He hands us a tour itinerary each, which I leaf through. Annoyingly, he refers to himself in the third person throughout.More tourist handbook than easy-to-spot stage times, it’s full of launderettes and restaurants for people who don’t do their own washing and rarely eat. I notice there’s hardly any hotels. Fancy spending half a paragraph telling us when we can and can’t have a shit. Does he not realise we’ve been doing this for fifteen years? Obviously, Ben is making the mistake of assuming we are just like the professional, sunny US college bands he’s used to dealing with, like The Pixies, for example. If he had any idea what it’s like sharing a bus with Mark and Karl, he’d have booked enough hotels.

It doesn’t bode well for Ben that we’ve not been this side of the Atlantic for five years, long enough for Karl and Craig’s local contacts to have grown up, settled down, had kids and moved on to suburbia. Not good; not good at all. But we’re back in the sleepless city, having arrived at the same time we left the UK, so what are we going to do? Have a McDonald’s coffee and get on with it.

At long last, being an influential band is paying off for us in some ways. Matador records, riding high on the grunge explosion, have signed us, mainly because many of their American roster are into The Fall. Pavement, in particular, after virtually re-recording Grotesque with a clean-cut, user-friendly Californian singer, are doing particularly well, but at least Mark tapped into their profits by negotiating this tour and album release on their label. 

They’re underwriting the entire trip, which, starting with five suites at the historic, exclusive, discrete Gramercy Hotel where, amongst others, Bob Dylan has been known to stay, won’t be coming in cheap. Get your rest while you can, lads, the rest of the tour it’s a bunk bed in the parked bus outside the venue, stalked by Karl on the nightshift and Mark during the day.

As always, I’m sharing with Craig. We’re in a suite, so the separate bedroom is for him and his snoring, leaving me with the lounge, its pull-out bed and the bigger TV. What a place it is… there’s even a kitchen, and a deli across the road. 

We all gather at the bar to either envisage the following month in practical terms, or not to think about it too much. In terms of mileage, it is by far the longest tour we have ever done, over twice the distance of the grueller we underwent the second time we were over here, but in the same amount of time. This may be our testimonial tour, but with a schedule like this, rather than rewarding us for the past ten years, it’ll be aging us ten instead. 

Dave, with his roadie roots, isn’t phased at all. On the contrary, he is more excited than ever at the prospect of travelling all around America to play our music. Karl Birtles is happy to be here no matter what, and Si would be too if Karl had stayed at home. As for Mark, he’s swept straight off to a radio station by Ben Marts. 

Mega local music fans Dennis and Lois turn up to take me and Craig to some nearby Irish bars. ‘There’s one that does a great shepherd’s pie just around the corner…’ 

This couple of music-loving misfits are drawn with almost equal enthusiasm to both music and food, a love of theirs which initially drew them to CBGB’s in its day, which is where they first befriended The Ramones just as they were starting out. Once, they followed the band all the way to Pittsburgh (seven hours from NY) for a twenty-minute set in a pizzeria. Their dedication endeared them so much they became T-shirt sellers, touring the States and then the UK with The Ramones, which is where they encountered their favourite kind of band: oddball British ones.

After the pie and the Guinness, they invite us to their apartment. The place is a shrine to superhero figures (their other fetish) and bands they’ve collected over the years; full of artefacts, vinyl and CDs. Only a foot-wide strip of carpet is negotiable. There’s a room dedicated to Marvel and another room full of rock memorabilia, including Joey Ramone’s tattered jeans, which Lois immediately reaches for. ‘Joey only ever had this pair,’ she explains knowledgably. ‘He had trouble finding pants to wear on account of his legs being so long. So when they ripped in places he didn’t want them ripping, he’d give them me to stitch up in time for the show.’ 

Dennis and Lois, or D&L as they are affectionately known in the industry, are the parents of punk rock. It’s people like them who oil the cogs of the music industry. If they could have produced music themselves they’d have been the most dedicated musicians on the planet, but as it is they apply their endless energy to being part of it any way they can. Marc Riley met them in 1988 whilst in the US on a promotional trip with Mekon Jon Langford, and later introduced them to Craig. These days they make two trips a year to Britain to see whoever is playing, but primarily to catch up with Marc, Craig, the Happy Mondays’ guitarist, Frank Sidebottom, Inspirals’ singer Tom Hingley, James’ bass player Jim and, lately, me. It’s quite a night out when they come over, it brings everyone together. They’re like that. They make things happen. And they help out any way they can when we come to New York. Selling T-shirts, driving us around, taking us to Irish bars and obscure comic shops. 

Craig makes the mistake of pouring himself a glass of water from the container in their fridge and Dennis goes mental. ‘Don’t touch that water! Lou Reed drank outta that bottle.’ Craig apologises and attempts to dry his hands on a nearby towel. ‘That was Joe Strummer’s! It has his DNA on there.’ Because he blew his nose in it. Yuk. Clearly, you can’t touch anything without defiling some rock star.

‘Let’s play our song, Dennis,’ suggests Lois with a proud smile and within seconds he locates it. One album track from the entire prolific output of the Happy Mondays, a dance track randomly named after D&L. Time for another Guinness.

The next day a posse is dispatched to the equipment-hire place to pick up our gear. For once, I have been kind to myself by preparing a list of what would be required back in Suite 16 several days prior to departure, which now means I can leave Rex, Si, Dave and Karl to it. All Dave needs is a set of keyboards since we had to bring his wardrobe-sized effects box with us on the plane, it is now so bespoke to our sound. I rather think Rex has implored Dave to aid mediation between Si and Karl.

Back in Rochdale, I thought I’d keep Si happy by asking for his requirements first. ‘A Pearl Export kit, Steve,’ he smiled. ‘You know me.’ I might have guessed it’d be the same kit he’s been using for years, but that wasn’t the point. Si needed the pecking order reaffirming and acknowledged my consideration with a satisfied nod.

But I should have thought on! Because then it was Karl’s turn, and he needed to make up for it. At last his dream kit was going to materialise, even if it was only going to be a hired version.

‘I’ll have a Pearl twenty-two inch bass drum,’ he began, shooting Si a sly look. We all knew that was two inches bigger than Si’s. ‘A sixteen inch metal Premier snare,’ he went on, knowing full well Si’s is fourteen. ‘And a full set of sonically-balanced Zildjian cymbals,’ he finished, nailing supremacy to the tune of an extra cymbal, if only for the length of the American tour.

As they go off to battle it out in what is probably the world’s largest equipment-hire shop of warehouse proportions, I spend the day with D&L, happily shopping for superhero figures for Paul and Matthew. How chuffed am I?

 

‘Welcome to a tour of North America you will never forget nor will you ever wanna forget, with me, your ever-amenable host, Ben Marts.’ He blinds us with his friendliest American weatherman smile, the sparkles of which rain upon us in a most unwelcome shower. 

Mark’s sitting next to me during this compulsory lecture, and he’s already got a face like a summons. ‘We all know who the fucker is,’ he spits at me, forcing his whisper through clenched teeth thanks largely to the motivational mantra that is no doubt repeating itself in his head. ‘Matador… lots of money… don’t upset Matador. Matador… lots of money… don’t upset Matador.’

‘It is my greatest pleasure to introduce you all to our transport hero, known in the business as Iron Man Kenny Stone.’ We’re told Kenny is a Vietnam veteran. There follows a small pause, as if we ought to be applauding already. ‘I’d like to take the opportunity to point out this trip is gonna be hard on all of us, but most of all on Kenny,’ continues Ben, ‘so please show him the utmost respect. If Kenny says it’s time to go, that’s when you guys need to hustle. He’s got 487 miles to drive to the next destination, and if you’re late it screws up on the whole tour. All in all we’re gonna be driving 9,162 miles around the US of A, across four different time zones, so this place ain’t gonna be no ordinary vehicle. It’s gonna be a home to us all. So I implore you, treat it accordingly.’ He’s just invited Karl to make himself at home. What a mistake. 

‘Fuck this for a game of soldiers!’ heckles Mark. ‘Book me some flights! Quick!’

One problem Ben failed to factor in, despite his thorough approach, is the fact that due to his naive scheduling, we are about to head to Philadelphia to perform our first gig of the tour just as the Third Day Blues are engulfing the Manchester cohort of the entourage. In the notable absence of our favourite tipple, anyone with any common sense at all would have thrown a locally-sourced packet on the table and said, ‘Here y’are, lads. Have that and then we’ll talk.’

‘You wanna fly?’ retorts Ben, clearly insulted. Poor Ben. While Craig and I were shopping for the latest Spider-Man figurines, he’d been escorting Mark around a series of New Jersey radio stations before the latter even got over his jet lag, never mind anything else. ‘And break up the family?’ But one look at the disgust contorting itself within Mark’s features prompts a partial recovery. ‘Leave it with me,’ he allows, before regrouping for what we hope will be his final assault. ‘Because you are fortunate enough to have such a professional, experienced and hard-working tour manager on board, the unflappable Ben Marts can fix all your problems. Here is the itinerary,’ holding his own copy aloft, ‘and here is the author. The key, gentlemen, is communication. Be sure to have fun, and always, always be sure to communicate, whether it’s to change, fix or praise.’

Praise! The thought. I’m sure the only reason Iron Man Kenny Stone hasn’t been instructed to cue up a traditional version of the ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ for us all to stand and pledge allegiance is that he’d most likely refuse on political grounds.

Two hours later the bus pulls up outside the historic Trocadero, and we know all about it because Ben has been telling us its entire history through his microphone since the city outskirts. 

As we are loading the gear into the venue, it soon becomes very clear that Ben never got the memo about how empty of people the soundcheck needs to be. The place is full of Matador execs. At least twenty of them. All really into The Fall. All really excited we have come over to tour America. 

If it wasn’t for the money mantra, they’d all be screamed at, but someone has to be screamed at and really there’s only one sacrificial lamb on offer. Mark holds Ben up in the wings. Although he’s clearly trying to keep his voice down, cringingly, his dulcet screams nonetheless begin to edge their way through the velvet curtains, across the historic stage and towards the bar.

‘You mean you don’t want these people here?’ asks an incredulous Ben, his voice amplifying itself to match Mark’s, despite his professionalism. ‘Are you crazy? They’re paying your wages and they’re your fans! What am I supposed to tell them?’

‘Tell them what you fucking like! But the show’s off unless you get rid.’

The tour manager’s job is vast and varied, and includes the responsibility of getting the band on stage at the right time. In the case of Mark Smith, this particular feature of the job is currently a minefield in itself, another aspect of touring with The Fall that Ben has failed to factor in. 

Ben leads us into the dressing room. Driven by his schedule, he’s got us in way before we need to be, so we’re going to be here longer than is probably healthy. Craig starts doing his stretches and jumps, like he’s about to go into a boxing ring. Karl is trying to hustle anything he can out of the support band next door. Si is rolling a spliff. I’ve ironed everyone’s shirts and now I’m wearing the carpet out by incessant pacing. Mark, forced into sharing with us, is in a corner scribbling out the set list. 

The door opens and in comes Ben. ‘You’re on in forty-five minutes,’ he drawls. ‘Is there anything I can get you guys?’ No one answers so he sensibly disappears.

Moments later the door opens and in he comes again. ‘Thirty minutes and counting!’

Seconds later, he’s back. ‘Fifteen minutes till showtime!’ which simply proves too much for Mark. 

 ‘Fuck off, cunt!’ he explodes. ‘Another fucking speaking clock is the last thing I need! I’m trying to work here. If you set one of your fucking prissy feet in this room again…’ The threat trails off on a verbal level as he grabs hold of Ben’s beloved tour itinerary and starts shredding it to punctuate the extent of his true feelings. ‘All I want is a piece of paper with the time we’re on stage and the time we’re fucking leaving in the morning! None of this (rip) launderette (rip) restaurant (rip) art fucking gallery (rip) fucking bollocks! It’s not a fucking holiday! As if this lot need encouraging to treat it like one. Now fuck off.’

We all watch as the torn remnants of Ben’s hard work flutter to the floor. Evidently from the look on his face he’s never been spoken to like that. Wounded doesn’t quite capture it. Psychologically raped is getting there. From the neck up, his year-round tan begins to pale.

‘In all my years of working with bands… The Pixies, Soundgarden, whoever! I have never encountered anyone as cantankerous and curmudgeonly to be around as you!’ is all he manages to articulate before leaving the dressing room with an almighty slam. 

The first week in America is always strained but, after the involuntary purification of the bloodstream is complete, things tend to settle down. Ben couldn’t know this, and there’s no real way of explaining it. He didn’t stand a chance.

With Ben gone, it is up to us to run the tour ourselves. It is a minor miracle we are here at all. How we’re going to manage getting our band of reprobates around this vast continent is a mystery: a feral rogue and his rival, whose soul he’s sucking dry, a reluctant guitarist who hasn’t faced the audience for five years, a deconstructed dance-head whose bouncy edges are still being sanded-down, a claustrophobic snug-dwelling diva and me, a big, bald, grudgeful idiot from Ireland. God help us.

‘Don’t worry yerself,’ Karl reassures me, stubbing another fag out into the remains of his dinner. ‘We’re fucking invincible. Mark’s the officer, you’re the sergeant major and us lot are the foot fucking soldiers.’

 

Instead of sleeping in the bus as instructed by the itinerary, we travel back to the Gramercy in New York and, the following morning, Rex and I are on the phone booking extra hotels. The money saved by not paying Ben is immediately spent on us not sleeping on the fucking bus. Mark has realised there’s no way he is ever going to manage the forty hour treks, of which there are three. ‘I’ll have to fly just so I can get all my press done. Not like you slack fuckers, who only work an hour a day. Twenty-one hours a day I work for this band…’

I take over the tour manager role with Rex. He is tasked with the job of ‘advancing the gigs’, which involves contacting venues a couple of days beforehand to make sure the riders are correct, all labels are on straight, the soundchecks are devoid of any form of life, the PA will be in place, there’s no gaffer tape on the stage left over from previous gigs etc etc. Learning from him, I help out wherever I can, especially on the hotel-booking front. But my main job becomes collecting our money from the promoter after the show, which isn’t quite as simple as it sounds. Much is down to negotiation. You’ve got your guaranteed fee. Then it’s a percentage of the remaining door takings, less costs. This is why Trevor always had a clicker, but in his absence I have to trust the promoters, gauging by eye how full the venue is. Once agreement is reached, they take out advertising, security and anything else they can think of and we get a percentage of the rest. Such negotiations are especially difficult when the band decide to go back on for another encore while I’m there in the office arguing over the money, as is the case in Cincinnati. My argument lost; I grab whatever cash I can, shove it in my pocket and leg it back to the stage in time to do the backing vocals for the first ‘he is not appreciated’, another task that has befallen me in the absence of Brix then Martin.

But at least financially everyone’s okay, because I am making sure they are. ‘I don’t see why I should give you lot pocket money just so you can spend it on arcade games!’ announced Mark at the start of the tour, a sore point ever since the time he tried to play Sonic the Hedgehog as an attempt to ingratiate himself with us lads. ‘Yes! I’ve killed the fucker!’ he shouted to the whole bar. Then his money dropped out of the slot and it was obvious to everyone but him that it had been a demo. ‘Don’t know what you’re complaining about. You get flown here. You get a hotel room. You get all the beer and food you need. And you still want pocket money!’ he said, emptying his minibar of every drop of overpriced liquor while we have to conduct sly scams just to phone home. Touring isn’t cheap, which is why PDs exist in the first place. On a gig day you might get dinner money, but on non-gig days it’s like being out of the house twenty-three hours a day.

Some of these stages are relatively small, so it’s quite a squeeze to fit two drum kits on as well as everything else. Si’s having to find inventive ways of maintaining his higher ground. In Toronto, he fitted a false drum mike onto his bass drum. ‘Look at this,’ he said to me once Karl was out of earshot. With a self-satisfied grin, he lifted the echo-deadening pillow to reveal an extra mike. ‘This should stop Mark scrapping with me. This is the one that’s switched on. And this,’ he explained, almost quivering at his own genius, ‘is a dummy.’ He pointed at an unconcealed mike carefully displayed on its own stand right in front of the drum. ‘It’s a decoy! So when he moves it, it won’t make any difference!’ 

During the gigs themselves, the much anticipated two-drummer line-up fails to make much of a positive impact on account of there being more competition than complement. They’re not gelling, they’re working against each other and, like a Relate counsellor, I’m trying to mediate with the bass. 

Add to this Dave’s sound wardrobe and Mark stopping and starting songs, slagging us off in the middle of the set and coming in so late he’s still singing the words after we’ve finished playing the song, each night involves struggle in some form or other.

Karl’s spending entire afternoons setting up his kit, fiddling with it, getting it to sound right and then, after the gig, when it’s time to pack down, he’s nowhere to be seen. So I spend all week clearing up his kit after him and, worse still, clearing up after him. Because of course he’s never been on a bus like this before. When we did the grueller across America it was in that small van with no headrests, but now we’re in this beyond state-of-the-art space console he just sees it as something to decimate. Because there’s no room in the hold for two drum kits, he keeps his in his bunk, giving himself even more excuse never to sleep.

Birtles vs Burns. The internal battle rages on. After cleaning himself up for years, getting a huge motorbike and a steady job as a bike courier, following a six-year break from rock and roll, Karl needs to rock some more. From the outset it is clear he’s going to fit six years into four weeks. There might be bunks and there might be lounges, but really he could do with his own personal U-Haul to travel behind us in. Every morning I’m waking up to a new sculpture of leftover KFC mashed potatoes and gravy, his American staple, full of fag ends. Many a time I’ll fall into my bunk and land on a cymbal stand after having trodden in a pile of mash.

 

In Chicago we’re playing the very same venue where Mark and Brix met just over ten years ago. Whether or not it is a good thing, we all know there is zero chance of her showing up to this gig for old time’s sake or for any other reason because Brix still lives in the UK and was last spotted on the TV chat show Wogan with new boyfriend, punky-style, classical violinist Nigel Kennedy, playing a triangle in the background when he performed after his interview. 

Between the soundcheck and the gig, Craig and I are killing time in a little bar next to the venue when a fan recognises us and comes over; black overcoat covered in studs and belts, goth black hair, teeth filed into fangs and a horse’s tail sticking out through the slit of the overcoat. We can’t take him seriously, but we put him on the guestlist for sheer originality.

During the gig, Mark starts frenziedly smashing up Dave’s keyboards with his microphone. Mark might be known for messing with amps, so much so that his onstage ‘mixing’ has become part of the act, but never before has he been possessed to actually destroy anything. He attacks the keys with venom, and with a strength I’ve not seen in him before. Keys fly about the stage like broken teeth, the audience thinking it’s an exciting part of the show. Dave looks like someone just attached his bollocks to a car battery but, given the ethic is to play on regardless, since he’s no longer got keyboards he turns his attention to the effects wardrobe to produce a cacophony of hellish sound effects. 

Afterwards, our fanged fan comes backstage and begins to hand out a set of silver pentagram discs. Mark starts screaming, ‘Stay away from him! The guy’s putting a curse on us!’ Perhaps his teeth haven’t been filed down after all.

Meanwhile, Karl is getting very friendly with the devil’s plus one, a rock chick with her own motorbike. When she and Karl disappear onto the tour bus, the devil storms out, his tail swishing about wildly, muttering curses under his breath. 

Eventually the girl roars off on her bike and, unusually for him, Karl goes back to the hotel with a bottle of whisky. ‘Medicinal purposes,’ he growls before sloping off.

Next morning Mark’s blazing. He emerges from an argument with the hotel receptionist clutching an invoice for a broken standard lamp he’s not smashed himself, forgetting he has broken eight hundred dollars’ worth of keyboards. ‘That fucking Karl’s gone and wrecked his room!’ he informs the rest of us. ‘And I’ve had to pay for it! I’m going to fucking kill him!’ 

Heading to the bus, we discover it is unlocked despite the fact the driver isn’t on it yet. Everything is turned on: the lights, the floor lights, the generator, the backup generator, the air-con, the heating, the stereo and several TVs.

Mark storms into his own personal lounge.

‘Listen here, Sickboy!’ His screams permeate the little corridor into our area. So that’s where Karl is. This is going to be good! We all pile in to find Karl sprawled out on Mark’s maroon velvet seating, the large TV screen showing hard-core porn. Karl’s slowly waking up, blinking in the light, wiping the dribble away from his mouth. 

‘Sickboy, I’m talking to you,’ reiterates Mark, in case we missed the beginning. Mark’s an absolute hater of pornography, believing it weakens your spirit. ‘You’ve just cost me a fortune and now look at the state of you!’ He lunges for the remote control, aims and fires, but instead of switching the TV off, he freezes it on a particularly obscene frame. 

During this dressing down, Iron Man Kenny Stone arrives, only to find the generators have run dry so he can’t start the bus. The Burns/Birtles creature must have switched everything on and then passed out, without turning any of it off again.

‘That’s it!’ decides Mark. ‘I’m sending you home. You’re not sacked from the band but you are sacked from this tour!’

Karl Burns has won, killing Birtles off forever. Without a word, he picks himself up, giving us all his most downtrodden look on the way past, collects his drum sticks and his small, empty suitcase then, head hung low, disembarks. Iron Man Kenny runs a power cable to the hotel to jump start the bus and the rest of us are off to Madison. Si’s unable to believe his luck. ‘Have you got that devil’s phone number?’ he laughs. ‘I’d like to shake him by the horns.’

 

With Karl gone and Mark only on the bus for the short journeys, this is when the rest of us really start enjoying ourselves. Si’s floating, Dave’s bouncing and even Craig starts coming up for air.

In LA, the aftershow party is teeming with local media faces, record company people and other musicians, all of whom are welcome to join us after the gig. Three Goths are standing in the middle of the dressing room not saying a word. I approach them and offer them a beer. They nod in silence. I hand them the beers wishing they’d say something. Anything. Even ‘I didn’t think that live version of “Dead Beat Descendant” was as good as the one on the Peel session in nineteen-eighty-whatever’ would be better than this silent treatment. 

‘So what other music are you into, then?’ I ask, starting to get a little impatient. Have they all taken some peculiar vow of silence?

They glance shiftily around the room and nudge each other. ‘Go on, tell him.’ 

‘No you.’

‘No, you tell him.’

‘Maaan, you tell him.’

‘Will one of you please tell me?’ I say, wondering what their agenda really is. Are they part of some weird cult other than being Fall fans?

Finally, the tallest one rolls his eyes and says, ‘Maaaan, isn’t it obvious?’

‘Yeah,’ chips in his mate. ‘We wanna get told to “fuck off” by The Fall. We wanna be insulted.’

Never before has anyone asked me to verbally abuse them. I suspect they’d probably prefer it if Mark obliged rather than me, but a glance across the room tells me he’s already busy telling someone else to fuck off, unprompted.

‘Well fuck off, then,’ I say, doing my best to sound like I mean it. They grin politely, their dream finally coming true. ‘Go on, fuck off!’ I’m getting into the swing of it and they’re looking well chuffed. ‘Fuck off, the lot of you!’ I add, making sure they get real value for money. 

They leave and I join Craig, who’s talking to Gibby out of the Butthole Surfers. We met him earlier on this tour, and over the years on different tours. We once did a festival with the Butthole Surfers in Hamburg which turned into a riot because a hundred people got locked out. Gibby invites us to the newly-opened Viper Room, partly owned by Johnny Depp, which is becoming the LA hangout for all sorts of stars. It’s a ten-minute walk up the strip from The Roxy, so while our gear’s being loaded onto the tour bus, off we go to sample a taste of the LA high life.

The club’s smaller than I thought it would be; there’s a little stage in the corner and it’s all very plush. Gibby introduces us to another mate of his. It’s only Anthony, the Chilli Peppers’ lead singer, who’s also smaller than I thought he would be. It’s the usual band talk about touring. ‘Where are you off to next?/Where have you just played?’ – the questions everyone asks when they’re touring the States, before the topic moves on to recording techniques. ‘Under The Bridge’ where it sounds like a choir, was actually one girl who they recorded over and over. He must be sick of talking about that song, but he’s very polite and friendly, not the rock monster you might expect. The only downer is that Flea’s not here so I haven’t got anyone to empathise with over bass player’s claw. 

 

We’re facing forty hours on the tour bus ahead of us, which equals two days off. Once Mark’s packed off to his hotel before flying tomorrow, the rest of us slip into Girl Scout mode, loading up the bus with dressing-room leftovers. 

It being LA, you’re not allowed to carry alcohol in the street, so Craig’s in negotiations with the club owner about letting us take it the ten feet it is to reach the bus.

There’s a scruffy blond-haired bloke at our bus door, standing on the steps, blocking the entrance just when we need a quick getaway. ‘I loved your show tonight…’

Fuck me, it’s Kurt Cobain.

‘Let me come on your road trip.’

He insists on coming with us but, having just scored a break from our own temperamental singer, do we really want to get saddled with someone else’s? Forty hours of playing host to the world’s biggest-selling vocalist is not a prospect I’d particularly relish. So, instead of saying, ‘Okay then. Make yourself at home in the lounge area,’ I go and blurt, ‘It’s forty hours away. How are you going to get back?’

The bus is loaded, off we go and, instead of kicking back in the lounge with Kurt Cobain, here we are washing Dave’s sandwiches down with our pilfered beer. Craig can’t wait to tell everyone. ‘Steve just told Kurt Cobain to get lost!’ he laughs.

‘Bloody hell!’ says Si, as we speed towards the outskirts of the city. ‘What were you thinking?’

‘He wanted to come to Dallas. It’s fucking miles away.’ 

What?’ says Si, shocked at the wasted opportunity. ‘And you didn’t let him? He might be thinking of doing a solo album,’ he imagines, ‘and he might need some more musicians!’ 

Poor Si. Rock’s biggest settler. He was in the very first line-up of The Smiths, then he was in the first line-up of The Stone Roses, now he’s on a constant look-out for opportunities to upgrade.

Not long after, we’re in our bunks with the lights out. There’s no one to entertain us and it’s all my fault. 

We’re woken with a jolt. It’s late morning. The bus has stopped. I’m thinking we’re at a truck stop. We get out into the heat of the scorching desert and Iron Man Kenny Stone’s under the bus. It transpires the generator’s been overworked; it’s caked in ice and the engine’s overheated. A bit weird, that. What the fuck did Karl do to it? Anyway, we’re on a slope the bus can’t make it up, so the only option is for us all to push.

‘Shame Kurt’s not here to help,’ pants Si, hallucinating in the desert heat. 

It’s slow progress. We’re on one of those very long, shallow inclines and it’s not as if we’re pushing a mini in the midday heat. The roar of a plane overhead momentarily distracts us.

‘That’s probably Mark up there,’ observes Dave.

‘Yeah, maybe Kurt’s in there with him,’ agrees Craig, enjoying this immensely. ‘Perhaps they joined forces after Steve fucked him off. The two of them’ll be there, clinking glasses in business class, slagging off all their band members, empathising with each other about how hard it is being a lead singer and how no one understands the pressure.’ 

We stagger forward a few paces, feeling the weight of all our gear in the vehicle, as well as Karl’s redundant kit.

‘Come on, guys, where’s your team spirit?’

In this manner we finally get to Dallas, dusty, dirty and sweaty because the only way to keep the engine going has been to keep the air-con off. We’ve had to push-start a few times and we’re pretty spaced out.

Check-in at the hotel takes ages because Ben Marts advanced all the hotels with his own credit card. When he’s not there to produce it, it’s always more hassle. ‘This isn’t your credit card, Sir.’ Here we go again. I dig the blighted itinerary out of my leather holdall and leaf through it to find our list of aliases.

‘I think we might be booked under ‘The Ben Marts Group,’ I say, chewing wasps.

‘Sorry, Sir. There’s nothing under that name either.’

‘Latitudes Travel?’

‘Sorry, Sir.’ 

‘Why don’t you just try The Fall?’ suggests Craig. 

Eventually we reach our room and Mark comes straight round, looking very fresh, well-rested and uncharacteristically chipper. I try to tell him what we’ve been going through just to get here. Of course we get a bollocking for it. ‘I get you lot the best fucking tour bus on the planet and what do you go and do? Wreck it!’

He’s got a bottle of wine and no corkscrew. But this is not just any old bottle of wine. The three Goths I successfully insulted back in LA enjoyed the experience so much they left it for us at the hotel along with a note saying it cost them $500 and was worth every cent.

Craig and I appreciate the gesture. But we haven’t got a corkscrew either and have to push the cork in with a drum stick. As we sit there sipping our luxury treat, we tell Mark all about our arduous journey. Much to our surprise, instead of going back to his room with the rest of the wine, he shares it out equally. It might be because he’s not that keen on red but we appreciate the gesture. Like Jesus, this is our reward for toiling through the desert. Okay, so it was forty hours and not forty days and forty nights, but once the rider ran out we started to get some idea of what He must have gone through. Was that our retribution for colluding with Chicago’s own devil? Mark finds the whole story quite inspiring.

 

Last leg of the tour: only six more gigs, five hotels, two overnighters and two thousand miles to go in the next week. The last gig’s in New York on a Friday night, and we’ve got Saturday night off before flying back to the UK on Sunday. Craig and I head out with some of the record company people, who escort us from one rooftop party to another via several overnight chemists open only to people in the know. We encounter Chaz, a fellow Mancunian and tour manager of Teenage Fanclub, who are just about to start their tour. ‘You guys look fucked,’ he says, not known for his tact. 

‘Yeah. But it’s been one hell of an amazing tour.’ 

Sunday evening at the airport, ready for home, we walk into the departure lounge and who’s sitting there? The one and only Karl Burns. Wasn’t he supposed to have gone back to England weeks ago? But that would have been too boring for Karl. Turns out he’s been doing his own tour of the States, rock-god-style, driving around on that girl’s motorbike with her riding pillion. He might not have done twenty-one gigs in ten thousand miles, but he looks even more fucked than we do. 

 






  

Part VI: The Emperor’s New Clothes
 

 

 








  

Bunkbeds and Knobheads
 

 

The phone rings, interrupting a songwriting session over at Dave’s. ‘I want you and Craig over here now,’ demands Mark. ‘I’ve got a surprise for you.’ 

Mark’s surprises are rarely good. Whatever this particular one is, the timing is atrocious. It’s taken all afternoon to get a riff out of Craig, who, after the writing for Middle Class Revolt, seems to be losing interest in playing the guitar. Just as the song-changing riff from the depths of his fractured brilliance is about to be extracted to tape, we have to struggle through peak-time Friday traffic for one of Mark’s surprises because he’s adamant it has to be now.

An hour or so later we are making our way up his crazy paving. As soon as we knock, the door opens and out springs a cheery Mark. Wordlessly, he waves us into the living room before we have too long to wonder what the hell he’s got in there. 

Fuck me! It’s Brix perched on the edge of his leather sofa, like this is the most normal thing in the world. ‘Oh my God! Steve! Craig! How are you guys?’ 

I’m getting a heavy sense of déjà vu. How long has it been since the first time she ever sat here? So it’s a different living room and a new sofa, but still. It must be three or four years since she left and I never thought I’d see her again unless it was on TV. Last I heard she was living in the States doing commercials. She looks a little older, perhaps a little wiser, not like the rest of us who’ve aged about thirty years. Is she just visiting as part of a nostalgic trip through the North? A quick glance around the room tells me this is unlikely. Her Paisley Telecaster’s propped up in the corner. 

Big hugs all round. ‘How great to see you guys!’ It’s a little awkward. Craig and I aren’t the world’s most natural conversationalists; it’s even worse when there’s hundreds of significant questions hanging in the air. Even Miss Frau, the only remaining cat, seems to pick up on this and slopes off into the kitchen where Mark’s brewing up. ‘Inneresting to see you’ve still got our refrigerator,’ jokes Brix. ‘No one can say I took everything.’ 

Craig and I sweep piles of paperwork out of the way to sit on the sofa, awaiting clarification. Unusually, there’s files crammed with receipts and carrier bags full of accounts all over the place. After the divorce, who’d have thought Brix’d even consider coming back here? She hated Prestwich when she had to be in it. Why’s she here now?

Mark comes back with the tea. ‘Steve’s had another child,’ he offers. So that’s why he’s hauled us in. To make it look like he is amongst human beings, and we’re all pals together. ‘Oh really? That’s fantastic!’

I show her my key ring photo of Paul and Matthew as we make small talk over the peaks and troughs of the last few years, like prospectors searching for nuggets of gold in amongst the gravel.

‘And Craig’s living round the corner in a house he’s bought,’ adds Mark. Yes, look what well-balanced, mature gentlemen we have become.

‘I cudda joined Hole,’ says Brix. ‘Courtney invited me to rehearsal.’

‘We’re plodding on. Album-tour-album-tour,’ understates Craig, rightly judging that this isn’t the time or place to be going into any sort of detail like, for instance, the Martin/Marcia affair.

‘I toured with Susanna from The Bangles,’ counters Brix. ‘And then one of my friends brought over some of the old records I made with you guys and said, “You gotta listen to these again. The Fall are one of the reasons I’m into music.” I couldn’t listen to any of it after I left. But, as my therapist is always telling me, time and medication can go a long way to the attainment of a full psychological and emotional recovery.’ She smiles. ‘But This Nation’s Saving Grace. After hearing it I couldn’t stop myself from picking up the phone and calling Mark just to tell him that no matter what has happened between us, I still consider him to be a genius of modern time.’ 

And now here she is. ‘I can’t wait to get on stage with you guys again,’ she enthuses. ‘It’ll be so much fun!’ Craig and I exchange a doubtful look.

For Mark, being the public object of such high praise is, in terms of embarrassment, on a level with receiving an OBE. An Order of Brix’s Empire. An Owe Brix Everything. ‘Steve,’ he squirms, ‘here’s twenty quid. Go to the shop and get some beers in, will you?’ Because, of course, being regarded as some sort of tortured genius automatically arms him with a licence to drink. He’ll have already been a couple of times today and he won’t want the local shopkeeper thinking he’s got a drink problem. 

The way she’s telling it, she could have joined The Bangles, she could have joined Hole. So why’s she choosing a U-turn like this instead of moving on to sunnier climes? For us, she might be a refreshing injection of energy, but can we afford it? She’s living in the States with a new American boyfriend, so she’s no intention of moving back to Manchester, which will mean flying her over. Seven of us in the band! Singer, bass player, two drummers, two guitarists, Dave on machines and keyboards, and a case of diminishing returns on the last album. 

I return with the goods, feeling like I have walked in on a new round of Russian roulette. Sooner or later, someone’s going to get the full chamber. 

 

Brix plays with us in Scotland at the Edinburgh Festival, which isn’t quite as much fun as she thought it might be, especially when Mark climbs over the monitor desk at the side of the stage to punch the sound guy for eating a sandwich. What was this guy thinking? He then proceeds to walk off stage so many times that at the end of the show half of the eight hundred people in the main festival marquee demand their money back.

The only way out of the tent is through a crowd of disillusioned Scottish festival goers. ‘Oh my God!’ screams Brix. ‘How the hell are we gonna get outta here alive?’ 

We hear the sound of glass being smashed. ‘That was the tour bus windows going in!’ shouts Rex, virtually falling through the narrow gap into the backstage area. ‘Everyone’s going nuts.’

‘I’m not going anywhere till I get my wages!’ decides Brix, wisely realising this is the only way she’ll see any money. The first thing Mark did once he got rid of Trevor Long was to cancel the standing orders for everyone’s wages, necessitating a convoluted personal process to being paid. Now he just wants to get away, but none of us are going to let him go before he coughs up. At least with seven in the band, there’s enough of us to surround him. He’s no choice but to get the cheque book out of his carrier bag. He signs six blank cheques, gives me the lot and fucks off down the hill through the angry crowd. Pretty brave of him, really. 

 

*

‘Ah have never heard anything as ridiculous as this in all my years of working in the music industry,’ says Colin, ‘and that’s saying something. He’s completely lost the plot now. And he was never quite sure where to go looking for it in the first place.’

Having spent the worst part of an afternoon trying to talk Mark out of his latest insane plan, the rest of us sigh in resigned agreement. 

‘Ah mean, what has happened to the maaan? He must think he’s in England, not America! It’s not like we’re playing Liverpool and it’s an hour’s drive back to good ol’ Manc. We’re talking far-flung places like Washington, Rhode Island, Boston. If we have to drive back here after every one of those gigs before going again the next day, once you factor in the distance from New York city centre to the nearest legal place the bus can park to the Gramercy, which is New Jersey to be exact, you guys’ll be lucky to get an hour in your beds before ah’ll be rounding you all up again for the next one. Ah told him, “Mark, it would be so much easier to stay at hotels near the gigs.” Do you know what he said? “I didn’t come out here to have an easy time, cock, I came out here to work.”’

This may be true, but we all know the real reason he wants us to spend the first week engaging in this madness. The fact is, Mark has a general weakness for the Gramercy. While the rest of us are sharing small twin rooms here in New York, he’s got an entire suite to himself, as well as a readily-available local contact. This is much more expensive than staying in the places we’re playing, but as if he gives a toss about anything like that anymore. So long as he’s getting what he wants, the money will come from somewhere, probably crew wages or something equally insignificant as that. 

‘Ah could not believe my eyes or my ears at the airport,’ continues Colin, having been recruited back into the fold following a chance backstage meeting at Phoenix Festival earlier this year. ‘How could he do that to Rex? Ah mean, actually let him turn up to the airport, thinking he’s off to the States for three weeks, and not bother mentioning he isn’t until we’re in the queue for the boarding passes? Ah really felt for him, ah did.

‘Of course, by the time we reached the equipment-hire warehouse his come-dahn was in full swing which would explain why he was going mental in there. Ah thought ah was gonna die of embarrassment, ah did. We were only in there for two minutes before he started shoutin and screamin like a possessed maaaan. We’re going to be touring with this equipment for three weeks and it is my responsibility to ensure that a) it is the equipment we have ordered and b) it is in good nick so that the band sounds as amazing as it is on every stage in every venue we are playing throughout this cartoon laaand, and ah do apologise and excuse the fuck right out of me, but checking all this and then loading it into the hold cannot be done in two minutes no matter how much he bawls or how desperate he may be to find his next beak lunch. 

‘Our only hope, fellas, is the driver. Ah am sure there is no way on this planet any American bus-hire company will subject their driver to the schedule he’s got planned for the next week.’

But for once Colin is wrong because, due to a most unfortunate turn of fate, the bus driver we get is new to the job and somewhat star-struck. He’s willing to drive anywhere Mark wants, just to prove he is a brilliant bus driver of eccentric British musicians. A year ago, the doomed Ben Marts walked out largely because of his itinerary, and now we’re creating one that’s even more unworkable.

 

We’re out here on the back of Middle Class Revolt, the album we released earlier this year. Our first gig is at Rhode Island, almost a four-hour drive from the Gramercy. Within twenty minutes, Mark has walked off the stage, dragging the rest of us along with him. ‘You lot! You sound like a bunch of disordered weaklings!’ he screams. ‘And you!’ Pointing at Dave Bush. ‘You should be looking at your keyboards, not at Brix’s arse!’ A bottle is thrown at Dave, who dodges it in time, shrinking into the wall with embarrassment and shock.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ demands an outraged Brix. ‘Leave poor Dave alone. My ass is my ass and it’s not up to you who looks at it. What are we even doing backstage after three songs? Can’t you hear the crowd? What’s wrong with you?’

We trudge back on to play ‘Behind the Counter’ again. Craig has had his back to the audience for years, but now he is hunched over his guitar as well, as near to the back of the stage as he can get. Si has learned to accept Karl mainly because he has no choice, though he is still sore that Karl has firmly parked his arse on a second drum stool. However, on a musical level, despite the odds, they have found ways of becoming unlikely comrades. Brix being back is a kind of relief to us all. She’s the only one who wants to be there up front, doing frontwoman stuff, covering for Mark with vocals when it all gets too boring for him. We proceed with no further incident above the usual moving about of the monitors and lobbing of a few microphones.

After the gig, as if to really put the driver to the test, Mark decides he wants to find the cemetery where H. P. Lovecraft is buried, one of his all-time favourite authors. Eventually, after winding our way through several suburbs of Providence, the world’s most obliging driver finds the place. It’s locked, of course, so Mark and Colin, who is also a fan of Lovecraft, scale the fence and disappear into the mist amongst the gravestones. 

According to Colin it isn’t a small cemetery, containing around 22,000 graves. Let’s hope it’s right by the fence! And what’s going to happen if they do find it? Is he going to sit up and say hello? Here lies H. P. Lovecraft. Great. Can we go now?

‘Oh my God!’ says Brix. ‘Will they get out alive? How the hell can Mark even climb a fence like that in his state?’ 

Of course they never find it, but by the time they give up looking, Brix has decided to pick and choose which gigs she does from now on, depending on location, status, length of journey and whether or not Mark is flying. We arrive at the Gramercy in just enough time to set off again, back in the same direction, an hour or two further up the road to Boston. 

This is perhaps not what Brix had in mind when she rejoined the band, and neither did Colin, who has probably been recruited largely to make her feel more at home since he was part of the set-up back in the Beggars days. Their shock at the general deterioration of Mark is highlighting it to the rest of us. We’ve only been subject to incremental change and have been too close to see a huge decline. 

I suppose the past year has brought with it some difficult times for the newly-single Mark, who experienced Middle Class Revolt first hand when Saffron decided she’d had enough and left the office, and her marriage, taking with her the office computer. There’s also been the court battle against Trevor Long, which had to be held in Birmingham, meaning Si had to drive Mark up and down the M6 every day until the judge threw the whole thing out of court on account of Mr Smith being unable to remember the evidence he had given in the morning and thereby contradicting it in the afternoon. ‘Your life is a mess, Mr Smith!’ declared the judge in conclusion, an observation which could easily be extended to the rest of us, given the readiness with which we blindly follow him around the planet dodging shrapnel in the wake of his self-induced havoc; increasingly shell-shocked but efficiently pre-conditioned to slog on regardless.

These things no doubt take their toll and are now compounded by the financial pressure of employing ever more people in the face of decreasing record sales and venue size. On the plus side (for Mark, anyway) was his appearance on Top of the Pops. Not with us, of course, the loyal band who’ve supported him all these years; God forbid we should ever have a dream realised! No. Instead, his presence was naively requested as a guest vocalist by Inspiral Carpets. So there was I, metaphorically ticking the engine over in the car park of the BBC, while he got arsey on the stage and picked up a rather generous cheque for his troubles afterwards. 

 

There is this new thing here in the States called the Internet, which means fans can talk to each other on their computers, so now they are reviewing gigs themselves immediately after we play, citing his nail-chewing, fag-smoking, obvious indifference. Despite Brix’s best efforts to compensate, it’s having a negative impact.

Our Boston show has been moved to a smaller venue because of low ticket sales. Despite us reaching the new venue too late for a soundcheck and having to set up while the audience arrives, the resident soundman achieves a decent sound, doesn’t eat anything and there are no walkings-off. Afterwards, Mark decides to hire the said soundman for the rest of our tour. 

‘We all know what that means,’ says Colin with a worried look. ‘If he’s getting hired, one of our crew’ll most likely be getting fired. There’s only two of us, and one of them’s his best mate.’

He’s referring to Mike the Haircut, Mark’s mate from way back. His tasks on this tour are to change the batteries in the radio mikes and try and keep Mark out of trouble; these days a full-time job in itself.

‘After what he did to Rex ah doubt he’d think twice. Or once even.’ Colin runs a finger across his throat with an accompanying gurgling sound. 

The next night in Washington, Mark manages twenty minutes before stalking off. The rest of us stay resolutely put, working our way through the set list instrumentally while the crowd shout ‘Where’s the singer?!’

Eventually he returns. The Black Cat club has a tiny stage which is cramped by our two sets of drums, leaving just enough room for him to stand and sing at the front. Mark decides that isn’t the case and starts rearranging the kits during ‘War’. He moves Si’s cymbal stand out of his reach, but doesn’t notice he hasn’t put it back down securely. The cymbal stand begins to rock, slowly at first, gathering momentum with each arc, until eventually it loses balance completely, falls forward and embeds itself in the back of Mark’s thigh. He has a brief fight with the offending cymbal, eventually wrestling it off with a final crash to the floor. 

‘Ah don’t know why he keeps trying to pull you guys off stage like that,’ observes Colin afterwards. ‘Ah don’t think he knows himself, though he did confide in me to some degree while you fellas were maintaining the battlements. Ah thought he wasn’t gonna go back on but then he just slapped himself in the face, proclaimed himself a soft bahstard for showing weakness in front of me, and on he went. Lovely bunch of fellas is Mark, but the problem these days is when they all start scrappin with each other. He’s got people travelling for hours and paying good money to watch an empty stage. Ah’m sorry to have to be the one to break it to you, but he’s becoming all top hat and very little rabbit.’

On the bus back to the Gramercy, everyone is dismayed at the discovery the vehicle has develop a leaky exhaust, which renders Mark’s back lounge unusable, forcing him to sit with us. As soon as we hit the outskirts of New York, Colin gets the bus driver to pull over at an all-night pharmacist for iodine and bandages to treat the gash on Mark’s leg, which won’t stop bleeding. Colin, Dave and Mike are trying to patch up the leg. Mark hates a fuss, especially when it’s the result of bad karma, but if you knock enough large heavy discs of sharpened metal about, sooner or later one of them is bound to injure you.

‘Gerroff me leg!’ he shouts at Dave, pushing him roughly away with his foot. ‘I’ve had enough! I don’t need a team of wet nurses. Colin, get that roll of gaffer tape out.’ 

Gaffer tape has been a bane for many years, usually due to its persistence in remaining on stage from the night before. However, on this particular tour, it has been assigned a new role because it is the first time The Fall have been sponsored by any sort of equipment manufacturers. Shure Mics are so sure of the indestructible nature of their hand-held radio microphones, they’ve decided to provide Mark with a selection for use in America. For Mark, they’ve been doubling up nicely as hand grenades. Because none of the other equipment on stage has been provided for free, he insists that all the other brand names are covered up with gaffer tape. Suffice to say, Colin is wise enough to have plenty of rolls to hand in his tool kit, one of which he now extracts. 

‘Tape a line across this lounge!’ instructs Mark. ‘Right down the middle.’ Colin obediently applies the tape. ‘Right! I want the band this side of the line, I want the crew on the other.’

‘What, you mean me?’ I’ve never seen Colin look so wounded.

‘You’re fucking crew aren’t you?’

 

Because tonight’s gig is actually in New York, for the first time in almost a week I have managed a proper night’s sleep. I’m woken by a phone call put through to my room. 

‘Steve, ah’m sorry to have to tell you this, but ah’m calling from the airport. Ah’m here with Mike. Mike who’s supposed to be his best mate. He got slapped at the Washington show. Well, no one’s smacked me in the gob yet, but ah’m sure it’s only a matter of time.’

‘Colin. Colin. Slow down. What the fuck are you doing at the airport?’

‘Steve. Ah can’t apologise enough. Ah wasn’t going to tell you our plan cos you’d have talked us out of it. But after we got back last night, me and Mike, we couldn’t sleep so we took ourselves off down the Bowery. Ah have never felt so humiliated in my life. On that bus ah was sticking the tape down like a man digging his own grave. He even gave Dave a boot to the head, and all he was tryin to do was bandage him up! Shud’av bandaged his fucking mouth, more like.’

I try to calm him down but there’s no stopping Colin when he’s in full throttle.

‘The first week in America and it’s supposed to be camaraderie, not this war zone. It was never this baaad with The Kinks or The Damned. Steve, you know ah don’t want to let you down, but ah don’t want to get smacked in the gob either. We haven’t been paid a bean. Yesterday, Karl had to buy us a coffee and a donut at a street stand. This is what it’s come to! And whenever ah try and reason with Smiffy, all he says is his current motto: “This isn’t a caring sharing band har har!” Well, it is in my experience. Everyone in this band are the nicest loveliest people on the planet except for him. He gave Mike a grand in cash to look after so we’ve used that to change our flights and for wages. Ah can’t deal with any more of his antics, Steve. Ah’ll see you back home.’ 

Colin is rock and roll’s conscience in human form. He’s the most tolerant, understanding, accommodating person I’ve met, so if he says it’s bad, it must be baaaad.

So now we’re left in the US with no roadie. It’s not just about shifting gear. Having Colin here is like having an entire life-support system. Now he’s gone, everyone will feel the effect. At least the Boston sound guy is willing to help out with organising, a role which, after last year’s debacle, naturally falls to me. He’s a nice guy, good at his job and copes quite well with us considering he’s thrown in at the deep end. But when we spot him trawling the streets of Vancouver on mega strength codeine on the pretext of having a bad back, we realise the guy’s got issues of his own. 

He makes it to the Seattle leg of the tour where we’re on at The Backstage, currently plastered with posters for Soundgarden and Kurt Cobain. Of course, this gives everyone the opportunity to lay into me about the bus thing again.

Our stand-in tour manager is loving Seattle’s own brand of high life. Plus, with only three West Coast gigs remaining, he’s proud of himself for having stuck it out to the end. ‘You guys sure ain’t the easiest band in the world to manage, are you?’ he drawls after the show. ‘You need a guy like me, with initiative, stamina and balls of steel. Do y’know what I’m gonna do? When we hit LA, I’m gonna get myself a custom-made T-shirt. And d’you know what it’s gonna say?’

‘Tosser,’ spits Karl.

‘No, you’re wrong. In big bold letters it’s gonna say, “I survived a Fall tour”.’

But he’s getting ahead of the beat, because the very next day after the Portland gig, Mark walks into his personal back lounge to find the guy with steel balls knee-deep in tin foil chasing the dragon. He is swiftly carted off to the airport, all the way complaining that Mark’s a hypocrite and a lush. I try to point out the subtle difference between downing a bottle of whisky in your own back lounge when you’re paying for the bus, and taking class A’s in somebody else’s when there’s borders to cross and highway patrols to deal with, but the guy’s fuming. In any case, he’ll have to think of a new slogan for that T-shirt.

 

The rest of us reach LA physically intact and in heightened spirits following the two best gigs of the tour in Portland and the legendary Fillmore in San Francisco. As usual, we’re staying at the Hyatt Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, where many bands aim the bus at. There used to be a large cardboard cut-out of a scruffy rocker in reception with a sign that read, ‘Please be sure to treat this man with respect. He might have just sold a million records.’ 

This time, new Manchester band Oasis happen to be staying here. They’re on their first visit to America. These Burnage brothers are the current Manchester phenomenon and since Si knows guitarist Noel from the scene, he hastens to introduce us to the latest members of his own private Hellfire Club. Noel looks the part in his leather jacket and his mod haircut. You can imagine them all on Saturday nights round at Johnny Marr’s. Si, Johnny, Ian, Mani, and now Noel, sitting around the smoke-filled room, working their way through his copious vinyl collection yet again, debating, between tokes, who out of Keith Richards, John Lennon or Jimi Hendrix wore the best shirts. Where did it all go wrong for Si? The day he walked out of The Smiths because he couldn’t get on with Morrissey? The day Terry Hall’s Colourfield offered him a waged position, tempting him away from the voluntary work he was doing for The Stone Roses? As we approach the bar I want to ask him if he was in the first line-up of Oasis too, but that would be far too cruel.

We’re introduced to Oasis.

‘Yes,’ says Noel, ‘I recognise the heads.’

‘How’s the album doing?’ I retort. ‘I really liked the singles.’

‘It’s just gone to number one,’ he replies coolly.

They must be buzzing. Here they are, five young lads with three hit singles and their first album already at No. 1. And who do they meet just as they are setting out to conquer America? Us frazzled old twats who’ve been at it for years and still can’t bring ourselves to pass on the baton. As long as we still think we’re relevant, who cares?

This Noel is an estate terrier with a strong Manchester accent. He’s very respectful towards us, but even so, I’m getting the impression he thinks we’re a huge missed opportunity, a mistake he certainly isn’t planning on making himself.

I overhear Mark and Noel swapping strategies. ‘I keep these bastards rehearsing the same song for hours,’ starts Noel.

‘That’s the way, cock,’ cackles Mark approvingly. ‘Never feed them till they get it right…’ 

Not so respectful is our Craig, who insists on calling their guitarist ‘Knobhead’, even after Si surreptitiously points out that his actual nickname is Bonehead.

It’s a reflective way to end this trip: us, knowing what we know, them just starting out. When we first started out, Mark used to accuse us of wanting to be in the Buzzcocks. We didn’t. Then it was The Stone Roses. But you just don’t think like that when you’re in a band. It’s not football. We’re not all sitting tight waiting for a transfer, apart from Si maybe. Despite everything, I’m still not planning to go out on loan to James even if they’d have me. Harbouring on-going secret fantasies of becoming a Bunnyman or a Bad Seed is the closest I’ve ever come to any sort of mutiny. Your band comes of who you are and it’s what you make it. 

But the next morning, over a Bloody Mary at Barney’s Beanery, we are informed in no uncertain terms just how much we’d hate being in Oasis. Because we don’t realise that the whole band have to share one room and in fact they are roughing it over there on bunk beds right this second. Do they even have bunk beds in the Hyatt, arguably the world’s most rock and roll hotel? Noel must have had them flown in at extra cost just to make sure his musicians know their place. I wonder if he remembered to order them complete with Manchester
City duvet sets… 

 






  

A Small Note Regarding Music
 

 

‘Go back go back go back to your diseased hut,’ starts Mark, one of his many current lyrics which, for some reason, Brix can’t get out of her head. Half this album was ready before we came to the studio, but Brix has plenty of one- and two-riff ideas for the rest of us to mould into songs, so we’ve begun with ‘The Joke’, which, musically, is a return to the essential Fall staple.

We’re struggling to fit everyone into this London disco studio, which is almost too small for us all. The live room is not designed to accommodate two drum kits and our steadily increasing population.

Karl’s ‘Pearl City’ is next for the mix, one of his occasional gems. He wrote this one on the guitar. He might be best at drums, but Karl can play anything. Give him a rusty two-stroke diesel engine and he’ll get a tune out of that if you want him to. In fact, last year his revving bike, Precious, or whatever he calls it, started off ‘You’re Not Up To Much’ on Middle Class Revolt. What great pleasure he took in finally wheeling her into the studio.

When Karl returned to the band last year and involved himself sporadically in our songwriting sessions over at Dave’s, it made sense to give him the tapes to take to Mark, since they’re virtually neighbours. And him a professional motorbike courier. You’re not supposed to comment on the contents of the parcel, though, are you? Because there was Karl, sowing seeds of doubt.

Once at the studio, we discovered our effective creative unit had been well and truly infiltrated because, all of a sudden, Mark didn’t like Dave’s programmed sounds anymore. ‘Karl’s right,’ he said. ‘It sounds like The Shamen. Switch that fucking thing off will you!’

What fools we’d been! During that week, a lot of programmed effects were obliterated and we had to get back to basics. We were more tense than we were productive. We wanted to carry on where we’d been heading with Infotainment Scan and then suddenly we had to scrap all that and start again. We had three cover versions and ‘Hey! Student’, which was a rewrite of an old song called ‘Hey! Fascist’. The rest were patchy; we were being forced into a crossroads of sound which Rex tried to smooth over with a mound of studio trickery. Middle Class Revolt.

What became clear was Karl’s role in the band: primarily to stir things up and, secondarily, to be the spare drummer. Or the spare keyboard player. Or even a spare guitarist. Like a Swiss army knife Mark can’t quite operate, he’s useful but potentially lethal.

 

This year we are staying at The Columbia after a four-year ban for a flooding incident appears to have been lifted, most likely due to an interim change of management. It’s London’s cut-price answer to the LA Hyatt. Luckily, Noel’s advice hasn’t been taken too seriously and we’ve still been granted a bed each, rather than two triple bunks in one room. The budget has even stretched to Karl having his own room. Like a masochist, I decide to visit, knowing I will be guaranteed some unpredictable entertainment. 

Upon admittance to his lair, I find that despite our tentative return to this hotel after the damage caused last time, Karl has decided it needs further redecoration. ‘Half a wall a night,’ he explains, ‘and I’ll have the whole fucking room covered by the time we’ve finished recording the album.’ Like the proud curator of an art exhibition, he proceeds to show me around his giant collage. One wall is already completely plastered in pictures of AK-47s and Uzis; the floor’s ankle-deep in cuttings. 

‘Pass us that bottle of ketchup, will ya,’ he growls, then squirts a dollop onto the back of a state-of-the-art Magnum. ‘Makes great glue, this.’

Already his short attention span is waning. He stands back to admire his work for only a split second before moving on to his next task. It’s a tight schedule; there’s still plenty to be done before dawn. If only there were more hours in the day!

Throwing open a sash window, he admits a blast of winter London air before crawling under the bed in search of his home-made rockets. Emerging with an armful of devices fresh out of his war-chest, as carefully as possible he lines them up on the window sill and embarks upon the process of ignition. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! Off they fly, narrowly missing the roofs of the police cars below, currently patrolling the outskirts of Hyde Park, the sounds of the explosions merging with the panicking sirens. The overall effect reminds me of mixes we’ve been listening to all day. If only we could record this, it’d save hours tomorrow. 

But what’s this? I stand, transfixed, as a rogue rocket performs an unexpected U-turn in the sky and starts to make a high-speed beeline back to the open window. The damn thing is heading straight at me, following almost exactly its outward-bound trajectory. Just in time, I jump out of the way as it burns a large blackened hole through the net curtain before landing on the duvet behind me with a surprisingly harmless sizzle. 

Before paying the consequences any attention, Karl surveys the scene with warm approval. Even he hadn’t bargained for a prototype of such calibre. 

The next day, when we return to the hotel from the studio, we’re presented with a hefty bill. Once again, Karl is sent home. There’s no drama, no screaming, no retribution. It’s almost become procedure by now. He’d brought Precious with him in the back of the van, intending to cruise around London with her, but instead his punishment is to drive two hundred miles north only to have to come all the way back a week later for our next Peel session. A novel way of dealing with the overcrowding.

Karl’s departure is met with varying degrees and categories of relief across the board, in the following order, starting from most relieved: 1. Brix (emotional). 2. Si (technical). 3. Mark (financial). 4. Me (practical). 5. Craig (practical). 6. Dave Bush (all of these).

 

Without Karl, there are still five people wanting to get their songs on the album, though it’s surprising we can get into the studio at all with Brix taking full advantage of its availability to record demos for the relaunch of her solo career. What else is she going to get away with? Can you imagine if I said to Mark, ‘Any chance I can use the studio in the mornings to record some solo stuff?’

It’d be ‘Can you fuck!’ if I’m lucky, but more likely ‘If you lay one finger on that mixing desk I’ll fucking kill you.’

Competition is fierce. It’s primarily an ego thing, a creative outlet and a nod to an extra few quid if you get your credit. Si’s always thought he could write a hit single and keeps trying, bless him. Craig and I like to have two or three songs on an album, though recently he’s started to complain about other people’s credits alongside his. With Brix back, Craig’s having less of an input, which seems to be suiting him fine. The sound’s more rock than it has been. Dave’s giving it rock-sounding beats instead of effects, but there’s only so many beats that can go in. Every time he tries to do an effect, it is wiped out and we can all feel the chamber revolving.

Brix is making her presence felt on vocals as well as guitar, singing several songs with real feeling, like ‘Don’t Call Me Darling’. In fact many of these songs are like a public argument between Brix and Mark, preserved for posterity onto small non-biodegradable silver discs, many of which will hopefully litter the planet for all time.

Towards the end of the week, we are in the pub when in comes Mark. ‘Has anyone got any songs?’ he demands. 

‘I’ve got an idea.’ I’m the first to volunteer.

Dave, desperately hanging on in there, takes the bait: ‘I’ve got an idea too. It’s a bit Clash.’

I say, ‘Will they fit?’

‘We’ll make ’em fit.’ Dave’s determined. 

‘Good,’ says Mark, ‘cos you know what’ll happen if you don’t. She’ll write ’em all!’

And so mine and Dave’s ideas meld into ‘Feeling Numb’, which Brix does do a lot of singing on.

Why do we always have to do it this way? There’s Oasis, with at least two or more anthems that the nation rushes to take collective ownership of, pensioners and dissident teenagers alike singing the lyrics at bus stops across the UK, and we’re still sniping away about Chinese restaurants and acid festival tents. I don’t want to be in Oasis, but, after all these years, please could we write just the one song to cross that elusive line, please, and I could die happy. At this point of my life I’d rather be a tin of Heinz Beans that millions of people buy every day than a flageolet that most people have vaguely heard of but only a select few know what the fuck to do with it. 

 

The album is down in a week and is followed immediately by our next Peel session. This one will be broadcast just before Christmas, so we decide to do a couple of festive songs. Mark wants to cover ‘Jingle Bell Rock’. It’s my job to go into town and hunt down a copy of the original vinyl for us to work from, but I can only find a Chet Atkins version. When it’s played in the studio, we realise I’ve gone and bought an instrumental. There’s no lyrics at all except for the chorus, which is why Mark ends up singing that three times in a row. Somehow he manages to lace it with different nuances of meaning every time, until the last ten seconds when he can take no more and is forced into improvising lyrics about Brussels sprouts and green carrier bags on Oxford Street. Class. Just over a minute we manage to stretch it out to.

We pick classic hymn ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’ to adapt because Mark’s new girlfriend Lucy likes it and wants to do backing vocals. Karl turns up at Maida Vale shivering cold in his biker’s leathers, having ridden half the length of the country in the middle of winter to get here. He stands there pulling paper towels out of his leathers, piece by ragged piece. He must have stuffed them down there for extra warmth. It’s like watching some freak magician, panning out the tension while we all wait to see what goodies he’ll produce. Hark! The Hell’s Angels are here and just in time. Inspiration strikes shortly afterwards when we work out the original notes, then put them back together backwards to create a wholesome new-fashioned alternative carol.

What are the chances of either of these being the Christmas No. 1?

 






  

Departure
 

 

Lois is on the phone from New York asking me how to cook baked beans on toast for Liam Gallagher. ‘Do you put the beans on the toast or next to the toast?’ It seems D&L have promoted themselves to the surrogate parenting of Oasis, who are currently touring in their area.

I’m thinking it’s my specialist culinary expertise that’s being sought, but she’s probably called everyone else first just so we all know who it is she’s having to cook beans for. Let’s face it, there’s a good chance Liam himself might know if pressed on the issue. One thing’s for sure, that tin’ll have its own piece of shelf for years to come. By the time the call ends, I have done my bit for the nutrition of Burnage scallies by having impressed upon Lois the importance of heating gently and under no circumstances allowing them to boil.

So this is what life has degenerated to. Cerebral Caustic has been released and the new NME reviewers are saying that our best stuff’s in the past and now we’re generically redoing it, only not as well. The same could be said of the journalists! It no longer seems to matter what they say; what does matter is how much they say. Glossy new publications are where the old guard have moved to, so we do get a small column in Q magazine saying how brilliant our album is, while Simple Minds get the rest of the page saying how crap theirs is. Theirs goes in at No. 2 while ours only manages a week at No. 67 before fading into the further realms of obscurity.

Just like the pie shop when a giant Tesco appeared around the corner. All the local shops started to shut. The high school stopped the kids going out at lunchtime. The psych unit closed and then they knocked down the pub next door, turning Hanley’s Pies into a lone beacon of warmth amidst a sea of drawn, graffitied shutters. It was time for my parents to retire.

I’m embarking upon a year where I’m likely to be watching more gigs than I’m playing. Marc Riley has a late evening Radio 1 show so he’s inundated with guest passes for any gig he wants. He’s inviting us out on a regular basis since we’ve no gigs booked till the end of March. Through sheer perseverance, Marc passed through the other side of plugging to being Mark Radcliffe’s researcher, where he was soon promoted to co-presenter on a show called Hit The North, a job which suits his talents. After all this time, it seems he’s beginning to fulfil a true calling. 

Sitting still’s not for me. It’s something I can’t do so I’m manning the Cog Sinister office in turn with Mark’s girlfriend, Lucy, who, of course, has all the qualifications required to run our fan club. The occasional backing vocals mustn’t involve her enough. In the absence of our own computer, an American devotee, who Mark claims is one of his CIA contacts, regularly sends in pages and pages of printouts from the Internet. It’s a revelation to me. For years I have just been one of the lads, and yet it transpires people know my name. I exist in my own right as a bass player. There is a world of difference between this and what is said in the largely-manipulated and force-fed press. These self-appointed reviewers have no other agenda apart from writing about what they see and hear for the benefit of those not present. 

 

We are dispatched to a large TV studio in Stockport to make a documentary with journalist Fall fan Mick Middles. While Mark is being interviewed by him in a separate room, the rest of us are being filmed setting up, playing our latest music and integrating a new keyboard player into the band.

Click click! The barrel turned at the beginning of the year when Dave Bush inadvertently shot himself in the head. Upon his return from America, during that first week of readjustment and recovery, when asked how the tour was, he made the fatal mistake of describing it as a nightmare to a group of his friends. Like a twisted game of Chinese whispers, one of these mates happened to mention it to his ex-wife. Since our current keyboard player wasn’t happy, she could always step in if required, was the gist of CV-accompanied letters she immediately began to send in. 

And that was it for Dave, informed that for him it was all over by a handwritten letter from Mark. After five years, he couldn’t even tell him face to face.

Given what a warm place Dave created, his departure is something nobody else wants, though he himself is braving the move by saying he’s ready for a change. ‘Only to what? What the fuck do you do after you’ve been in The Fall for five years?’ is his current dilemma.

What the fuck would you do after you’d been in it for sixteen?

This is possibly not the easiest situation for Julia Nagle, the new keyboard player, to enter into. But she’s been learning the songs and we teach her the new ones, however half-heartedly. And she does her first gig, and she doesn’t know what the set’s going to be blah blah blah the usual. 

God knows what Brix must be thinking. She came back to record an album with Dave, and now here’s this random stranger on keyboards. But none of this fazes Julia, a woman whose ambition is being realised by finally playing in a band that still sells records. 

 

‘Chiselers!’ proclaims Mark. ‘They’re all chiselers, ripping me off.’ During this entire procrastinated recording, there’s simply too many people after the high frequency. Julia may have started off as a keyboard player, but it didn’t take her long to get her guitar out, and she stands around strumming harsh chords in between Brix’s riffs. Karl, high from his recent ‘Pearl City’ coup, is also leaning towards guitar. No wonder Craig’s feeling marginalised. If you put those three together, they wouldn’t be half the guitarist he is.

It has never felt so awkward being in this band. In order to endure only the minimum contact required, Brix starts flying to gigs courtesy of her new London-based designer millionaire boyfriend. France, Portugal, Austria. She’s in for the soundcheck, out by the end of the encore. But this whole situation’s ridiculous. Eight people in a leaky boat, fighting over one oar. 

We’ve always been a band who puts an album together quicker than this one single is taking. Mark’s got infinite ideas as to what arrangements he wants in, how many parts it should have, what happens in each part… and he won’t rest until he’s exhausted them all, and us. 

After countless revisits to the studio, we are setting up again, Brix and Julia with the guitars, Karl with a guitar, a drum kit and half an eye on the keyboards. But what’s this? Instead of tuning his guitar, Craig is opening a much smaller case. I look on in horror as he begins to assemble a clarinet.

‘Prestwich junk shop,’ he mumbles by way of explanation and proceeds to play it all over the track. 

Mark hates it and has it wiped off. Then he listens to the play-back wondering what the fuck happened to that noise, before demanding its return on account of it being the best bit. 

What we eventually emerge with is an over-processed, convoluted, over-extended version of what we had in the first place, several months previously. It’s a self-indulgent montage of disjointed styles, none of which have any real connection with one another, and, for what it’s worth, you can’t hear the clarinet at all. There’s the bones of a decent song in there, buried by Mark and a producer with too much time on their hands. 

We play the Astoria in London and the Junction in Cambridge. There’s the going on hours late, there’s the walk-offs, trying to drag the band off, stopping and starting songs, messing with the equipment. Afterwards, even the fans are asking ‘Why don’t you leave?’

I used to be proud to be in this band. Now people are looking at me with pity, thinking, what the fuck are you doing? What was always the unthinkable is now something I can almost imagine considering. And yet… ‘If you had a business for sixteen years,’ I tell them, ‘that sent you round the world and gave you the opportunity to leave a legacy, would you find it so easy to just abandon it?’ 

 

The Fall are asked to write music for a Channel 4 play. Instructions from above are very strict. We are to write individually so it is clear who has written what. The winners will be sent to a London studio to record their piece and, hopefully, the best one will end up on the soundtrack.

And the winners are me, Karl and Si, so each piece comprises only keyboards, drums and bass. Now there’s no guitar at all! Surprise surprise, we don’t get the commission.

A live performance of the ‘Chiselers’ piece is to be televised for Granada Reports at Matt & Phred’s jazz club in Manchester. Recording takes place in the afternoon prior to the evening’s show. 

There’s no sign of Craig. When I ask Mark about this, he tells me this small stage isn’t big enough for someone who didn’t play on the record. 

Craig’s being pushed out. Maybe he’s losing interest because he’s being pushed out. Maybe he’s being pushed out because he’s losing interest. Heading over to his the following day, we have a brutal discussion. ‘You’ve given up.’ It’s more of a statement than a question. 

He looks at me. ‘The truth hurts. But yeah.’

‘Craig, just go round there and find out what’s going on.’ 

So he does, only to have Lucy inform him he’ll be receiving a letter from Mark which explains everything. 

Several days later this fabled missive arrives, explaining nothing. In this manner, Craig is informed he is no longer in The Fall because of his failure to maintain equipment.

 






  

Sooty and Smith
 

 

‘Wake up Hanley! You’re sacked!’

2am on a Sunday morning, the bedside answering machine is shrieking.

‘I’ve received information that YOU were seen out with Craig and Riley!’

I reach for the handset to stop him from waking the kids.

‘You fat Irish bastard! How dare you?’

‘They’re my oldest mates from school,’ I remind him in vain, suddenly wide awake. 

‘Don’t you remember, Riley wrote that song about you, calling you a shadow figure!’

‘We went out for a drink. You’re not seriously sacking me for that?’

‘Yes I fucking am!’ he shouts and before I can point out how happy I am in the band and how well I’ve always maintained my equipment, the phone goes dead.

Three days later, I find myself in the Cog Sinister office with a highly contrite Mark, being officially offered the managerial role to accompany my bass playing. No additional percentages are mentioned, an aspect of the offer I fail to compute until I’ve already agreed to help out with whatever I can. I must seriously be losing it. 

 

Working twenty-two hours a day for the band himself, Mark’s always taken his responsibility towards us lads seriously, and now he’s got this new idea of how we can create a much-needed additional income stream, though what with there only being two hours a day left for him to give, I’m not quite sure where the time for this venture’s going to come from.

The dubious services of Spanish Tony, a loud, oversized, moustachioed character from Mark’s local, have already been recruited. It is he who we are having a clandestine meeting with in an upmarket Altrincham wine bar, the location of which is physically as far away from Prestwich as possible while still officially being in Manchester. For reasons yet to be revealed, only myself and Si are involved in this conclave.

‘Give them the pitch you gave me,’ Mark tells Spanish Tony. 

Spanish Tony nods sombrely and begins to explain. ‘All over Europe, it is tapas here, tapas there, tapas everywhere except for Manchester. Show me your tapas house! Let me see it!’ He leans in close and lowers his voice conspiratorially, ‘I know of only one.’

Mark nods with sage approval. ‘Tapas!’ he proclaims, ‘Licence to print money, that.’ After sixteen years of starving us, looks like he’s finally emerging from his culinary closet. 

‘This is where you come in, lads. You’re both chefs.’ Slight exaggeration. I’ve done the training and Si’s worked in a chippy, but Mark’s not one to let truth get in the way. ‘You’re going to manage it, Tony’ll sort the cooking, and I’ll sit at the bar.’

So that’s his plan. He wants us to be an underground version of Langan’s Brasserie, with a Mediterranean twist. But whereas Michael Caine will sit at the bar entertaining his celebrity clientele with witty anecdotes, Mark’ll be insulting everyone for stuffing their faces on overpriced dishes of chorizo and squid. How could it possibly fail? 

They’ve already got an eye on an out-of-use café cornering Altrincham High Street. I humour this crazy plan with Si and Tony at first, and then just Tony, until even Tony doesn’t turn up for a meeting and I begin to question my own sanity.

At the next rehearsals I corner Mark. ‘What’s happening with the restaurant? Tony didn’t show to the licence application meeting…’

‘Tony?’ He sounds surprised, like he doesn’t know who I’m talking about.

‘Spanish chef. Restaurant. Altrincham.’ 

‘Oh, yeah. Couldn’t trust him,’ he says dismissively. ‘Saw him coming out of the bookies on Saturday. Can’t go into business with someone who’s got a gambling problem.’

So that’s that then. But, hold on a minute. Last Saturday. Wasn’t that the day of the Grand National?

Could this be his convoluted way of saying the band’s no longer paying for itself? Last year was sparse enough on the gig front. This year we’ve nothing booked until the Hacienda at the end of May. The end of May! No America, no Europe. Not even Germany. But we have released the ‘Chiselers’ single and three dodgy compilation albums. 

I decide it might be more sensible to invest in a VW camper van. I could convert it into a kind of splitter van tour bus, and use it to tour manage other bands alongside us. The way things are going, it’s not as if I won’t have the time. Either that or hire myself out as a man and van. 

 

New Order are on a much-needed break from being in a band together and do us a favour by lending us the keys to their spacious Cheetham Hill rehearsal rooms for a month, charging only a nominal fee out of pure Manc camaraderie. We put this gesture to good use before returning to the studio to record an album.

Any of us having the option to go and rehearse anytime goes a fair way to helping us put our band’s personal differences aside, and to establish new songwriting hierarchies. No one’s short of ideas. In fact, by the time we’re in a Brixton studio, the competition for songwriting dominance between Si, Karl and Julia is raging and begins to translate into a new kind of energy. Brix is putting the power chords over it, Julia takes the lead on a few, I take the lead on a few, as does Si.

Mike Bennett the producer has hired an innovative little machine called a compressor, which compresses your music so it sounds really good on the radio. Mark picks it up, raises it into the air and throws it down onto the floor, rendering it completely unusable. The thing was worth thousands, so that’s goodbye producer, goodbye daytime radio-play, if any of these songs were commercial enough to be played on it in the first place.

Brix is living the life of a millionaire. She’s bought a pug called Gromit who goes everywhere with her, including the studio. If he won’t walk she just pops him in her designer leather handbag and off they go. She brings him home-made dog food full of steak and free-range chicken, which I’ve noticed Karl occasionally salivating over. Recently, a fan approached him as he was rifling through the reduced section of a supermarket in Chorlton. ‘Are you Karl Burns?’ asked the fan, to which Karl replied, ‘Yes. And they’re my sausages!’

If Gromit has a better standard of living than Karl, it’s hardly surprising relations are even more fraught. But, to Brix’s dismay, Karl and Gromit find much common ground, spending time between tracks engaged in growling competitions. By the time the album is complete, they, at least, have become firm friends. 

 

Mark’s bored of playing the same rock club circuit we’ve been playing for years. He’s challenged Pete Nash for alternatives. The outcome is that impresario Roy Hastings, a cabaret promoter who dabbles in rock, has unwittingly offered a tour of council-run medium-size theatres and assembly halls. They may be in the provinces, but they pay well. South Shields Arts Theatre, Motherwell’s Concert Hall, places like that. I’m tour manager.

I had my first real taste of the role at Roskilde Festival in Denmark. I felt it most when traipsing from the production office across a mile of packed, volatile fields, with the twenty grand fee in my back pocket. Neil Young was bashing out his greatest hits on the distant main stage and I was wondering where everyone else was when I could have done with some protection. 

Given the long list of predecessors in the role, what kind of a shelf life has this got? Is that why he’s asked me to do it? Brix expressed concern back in Barcelona. ‘You shouldn’t have to be doing this job,’ she said. But how hard can it be? We’re all grown-ups. Do we need someone to tell us what time to get up? What time to get on the bus? What time the soundcheck is? Go on, have a guess.

Once I was tasked with setting up a tour for autumn – our first in two years – Mark issued me a no-limit American Express Gold Card, keeping for himself the free case of wine earned for having introduced a new member. I used it to book buses and hotels in out-of-the-way places like Aylesbury and Folkestone. There was some saving on the rooms on account of us needing slightly fewer than originally anticipated. Karl, fired again, hasn’t joined us because he’s pissed Mark off. He had to spend the entire launch party of The Light User Syndrome hiding in a cupboard in the Roadhouse dressing room. And Lucy hasn’t joined us either because Mark has pissed her off.

A small-town tour means there’s no airports nearby, so Brix is forced to travel on the bus with Si, Julia, Mark and me. I had to source a new bus company because the driver of our regular firm was so pissed off during the Phoenix Festival job that he refused to work with us again, despite my generous overpayment. ‘I draw the line,’ the driver said to Mark, ‘at circumnavigating Prestwich, Bury, Whitefield etc to drop all your mates and girlfriends off one by one, no matter how many bottles you threaten to break over my head while I’m not doing it.’

It soon became clear that this tour was going to produce new challenges. These provincial theatres haven’t heard of riders, so I’ve found myself pushing trolley-loads of beer, whisky and sandwiches around the supermarkets of the UK. Another problem has been the strict scheduling; these art venues don’t humour lateness of any sort. If you’re on at nine, you’re on at nine, not ten-thirty or whenever you finally get your shit together. Of course, this particular aspect of the tour has had a significant impact on the backstage atmosphere. Night in, night out, this is yet another capricious area under my jurisdiction. In Aylesbury, Mark locked himself in the bog to escape. He had to kick the door off its hinges to get himself out.

These days our unbalanced singer is terrified of any trip-hazard on stage and is more obsessed than ever with it having to be completely clear of wires and tape and anything else that might compromise his stability. So far, the one advantage of not playing the rock clubs is we haven’t got to spend half an hour taking up the loose gaffer tape left over from the previous night’s gig.

 

Motherwell Concert Hall. An horrendous six-hour drive from Cambridge has culminated in a particularly noxious soundcheck. The stage is clear, there’s no wires, all the amps are pushed back, everything is in order until Brix puts her shoulder bag down. Mark takes prompt exception to it and forcefully slings the offending bag into the wings. A cascade of belongings fall out over the stage: lipsticks, make-up, bottles of pills, packets of tissues, diamante dog collars… all of them showering down upon us. Brix grabs her guitar by the neck and threatens to cave his head in with it. 

I’m willing her to do it. We all are. At this point, more than any other, this tiny woman has harnessed the strength of the entire band. 

‘Ring the police!’ screams Mark. ‘I’m being assaulted by a psychotic American bitch from LA!’ The payphone in the hall trembles in its socket, but no one budges. Screaming a torrent of abuse at Brix, he lunges for her guitar, grabs it off her and throws that into the wings as well. 

‘Fuck you!’ screams Brix, ‘I’m outta here for good.’ And she runs off towards the bar in tears. 

It’s clear she’s not joking about leaving. I try to talk her out of it, but she can’t get out of here fast enough.

The gig’s a total shambles.

In the post-gig dressing room, Si’s laying into Mark and I’m trying to separate them mid-brawl, but neither wants to let up. The dressing-room door swings open and into the ring walks a solid man with a faded scar across his cheek, his sharp stare looking across me rather than at me. His entrance is enough to stop the fight. Tommy Crooks, a hard-core Scottish fan Mark met during his Edinburgh days and stayed in touch with. 

‘Stop behaving like a pair of ageing Gallagher brothers!’ I shout. ‘What’s the point in hitting him? It’s what he wants. Because then it excuses whatever he does.’

‘Who says naethin happens in Motherwell on a Saturday night?’ Tommy is clearly impressed at the action, thinking it’s only natural behaviour for rock bands. 

 

It’s the opening gala weekend of the box fresh South Shields Arts Theatre complex. At nine on the dot, the stage manager is knocking on the dressing-room door. The audience are in, sitting down and waiting, but Mark isn’t going to let any of us go on stage until he’s made us all a brew. That’s right. ‘Everyone’s ill!’ he declares. ‘Everyone’s got colds.’ He rummages around till he’s found five large plastic cups, then half-fills them with boiling water before topping each one up with whisky. He throws in tea bags to finish. When he thinks they’ve brewed, he tries to fish them out with a spoon but scalds himself and gives up, leaving the tea bags to float. We offer to help. ‘No, no, no,’ he insists, oblivious to management’s onstage announcements. ‘You lot deserve to be looked after. I know you’re all ill!’

This is his treat.

Twenty past nine and the brews are ready: tea bags stewed in whisky. We aren’t allowed on stage until we’ve consumed them, an entire undrinkable pint each.

Nine thirty, our last chance to go on. Mark’s attention is distracted by a photographer, who is taken exception to for taking photos. I pour most of my toddy into a handy plant pot and Si follows suit. By the time the photographer has been dealt with, the theatre management announce that there isn’t going to be a show and turn the power off.

The crowd are either in tears, ripping the seats up, or kicking the tour bus to bits. Six police cars materialise. The theatre management are blazing because the theatre is getting trashed. The PA company are blazing because their amps are getting wrecked. The bus driver is blazing because the bus is getting trashed. The audience are blazing because of the no-show. The newly-employed theatre staff are calling for immediate redundancy. The only people who seem happy are the police, who’ve probably been waiting their whole careers for a night like this.

 

We are touring with some indie band who are going to be the next big thing. I’ve been keeping an eye on their manager. He’s got his own splitter bus that he’s converted himself. That’s how you need to be, to be a tour manager. Sorted. On it. Upbeat. Putting yourself out there. Spotting opportunities that need creating. Going straight in and having a word with someone, setting up the next tour. That’s what I should be doing, but today I don’t feel like talking to anyone.

We are on at the Assembly Rooms in Worthing. Last night it was Sooty and tomorrow night it’s Paul Daniels. And in between it’s The Fall. You’re gonna like it. Not a lot. Imagine running a theatre and banging on Sooty’s door to let him know he’s due on in five minutes, and then the next night it’s us you’ve got to get on stage. 

Mark’s insisting that he’s playing guitar. Since Brix got away with hers, we haven’t got one. Instead of saying, ‘Fuck off Mark and just do the singing,’ I think, ‘Fuck it. I’ll get him one from Argos for sixty quid and he can do what he wants with that.’ In seventeen years I’ve gone from being in awe of this guy to buying him a rattle.

By the time I get to Argos it has already shut. I know that if I don’t find him a guitar from somewhere it’ll be another excuse for a row. It’s a constant case of second-guessing. My Sainsbury’s runs have been taking longer to accommodate as I trawl for unoffending brands of whisky. I find the right whisky, and the soundman is wearing an inappropriate T-shirt. At the hotel check-in, at the soundcheck, in the dressing room, on the bus, on the stage, it’s hanging over me: when’s it gonna kick off next?

The support band understandably refuse to lend us one of their guitars, but I manage to borrow a hallowed Hofner from the promoter’s rep’s mate: a beautiful red semi-acoustic he’s had for years. It’s been passed down the generations. Bo Diddley had it first, BB King sold it him, that kind of thing. He agrees to lend it us for a fee of forty quid and a couple of guest passes. 

First song and Mark picks up the sacred guitar, plays a couple of notes and launches it across the stage. It’s a big stage. Next, his mike is thrown into the audience, followed by his back-up mike. Audience members are passing the mike around, taking it in turns to sing a line each, demonstrating they know the words better than the guy who wrote them. Si and I are playing harder than ever. Mark slings an arm around me and drags me off stage. He slumps down onto a dressing-room chair. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ I ask him. ‘Do you want to cancel it? We could cancel it now if you want.’

He’s not cancelling. He thinks it’s too hot. ‘Bloody fucking theatres and their central heating systems…’ He throws his leather jacket off and starts unbuttoning his shirt. Fuck me, he’s doing an Iggy. He grabs a coat from a nearby chair, throws it on and screams at me to get back on stage and play the fucking bass.

Back we go as James the roadie is climbing on stage with mikes he’s managed to retrieve from the audience. But roadies being on stage are a bigger concern than gaffer tape. We launch into ‘Mr. Pharmacist’ and Mark throws his mike stand at James like a javelin. He just manages to duck out of its way. 

Mark is edging close to the front of the stage. We’re playing ‘The Mixer’ and I can see a practical joker at the front feverishly fiddling with Mark’s footwear. It looks like he’s tying the laces together. I nod ardently at James, alerting him while trying to make it look like I’m nodding to my own beat. Braveheart James, unperturbed by the mike-stand spearing, belly-down, on his elbows, commando-style, crawls across the stage with his trusty Stanley knife, aiming to slice the shoelaces and set our frontman free. Mark spies the well-meaning James, twists round and tries to kick him in the face. But, because of his bonds, he falls over backwards flat on his arse. It could be the funniest thing I have ever witnessed, and also the most depressing.

The guy who owns the Hofner spots his opportunity, climbs on stage, grabs his prized possession and runs out of the building with it. I feel like going with him. Fuck this. 

Mark is sprawled on the floor. He can’t get up. Me and Si lift him up and carry him off into the wings.

We aren’t going back on, no matter what. The crowd are really pissing me off. There’s a hideous vibe in the room; they’re loving it, laughing at us. It’s like a freak show. ‘Fuck off, it’s not a pantomime!’ I shout at the lot of them, though they probably can’t hear me. But it is a pantomime. In just the place they put on the make-believe ones at Christmas. ‘He’s behind you!’ ‘Oh, no he isn’t!’ And then he wasn’t.

 

Worthing was enough for Roy Hastings and the PA company not to risk another shambles. They took any surviving equipment away, so we had to cancel the following night’s gig in Folkestone. What else could we do? There was only one show left after that, the big one at The Forum in London. Pete Nash managed to persuade Brix to come back for that show, on account of it being high profile and all the press etc. 

‘What are you doing here?’ demanded a surprised Mark at the soundcheck.

‘I’ve come to play the gig,’ said Brix, as if it was obvious. Which it kind of was, but also very unexpected. ‘Keep that man away from me,’ she instructed everyone.

Later she told me she was only doing it for me. I’d have tried to talk her into staying, but what was the point? It would be like talking someone into going on a plane you knew was about to crash. 

‘I don’t need to be doing this to myself anymore,’ she said. ‘It might be different for you, Steve. You’re stronger than me. But I don’t need this kinda shit in my life.’ 

Total tour wreckage: five mike stands, seven bus lights, several theatre seats, three cordless mikes, two amps and one lead guitarist. 

Because of the sketchy nature of the shows, rather than paying us, the broken theatres decided to pay the promoter, good old Roy Hastings, who deducted as much as he could before issuing a statement to the press saying he’s worked with everyone from Julio Iglesias to Motörhead, and he’s never encountered anything like this before. 

 

The Gold Card only has no limits if you keep paying the balance off, which is why I have had to call an emergency meeting. Across the bill-strewn dining table, we sift through costs as detailed by a five-page American Express bill and the list of promoter’s deductions from the final fee. 

‘What the fuck’s this? Why should I be paying for a bathroom refurb in fucking Aylesbury?’ I remind him about the bog door he had to kick off its hinges after accidentally locking himself in there. 

Sainsbury’s keeps cropping up, as do more hotel extras than ever before.

‘A piano in Cheltenham?’ It was knocked into in a corridor, nothing more than a slight scratch, but we’re in no position to argue since it’s already been deducted. I never noticed the antique, rare French oak nature of the item, meaning they’re having to fly in the only living specialist polisher from The Dordogne to touch it up. 

‘What’s this? A yucca plant? Why the fuck do we have to pay for a replacement yucca plant?’ 

There’s no way I can admit to killing it with his well-meant tea. ‘Dunno Mark,’ I raise my eyebrows in what I hope is accusatory tact, ‘did someone piss in it?’

He gets the message, nodding curtly. ‘Oh yeah. Fair enough.’ And moves swiftly onto the next items. ‘But I’m not paying for these!’ We’ve still another page to go.

The more I think about it, the more I realise I am the Sooty of this partnership. What does Sooty do? He never speaks. A silent puppet, whispering only to his master’s ear.

The Fall. It’s getting to be like The Emperor’s New Clothes. People think it’s high art. Maybe it is for exactly that reason, like when we wheeled Brix onto the stage on top of a massive burger. Now we’re chucking mikes into the audience and getting them to sing and people still like it enough to come to the next show. Maybe that’s what high art is.

Or maybe we should have stuck to the rock clubs.

 






  

Dark Days
 

 

I’m clearing the office out. I’ve been told it has to close because we can’t afford the rent. We’ve been in here for years. It’s full of master tapes, tour itineraries, accounts, press cuttings, fanzines, photos. The history of the band. And who’s here to help me shift it? No one. I pile it into my van, box by box, like a bailiff evicting myself.

 

We’ve been given another music biz handout: two weeks at Edwyn Collins’ retro studio in Hampstead at a cut-price rate, thanks largely to Mark having guested on his last album. 

I’m looking forward to catching up. Back in the early eighties, just as Orange Juice were taking off, they played at the Can Club and supported The Fall in Manchester. According to Mark, Edwyn’s studio, which he’s mostly funded on the back of ‘A Girl Like You’, is overflowing with vintage recording gear and even contains a rare Neve analogue mixing desk from the sixties. All of which, I assume, would be irreplaceable in the event of any untoward breakages. Obviously Edwyn hasn’t heard about the destructive nature of our last tour, or indeed our last visit to a studio. 

I’m in the Salford Van Hire depot with Si. The van guy takes my Gold Card and disappears into the back, only to return with an industrial-sized pair of scissors and a steely look on his face. On capturing our full attention, and the attention of the paint-strewn workmen queuing behind, he announces: ‘I’ve been instructed to confiscate this card and cut it up.’ There’s hundreds of orange-and-white vans parked up. We only need one.

‘First people’s wage cheques bouncing and now this?’ I’m holding forth at Mark’s half an hour later. Humiliated, I’m incredulous things could slide this far. 

‘So what are you going to do then?’

‘What am I going to do? I’m going to drive to London and make an album!’

‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to.’

‘I don’t care. I’m going. I’m going in my own van and you’re not getting in it. You and Julia can get the train!’ I steam out, Si gladly following, assuming rightly that he, unlike the other two, is welcome to ride shotgun. And that’s it. There’s only the four of us now. 

The fact is, me and Si are tired of Mark’s girlfriends always being in the band and the complications this subjects us to. As well as everything else, they are always natural double agents, generating ever more reluctance to voice any sort of true opinion. Or any comment which could be misconstrued as opinion.

I’m about to get in the van and leave them behind, but stop myself when I think it would be unfair on Julia to make her carry all her equipment, of which there is much, on the train. It’s hardly Julia’s fault. It’s the situation she’s put herself in. I share this with Si then we go back in and get her gear under the confused scrutiny of the other half of the band.

I’ve only just bought my van and am in the middle of converting it. The whole point of getting it was to make money, not lose it.

 

We’re being produced by D.O.S.E., the witty name that producing duo Kier Stewart and Simon Spencer go by. Two zeitgeist blaggers who are desperate to work with us. Mark has recently recorded a song with them. Perhaps he’s spreading himself too thin with all these collaborations, which are fine for him to do. The hypocrisy is sickening. He’s even working on a solo spoken word album.

 

Day One. Kier and Simon enquire politely about where their producer’s advance is. Mark fobs them off, saying the delay is being caused by the new German record company. The rest of us know this is in fact John Lennard in artful disguise. ‘Let’s start with that one you guys wrote together,’ digresses Mark, referring to a song which D.O.S.E. have sampled rather than written. Before coming here, they recorded an afternoon of Si and me just playing anything in a demo studio. Then they took the tapes, sampled the sound of me playing the bass, him playing the drums, and created a song. How can we start with that? I’ve never even heard it. 

They set about miking up the drums, seeming for all the world like they’ve been doing this for years. But it was only last week that they were procuring a crash course from the demo-studio technician. In the end, we have no choice but to use the tape they made. ‘Four and a Half Inch’. 

 

Day Two. Kier and Simon are discussing a mix: ‘He definitely sounds better with them in.’ ‘More ethereal without. Maybe we can mix the two together.’

In walks Mark and the subject changes back to them not being paid. 

It’s impossible getting him to sing at all today. ‘Why won’t you just stand behind that mike and sing the fucking songs?’ Instead he starts to mess around with a stylophone and spends the entire day working his way around the plethora of antique studio equipment, setting my nerves doubly on edge.

 

Day Three. Kier and Simon demand payment, to no avail. If only he was as inspired with his singing as he is with his excuses, this would be a doddle. ‘The Quartet of Doc Shanley’. One of mine and he makes Julia sing the lyrics. What the fuck? 

 

Day Four. Kier and Simon walk out, to the tune of Mark threatening them with violent pursuit by his heavies till the day they die for not finishing the album. After the screaming subsides, he turns to the rest of us and says, ‘Fuck ’em. What do we need a couple of student lackeys for? Thinking they’re big-shot rock producers. I’ll do it myself.’ Equals the unsung talents of resident engineer Seb will be excavated as a rescue operation. 

 

Day Five. I find myself playing lead guitar on the bass. 

 

Day Six. Saturday morning. After a fraught week of constantly moving the van around to combat London parking restrictions, the inconvenience of which began to work in my favour, I head back to Manchester on my own.

 

Day Seven. Evening. I return in my trusty van, anxiously speculating what the coming week will deliver. 

 

Day Eleven. After seemingly endless rows about a song he has written, Si disassembles his kit in silence. 

‘That’s it. I’m going.’

And out he walks.

Later, in our hotel room, I find all his belongings have gone. It’s not particularly surprising. Since Worthing we’ve all been pretending everything’s alright. Si never said anything about moonlighting as a taxi driver to supplement the now sporadic wages, but I sussed him one time when he was giving me a lift and I spotted his two-aerial set-up. I can understand the appeal. Even at our height there was always the element of a short-fall for him. 

Of course, the question does arise: Do I really want to be carrying on myself? I ignore it with alacrity, pushing it out of my mind with the usual dealing with emergencies to ensure the machine continues to grind its way along.

I keep thinking about New York’s mayor, who’s implementing a new policy to combat troublemakers called zero tolerance. As soon as someone looks sideways at a window and picks up a stone, that’s it, they’re nicked. From now on this is the policy I myself will adopt.

I spend the rest of the night thinking up radical plans.

I’ll bloody pay for rehearsal space myself. It’ll be worth the thirty quid. And if he doesn’t turn up after two hours, I’ll leave. Ultimate mutiny.

What a rebel.

 

Days Twelve-Fourteen. Just me, Julia and Mark. Back in the studio the tide has gone out, having washed away most of the rotting pier, exposing only the last remaining stanchions. He does a song called ‘Spencer Must Die’. Once all my bass lines are down, off I go, revelling in independence. The usual three-hour drive up north might take five in this van, but that’s a nice amount of time to be planning the next steps.

We need a drummer as well as a guitarist.

It’s time to get Karl in out of the cold. It’ll be worth bringing his exile to an end just to avoid the other option: a string of failed indie band drumming mates of Julia, who are becoming the latest drones around the hive.

Nailing a guitarist sufficiently robust for the task may not be so straightforward, given the performance of the last pretender, Adrian, a guy who’d wanted to be in The Fall all his life. He’d been putting notes through Mark’s letter box ever since he was a teenager. After fifteen years of trying to get in the band, he finally came to my house to learn the songs without a guitar. Had to borrow one off the neighbours. Made the mistake of travelling down south with Mark. After stopping at every pub on the way, by the time they arrived he was too wrecked for the soundcheck, never mind the gig. Five gigs in as many weeks and for him it was all over. He’s deserted Manchester and no one’s heard from him since.

We need someone who isn’t going to be fazed. There’s only one real contender. Ever since Brix left he has been laying down lines of communication. Sending subordinate signals to Central Command. Convincing me of his mettle. 

Now it’s time. Get me The Highlander. Tommy Crooks. 

I am beginning to conduct what is likely to be an explosive experiment. Dimly recognising the need for my own brand of heavies, I savour the thought.

I park the van up outside my house, having completed well over a thousand miles in two weeks. The following morning, I wake to discover my engine has flooded the avenue.

 

Two days later, Mark visits my house for the first time in ten years, proffering a playback of the final mixes as a wilting olive branch. He has to come to me since I now have no transport and I’m going nowhere, avoiding the neighbours, who whisper incessantly about the spreading oil spill on their avenue, which I haven’t got the motivation to deal with.

We listen to the tape. Afterwards, Mark stays for an episode of Father Ted, making a show of drawing hilarious parallels between the mad Irish priests and ourselves. 

To my surprise, out of the chaos, in between snippets of raw noise, somehow there is a decent album. A snapshot of many eras we’ve undergone. ‘I’m a Mummy’ – the Brix years. ‘Hurricane Edward’ – reminiscent of the first two-drummer line-up. ‘Ten Houses of Eve’ – echoes of Dave Bush. ‘Masquerade’ is on a ‘Hit The North’ trajectory. An outtake montage of music and people. 

Weird, but respectable enough. 

Like a shanty town almost completely destroyed by natural disaster, against the odds, a meticulous rebuild has left us with a finished product belying the traumas which underlie its creation. Levitate.

 






  

A Parable of Lost Opportunity
 

 

I am waiting for Mark in the reception of a high-class accountant’s office. Our appointment was ten minutes ago, so I assume we are already on the clock. I am invited into the boardroom without him.

‘I saw that singer of yours on the telly the other night,’ remarks the accountant.

‘What on? Crimewatch?’

We are joined by another accountant and then, finally, in he walks, at first glance looking like he’s registering a commendable seven out of ten on his personal temperance scale. 

That is until he removes his jacket, revealing a forearm heavily biroed with the words ‘HMS MENTAL’. 

The two top-notch money men look bemused, but entertained. 

‘As you are both aware, the issue of the outstanding VAT payments, which in fact haven’t been made for a number of years, culminating in an outstanding sum of £32,000, can no longer be ignored.’

‘Fear not. This situation is far more common than you might at first presume. We get everyone in here. United players, City players. Corrie stars. You’re in good company.’

‘And there is a very simple solution. It’s called a voluntary arrangement.’

These aren’t our usual accountants. These are specialists who charge to haul people out of financial cesspits like ours. There’s always a way around it, if you pay enough. These VAT payments should have been made at the time, as they always used to be until Trevor left. I’d been aware of a mounting problem, but until recently I had no idea of its scale. 

This solution they’re talking about is one step removed from bankruptcy. It’s going to be paid out of future earnings. Not such a huge amount when you consider we could pay the whole lot off with a couple of festivals and a London gig. We’ve got three years to do that.

Besides, I am assured the record company has agreed to contribute.

All we have to do is put a charge on the equity in our houses, giving the accountants control over them until the bill is paid off. Not that it will ever come to that.

The way they explain, it is very easy to believe them when they say, ‘Of course, it will never come to that!’

More laughing assurances are made and then… 

Mark signs, and passes the pen. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

‘Give me that!’ I reply. I use the biro to sign their piece of paper, when really what I should be doing is using it to scrawl ‘I’m the one who’s HMS MENTAL’ across my forehead, upon which there is more room than there has ever been before.

 

*

‘Imagine The Prodigy afflicted by severe lead poisoning and joined on vocals by a pissed Victor Meldrew’ is how Sounds magazine’s Steven Wells describes our album. Just the sound we were after. Come on! ‘Imagine pop music made by a tight-fisted misanthropic know-all Mancunian big head… imagine a couple of magic-mushroomed six-year-olds trying out drums and guitars and recording it on a tape recorder with flat batteries. Pop without the perimeters, rock without rules, art without wank… Levitate will be the best or worst record you’ve ever heard.’

As is the album, so is the tour. Great gig in Dublin. No gig in Belfast. In accordance with my zero-tolerance policy, as soon as he started, we walked off and called a strike by sitting in the bus and staying there until he joined us. When he finally did, we set off back to Manchester. The bus company decided to hold the gear to ransom to cover the cost of the damage. The headlights that were kicked in by disappointed fans. Dents in the metalwork and so on. 

Mark stands by the bus making loud bat-like clicking noises, then wanders off with his carrier bag, not having any gear to worry about himself. The rest of us go to the pub wondering what the fuck to do now. We’ve got a tour booked, no gear and a singer who’d rather play with a one-eyed bloke on accordion than with us.

No fee. Large bill in the minus column. 

‘When I joined this band,’ begins Tommy, ‘and Mark telt me it wasnae gonna be a long career, that it wasnae gonna last, I didnae think he meant five gigs. I didnae. Five months, five years mebbe. No this.’

‘He’s not my fucking boss anymore,’ says Karl. ‘Like I told him in the dressing room. “I don’t respect you.” I told him.’

‘You don’t have to respect him to play the drums behind him,’ I point out glumly.

‘You’re depressed!’ declares Tommy. ‘I’ve been thinkin it for a while. I had friend who was the same. Sat in front of the fire till he bernt his legs off. He gave me my guitar. I cannae tell you how much it means tae me, Steve. I need it back. You’ve got to geddit me!’ 

What other options have I got? I’ve been existing in an alternative universe of my own making for almost two decades. Even if I had other options, would I take them? This life I’ve created may have become damaging, toxic even, but it’s still mine and it’s still addictive. 

‘Here, take these,’ says Tommy, and hands me a pack of pills. ‘Anti-depressants. Take a couple of these and go see yer doctor.’ 

I get home and pick my way through piles of red bills and A4 envelopes thick with newspaper cuttings bearing testament to how great we are, thanks to a top-notch London publicist who’s being paid to convince the world.

Mark’s been on the phone, his indecipherable noise act morphed into polite, businesslike reasoning. ‘Just let me have ten minutes with Steve and I’ll sort all his problems out.’

It’s like ten intense, heated meetings rather than ten minutes. At the end, I agree to carry on with the rest of the British tour on a blag of terms. 

‘You’re paranoid and angry,’ he says. 

‘I’ve every reason to be!’

‘I’ve got a drink problem,’ he adds.

‘So have I!’ I say, aware it’s been escalating over the years.

At what point does it become a problem? When I’m around him, whatever I’m doing myself doesn’t seem as bad. After all, he’s the one who’s been pushing his body to its limits. I’ve just been trying to keep my energy levels high. So long as you’re five drinks behind the boss, then surely you’re alright. But then again, that doesn’t mean he’s the only one with the problem.

The next day the NME ring up to inform me Mark’s a Godlike Genius. Depressed? Well, that’s just cheered me right up. It’s up to me to arrange getting him to the awards ceremony next February without him cottoning on that he’s won a prize. This for a man who always has to be in control and has an intense aversion to the unknown.

I take Tommy’s advice and make the appointment.

 

Having heard about Belfast, some of the promoters in England got twitchy, trying to cut the fee for each gig.

The Internet’s been taking over from the press. For the fans it’s a new hobby; they’ve never had such an opportunity to share their enthusiasm and their truths. If it’s a good gig, they’ve got something to talk about. If it’s a bad gig, there’s even more to talk about. If it’s cancelled, there’s a veritable meltdown. 

 

From: David I. Williams

Subject: Belfast – the rumours 

Whatever happened must have happened quickly – unless of course the band had decided before MES arrived that they were going to revolt – maybe there was an exchange of words, which just tipped the balance? The Fall without SHanley is as unthinkable as The Fall without MES. 

 

From: David I. Williams

Subject: Sankeys Stormer 

The Fall are back with a vengeance and played a stormer last night at Sankeys… The band could be seen laughing and joking backstage before the encores, MES grinning and anxious to get out for more… Whatever has been said since Belfast, it has given the band the boot up the arse that they needed. 

 

We proceeded with three weeks of solid gigs throughout the UK, peppered only by one problematic Stoke date. There was so much gaffer tape from the previous night, I had to ask the manager to cover the whole stage in black cloth. Mark sang the entire gig from the wings, not trusting it in the slightest. By then our rules were, ‘Do what you want just leave us alone to play the music. Tie yourself up in knots with the mike lead if you want. Plug it, unplug it, give it to the audience. Have a fag break. It’s your show, you’ve earned the right. But don’t stop us from playing the music.’ In Stoke, he was testing these boundaries as much as he could. I drew the line at his suggestion of us doing the encores as instrumentals. ‘We’re not the fucking Shadows,’ I pointed out and we left it at that. 

Sometimes my current testosterone-heavy, mid-life crisis line-up was too sad for Julia’s feminist sensibilities and she didn’t join us on stage, opting instead for her own version of dressing-room strike action. I’ve noticed that, in her absence, reviews cite how tight the band is. It’s her dated DAT machine. She can’t control the tempo in line with us building the song. Besides, you can’t pre-program along to Karl’s drumming style, it’s too unpredictable. For the rest of us, her absence can be a technical relief. 

Julia didn’t come on in Leeds and we were tight, solid, everything Mark’s saying he doesn’t want anymore. Afterwards, an enthusiastic Dennis and Lois, visiting as part of their biannual crackpot English muso and Thunderbirds shopping trip, joined us backstage. Whether it was the anti-depressants kicking in, or whether everything was turning sparkly on its own, I don’t know, but whatever the reasons, when Dennis and Lois said it was too long since we’d been to the States and offered to book a few gigs for us, I took on the organisation of a dazzling East Coast springtime tour as my own personal project. 

Demonstrating how brightly my light was shining, I decided to try out some theatricals for myself. In Cambridge, the urge overcame me to see what it’s like. For the duration of ‘Hip Priest’ I sat on the monitor stack, bass in the stand next to me, not playing a single note. Nobody on stage took any notice, they just carried on regardless. Brilliant. How can you do this? What’s the point? Sitting here doing nothing. It felt so awkward. 

In a twisted kind of way, I admire him. I realised it takes more bollocks to get up there and not sing. My personal uprising at its peak, I carefully adjusted the position of the cymbal stand by a couple of centimetres once the song finished and re-shouldered my bass having made my point, if only to myself. 

‘There’s been a revolution,’ summarised Mark to the audience. And there was me thinking he hadn’t noticed! ‘See ya.’ 

The final week thereafter could only be described as jolly. What a laugh we had! Instead of kicking off, finally, after almost twenty years in this band, it started to feel like I always imagined bands would. We even had fun with the support band: shaving foam, water balloons, a party-size tub of Smarties on their snare drum in time for the encore and, finally, Karl’s specially-constructed remote control trolley of home-made pyrotechnics almost blowing them up for the grand finale. 

Foil. The only record company buy-on of the last decade to actually enjoy supporting The Fall.

When the tour ended, I was tasked with the process of putting together a compilation CD of Peel sessions, not exactly a collection that can be casually thrown together. On average we have been doing two a year. Impossible to pick twelve songs out of a hundred without disappointing someone. 

But on the mercenary side, I had to see it as an opportunity to claw some cash together in time for Christmas. I asked the Peel people to make the cheque out to me personally, but they refused.

At the back of a dodgy pawnbroker’s on Oldham Street, I discovered that The Fall’s bank account had been cancelled. ‘Meet me in town,’ he’d said. And that’s where we cashed the John Peel cheque. The pair of us, like two turkeys heading for the slaughterhouse, pecking away at the remaining grains of corn.

‘Hello, Mr Smith,’ they said with a smile as we walked in. It turned out he already had an account with the financial equivalent of Bernard Matthews.

 

New Year. Finally the universe gives me a break at the expense of the poor caretaker at my kids’ primary school. He’s going into hospital for at least a month and they need someone to fill in. Who’d have thought it? All the years of running a darts stall at the school fairs creates a bullseye of employability for me. In fact, the open-minded, laid-back headteacher is so accommodating he offers time off for any musical commitments and unlimited use of the office fax machine to help with my US tour. 

The thought of receiving four entire pay cheques with no hassle is highly appealing. 

I can’t be as unemployable as I thought! Suddenly I’m surrounded by hundreds of children. And droves of educated, well-balanced, positive, happy teachers.

Suddenly every day has a regular orderly routine. 

It feels remarkably wholesome to be working physically and being paid for it. It’s the perfect job for me. What do you do when you can’t stand still? Fix things, garden, assemble things. It’s a way of getting paid for my tics.

‘Oh!’ cries the secretary. ‘We’ve never had a fax from Washington before. The Black Cat nightclub. How exotic! What’s a rider? Is all that alcohol just for your band?’

‘No, actually, that’s just for the lead singer.’ How easy it is to apportion the blame! Guiltlessly, I begin to construct an entire new persona for myself in this clean-living context. 

 

*

January’s main musical commitment is a couple of days in a studio recording three extra songs to go on the ‘Masquerade’ CD single. It’s the same old marketing shite; they release one version and then a week or so later they release it again with two different extra tracks, trying to get the same people to buy it again. 

Pete Waterman’s modern dance studio, in a converted church at the end of Deansgate, is state of the art, top drawer. On arrival, I am introduced to a guy with a woolly hat and a beard who I’ve never met before, but Mark obviously has. 

‘This is Damon,’ he says. ‘We’re going to record a song with him.’

While Karl, Tommy, myself and this Damon Gough work on his song in the upstairs studio, I am preoccupied by what the real agenda might be. Is he going to be a new guitarist? Alongside Tommy? Instead of Tommy? But he’s on keyboards as well. Are we heading for another stand-off? After Belfast, my main condition was that the line-up doesn’t change and now he’s got this shady character in the studio. 

I’d rather know than not know, so it’s not long before I ask the question: ‘So how did you meet Mark?’

He tells us the story. One fateful night, parked outside a club in town, Damon’s car door opens and in falls Mark, proclaiming, ‘Taxi for Smith, cock!’ 

What he didn’t know was that this lad had been working away on his music for years, writing songs by night, working at a printing factory by day, getting himself out there all the time in between, waiting for just this kind of opportunity to arise. He couldn’t have planned for what actually happened, but when it did, he was ready. ‘You’re Mark Smith and I’m no taxi,’ he said, ‘but I’ll give you a lift if you give my demo tape a listen.’ 

And here we are. During the drive to the other side of the city, the tape did its job, and Mark, short on all other currency, bartered studio time with us in exchange for the fare. 

The guy’s quite focussed. He’s very impressed by Karl and he’s talking about putting his own band together. ‘Yes, Karl’s the best,’ I tell him. ‘But he only responds well to certain treatment. It’s taken years.’ 

You can see him absorbing, making the most of this. His car’ll be parked outside here for weeks, in case anyone else needs a lift.

Once we’ve got the backing track down, while Julia overdubs her keyboards, Karl, Tommy and I decide to go for a walk by the canal.

‘I’ve never set one off under there before!’ beams Karl, pointing excitedly at one of the old arches. Delving into his rucksack, he whips out his largest demon explosive. The thing with setting them off is all about location. 

‘Can’t we just go to the pub?’ I ask in vain. ‘Don’t you make enough noise in the studio?’

The sun’s out but it’s cold. Karl’s making a beeline for the nearest arch which spans the canal. Tommy and I follow him but keep a safe distance once he starts setting up. He’s fiddling away, fine-tuning a fuse or whatever. 

Three grown men just about clinging on, setting off rockets under the arches. In the meantime, the new kid’s busy networking and using his time wisely, like I could have been all these years. All the wasted hours I could have been in the control room, learning to produce. As Deansgate’s office workers rush past in their suits with only a quick half an hour for their lunch, here’s us, three dickheads finding ever more inventive ways of killing time.

‘BBBBOOOOOOOMMM!’ The water explodes and, amplified by the arch acoustics, gives us all a wake-up call. I’m half expecting parts of Karl to fly out from under the bridge, but to my relief he staggers out of the smoke, smouldering. He can’t get to the pub fast enough now. 

We follow and on arrival he sheepishly disappears into the toilets. We’re thinking it’s his usual trying-to-get-out-of-buying-a-round routine but he comes out with a toilet-roll bandage the size of a boxing glove wrapped around his hand. Perhaps his reflexes aren’t as sharp as they used to be.

‘Oh well. Thankfully you got the main drum tracks down already,’ I remark.

 ‘What the fuck have you done to yerself this time, Karl?’ asks a concerned Tommy.

Karl reluctantly unwraps his makeshift bandage to reveal a seeping yellow wound throbbing across the whole of his palm. ‘There’ll be no more drumming out of you today,’ I observe. ‘For fuck’s sake, Karl. You don’t see David Beckham kicking walls for a hobby.’ 

Back in the studio, however blurred the new boy’s outline might be, he seems quietly pleased with his final mix. It might even have been worth his while driving Mark around all night. 

But even so. ‘Good luck,’ I tell him. ‘You’re going to need it.’

 






  

New York! New York?
 

 

As the plane taxis towards the runway, the realisation dawns on me, Mark and Julia; unbelievably, the last call for Crooks and Burns has gone unanswered.

They are nowhere to be seen, unlike their two empty seats next to mine.

‘This is all your fucking fault, Hanley!’ decrees Mark. ‘You were the one who wanted to do this tour! You’re supposed to have organised it. You should never have let those two clowns out of your sight.’ 

‘What did you say to them? You must have said something. They were there one minute, and now where are they? You know how flaky they can be. You should have kept your mouth shut. Simple procedure. Get off the bus. Check-in the luggage. Get on the plane.’

‘But they’re not on the plane. I’ve spent good money on their flights! Those fuckers should be paying for themselves anyway.’ Oh, yes. The recently-crowned Godlike Genius now believes that musicians should pay him for the privilege of being on his stage rather than him paying them.

I wonder how many miles of tarmac this plane will traverse before it finally takes off and I can join the other members of the tour party, namely Rex the sound guy and JR, Mark’s Prestwich mate whose function this time is as security guard and seller of the dodgy ‘Godlike Genius’ T-shirts he’s had printed up. 

‘We don’t need them,’ he decides. ‘We’ll just do it without them. Small clubs. The drums are on Julia’s backing tracks. She can play guitar.’ 

‘We need a drummer. Maybe we could use the guy out of the support band?’

‘You’re too fucking scared, Hanley, that’s your problem.’ He’s relishing the mayhem already and we’ve not even set off. 

‘Where’s your granny with her bongos when we need her?’ 

‘Fuck off.’

‘Why don’t you just get Julia to sample you saying that?’

‘Fuck off, Hanley.’

 

At US customs, we attract surprisingly little attention from Immigration. ‘Here on holiday, Sir?’ I wish!

Dennis and Lois are waiting at the arrivals barrier. They’ve got a lot at stake here. It’s their credit cards that have been used to secure the hotel bookings. Lois is understandably alarmed at how The Fall seem to have turned into a three-piece band in the space of eight hours. 

‘We left them losers behind,’ explains Mark, moving swiftly through the crowd with his holdall and his carrier bag, leaving the rest of us to carry all the gear.

Dennis and Lois look at me quizzically. ‘We don’t know where they are,’ I clarify. ‘It looks like they’ve missed the flight…’ I’m stating the obvious, but what else can I tell them? They’d never miss a free trip to New York in their right minds, but Christ knows where their right minds have got to. 

I mumble something about them possibly catching a later flight. ‘If not perhaps the drummer from the support band could fill in?’ I suggest now that Mark’s safely out of earshot. We’re on our way to the people carrier which they’ve managed to park right outside the door. Mark’s standing next to it smoking fifteen cigarettes at once and looking visibly calmer.

We load the gear into the boot and get in for the last leg of our journey. As Lois drives us back into the New York skyline, Dennis spends much of the journey turning his back on the road to talk to us. He’s wearing a rare Dragnet T-shirt for the occasion, a pristine original from that very tour. How did he get his hands on that? And how come it’s in such good nick? He must have taken it out of its frame especially.

‘What a great album,’ he says when asked. ‘One of my favourites. I dug it out yesterday. Not a bad song on it.’

How different it was working on that. It was so creative. Everyone was on it, we were all learning, even Grant. Mark had a thousand lyrics for each piece of music we wrote. All those early albums are rich with brilliant words. 

When he’d shout down the mike then, it was to convey how he was hearing it. I’d be there trying to keep track of how many beats to a bar and how many bars till the next chorus and wondering when I’d get to do my three-note solo and he’d be yelling, ‘Play it faster! It needs guts! Wind the beat through like a snake!’


Lois pulls up outside the Gramercy, where Mark and Julia are staying. The sense of mutual relief as they go is tangible. I feel we have turned into the ultimate rock cliché. I’m sure he’s as sick of having to look at my miserable face as I am at his highly disapproving one. Not getting on? Not getting on was in the first few years. Not getting on would be great now. We are set in our own ways and have never been more isolated from each other and the rest of the world.

All these rows, all the problems, a lot of the stress is a load of fuss over nothing. You don’t have to abuse people to get the best out of them. That’s the easy option and, even so, it can backfire. 

Behind the New York skyline, the sun’s setting on one hell of a long day. Lois drops the rest of us off at a different hotel a few blocks away. 

I’m plagued by the fact that we’re on tour without a band. In America, people think nothing of travelling hundreds of miles to see a gig. What are they going to think when they turn up and it’s just me, Mark and Julia? Me, plodding away to Julia’s backing tracks and his half-arsed singing. It’s going to be rotten. I can’t believe those two have done this! 

Surely there must be someone in this spontaneous city who knows our songs and would take the risk of filling in on the drums? 

I am distracted from such distressing thoughts by an urgent knocking on my door. 

It’s Dennis and Lois, looking flustered, with Mark and Julia in tow. 

‘We’re gonna to have to get Mark a room here,’ explains Lois dryly. ‘He’s been kicked outta the Gramercy. We’ve had to pay for damages on our credit card.’

Great. 

‘What the bloody hell’s happened? He’s only been there half an hour!’ What must Dennis and Lois be thinking? 

‘We don’t know for sure but we sure as hell know there’s a broken phone and a broken lamp.’

Before we’ve even played a note, their red-hot credit card’s been charged for this and an expensive room that won’t even be slept in. It’ll be my arse they’ll be baking at the end of this tour if they don’t at least break even. 

Mark and Julia take a room in our hotel as far away from me as they can.

Dennis and Lois bring the support band, Bush Tetras, up to my room. They were quite a successful East
Village cult band in the eighties and now they’re out of rehab, or Ashram or the Kibbutz, they’re having another stab at it. I quickly establish that the drummer is familiar enough with our music to busk his way through our set. 

Just as I clinch the back-up plan, a commotion in the corridor heralds the extremely delayed arrival of dissidents Tommy and Karl being heartily welcomed by Mark. I am so relieved to see them, yet at the same time incredibly puzzled. They are very cagey about where they’ve been and why, offering vague tales of woe, none of which explain anything. It soon becomes clear they aren’t going to tell me more than paltry excuses. What is also clear is that the Tetras drummer has just undergone the fastest demotion in the history of rock and, as a result, off skulk the Tetras, leaving the rest of us to a full-blown row. 

‘Why were you sneaking around with them beetroot drinkers?’ starts Mark, before they’re even out of earshot. ‘I knew you’d go behind my back.’ He turns to Karl, intent on keeping on the right side of him for the moment. ‘Look, he’s already replaced you! I told you he’s trying to take over the band.’

‘How could anyone take over The Fall? That’s ridiculous,’ I tell him. ‘As if anyone’d fucking want to! I just want it to run properly. If you want to be the boss, be the boss. Everyone’ll listen if you’ve got a point. But don’t just go round breaking things.’

He can’t bear losing one iota of control, even when he’s in no state to muster any up. Who else is offering to book gigs? After Belfast, even Pete Nash had enough. He believed and believed. He was at every album launch, every London gig. But now even he won’t work with us anymore. ‘He causes so much grief at venues they won’t book other bands through me,’ he lamented. ‘He’s ruining my reputation.’ Meanwhile, Mark was demanding another grand a night and I was thinking, ‘How are we going to get any gigs without Pete?’

So I’m doing this because no one else will and what happens? All that’s being asked of him is to get on stage and sing for an hour a night. Why is it so much trouble? 

Maybe he even paid those two to catch a different flight. I wouldn’t put it past him to have thrown them a hundred quid, told them to have a drink and to join us later, thinking they’d never get it together. Divide and rule. Like he did when I arranged for us all to go to the NME awards together and he made just me and him get a train and wouldn’t let Tommy and Karl come at all. So much for my carefully-constructed surprise, blown by Julia who’d told him everything. For me, the highlight of the night was a slice of karmic magic. After Mark Smith got up to sneer at his award, leaving it on the stage, next up was Marc Riley, who’d just won the NME award for best radio show.

Now Mark squirms off with Karl to see what he can get out of him, even if it means licking the insides of his nostrils out, leaving me with Tommy.

‘Well, Steve,’ begins Tommy, starting to buzz with the endless possibilities New York has to offer a well-hard Scottish rock star like himself. ‘There’s a nice lookin bar across the road I cudnae help but notice. Let me buy you a drink. You clearly nid one.’ 

An hour later much has been forgiven.

 

Over the next few days, I discover everything is my fault. My fault Mark’s got a black eye; I should have been there with a pillow, protecting him. My fault that we’re going on stage after midnight; I should have turned the clocks back several hours. I shouldn’t have booked two support bands! (So he fires one of them to remedy that.) My fault that most nights he refuses to sing; I should have learned to perform ventriloquism. 

I feel for the people who’ve travelled, only to see half a show. I feel for Dennis and Lois who’ve got to put up with this nonsense. In fact, all this is making me feel very bad. So much so that I think ‘fuck it’ and spend as much time as possible hanging out with Tommy, laughing hysterically at the ridiculousness of it all. 

In Philadelphia, I am approached by a group of fans who’ve travelled four hours to see us play and him sing. They’ve brought a huge campaign banner that they stole from some railings in their home town, stating ‘Mark Smith For Drain Commissioner’ in big black letters, which they’re suggesting we use as a backdrop. ‘We gotta bad drain problem in our town,’ they explain. What a coincidence. It’s the least we can do to humour these people, who’ve travelled so far. At least it’ll make the night memorable for them, not for the usual reasons. Who knows what they’ll get? So we hang it up as a backdrop and laugh hysterically at that. 

It is an act of betrayal. He doesn’t even notice, or at least he doesn’t acknowledge he’s noticed, he just performs his tangled non-singing in front of it, at which point it hits me that the whole thing has degenerated into a colossal joke. 

During the gig he tries to push me aside so he can fuck with my amp. It is the first time he has laid a finger on it in years. He’s lurching towards it, trying to grasp hold of the knobs like one of those machines at the fair that never picks up a toy, no matter how much money you put in and no matter how much the child cries. I push him out of the way with the end of my bass and turn my back. We’re near the end of the set. I finish the song and walk off, to be joined shortly after by Tommy and Karl, leaving him with nothing else to do but to sing ‘Everybody But Myself’ all by himself.

Backstage I don’t stop, carrying my bass straight into the van. ‘What are you doing?’ asks Rex, concerned. Tommy’s with me, and Karl chucks a bag of cymbals in.

‘Going back to New York. What are you doing?’

‘I’ll drive,’ he decides sensibly. ‘What about the others?’

‘They can do what they fucking want.’

And so the four of us head back to our hotel, leaving Mark, Julia, Dennis, Lois and the people carrier in Philadelphia. Even JR, Mark’s personal heavy, decides to get in the van with us. He may as well. He’s sold all his merchandise and he’s off on a short holiday to LA tomorrow. He’s got it right. He’s already made more than the rest of us with those hideous T-shirts and the boxes of CD compilations he’s been busy punting. So he gets a long weekend off at the seaside while the rest of us continue with our epic journey of self-flagellation. 

The following morning I experience a strange sense of déjà-vu. No broken windows, no obvious damage. If the van door was forced, it was gentle. This must have been an inside job. Whoever did it took Julia’s keyboards and Julia’s guitar, an angular bright yellow affair. Oh Christ, we’ll never hear the last of its sentimental value, having been a gift from the late great Martin Hannett. They also took the Bush Tetras’ bass amp that I’ve been borrowing and the Bush Tetras’ guitar amp that Tommy was borrowing. It was part of the deal. They could do their comeback tour provided we could use their gear. But why did they let us drive it around? 

Somebody should have taken this stuff into the hotel with us. I took my gear in and I wasn’t aware there was anything left in the van. But, of course, it’s all my fault again.

The Black Cat in Washington. Julia is blazing because of the stolen gear. I’m panicking about who’s going to pay for the Tetras’ equipment. We have to borrow a keyboard she isn’t familiar with from the other, hastily-reinstated support band, so she walks off after two songs. 

 

New York, the day of our penultimate gig of the tour. The Bush Tetras drummer turns up to the Brownies soundcheck with all the stolen gear, minus Julia’s guitar, claiming he has miraculously found it all in a second-hand music shop just around the corner from where he works. Apparently, the music shop owner didn’t buy Julia’s guitar from the thief because it was too ugly.

As I tune up, I begin to question all this. Well, Sherlock… did the shop owner magnanimously hand over this gear as soon as our guy showed, claiming it was his? After just having paid some dodgy geezer for it a day before? Surely he’d need receipts? Some proof they were his instruments? Ours? It all sounds very suspicious to me.

The Tetras drummer’s been updating the Internet with his daily diary of aggressive tour rows, and maybe even minute details like where us English idiots parked the van and what was in it, and now both nights here have sold out. People are coming from all over in case there’s some kind of spectacle, which may not be ideal on an artistic level, but at least it’ll cover the unforeseen costs, which have been steadily mounting. When am I ever going to learn? Surely they should be the first costs I factor in.

Before the gig, I’m back in the bar next to the hotel. This time it’s Mark’s turn to get ’em in. Although neither of us would admit it to each other, we’re both relieved we’ve somehow got through the past ten days to the point where we are even on friendly speaking terms. 

‘Are we alright?’ he asks. ‘Are we gonna get home okay?’

I reassure him that we will, now that there’s no tickets left to sell. And we’ve got more dates lined up in the UK soon after we return. Before going back to the hotel to get ready for the gig, we nearly have a laugh.

It’s quite unnerving.

‘Where were you fuckers?’ he’s screaming a couple of hours later, back to the Mark we know and love. ‘The guy pulled a gun on us and you were nowhere to be seen!’

‘Are we your security guards?’ I shout back. You’d think in New York the safer option is to take a cab, it’s less risky than walking. But oh no. He’s managed to get in some kind of trouble while being driven. Two blocks it is, from the hotel to the venue. We walked, he didn’t. ‘Where’s your mate JR? How much did it cost to have him come here? But he fucked off to LA as soon as he’d flogged the last of them stupid T-shirts!’

‘You three! You three old men are all tough guys in the dressing room but when my life’s in danger, where are you?’

Even in New York, would a taxi driver pull a gun on someone just for opening a can of beer? ‘Maybe it’ll teach you not to kick everything! How come he didn’t do us all a favour and pull the trigger?’

Karl’s suddenly interested in the conversation, his eyes sparkling with new ideas. 

Rex gingerly opens the dressing room door. ‘You’re on now, guys,’ he says, checks everyone’s heard him and ducks back out to the relative safety of the mixing desk.

We start the set and within a couple of minutes, Mark begins messing with the drum mikes before throwing the cymbals to the floor, so Karl has to reassemble them before we’re even through the first song. Mark’s goading; he’s stalking around spoiling for a fight. Under this barrage we carry on until he grabs the spare drum sticks from the front of the kit and starts laying into it. The borrowed drum kit. Break what you want if it’s yours. Break what you want if you can afford to replace it. Bands who are playing to thousands of people can get away with it. If you’re playing a glorified bar, you look a dick. 

Karl goes berserk. He leaps out from behind the remaining drums and starts hitting Mark. And once he starts he can’t seem to stop. I’m still playing while I watch this unfold, realising I am going to have to separate them. 

‘Stop fucking about and gerron with it!’ I tell Karl, shoving him back. In a cartoon cloud of splaying limbs, the three of us fall backwards into the keyboards and the classic Fender bass amp, knocking it to the floor. It’s never going to work again. Karl picks it up anyway, trying to set it right. Mark slopes off and the audience starts up a mantra: ‘Fucking play fucking play fucking play!’ Thanks for the advice.

Now it’s Tommy’s turn. As Mark lunges for his guitar, he hasn’t accounted for the ever-ready spirit of our Highlander, who promptly gives him a solid kick up the arse.

‘I was assaulted tonight and where were these three?’ Mark confides in the audience. ‘This animal, this idiot and this Scotsman?’ It takes me a brief moment to undergo the process of elimination required to work out which one I am, during which time I take my lead, walk over to Tommy’s side of the stage, plug into his amp and begin to play ‘Levitate’. Farce. Mark walks off. After we finish the song he comes back on and continues his assault. We put our instruments down and charge into the dressing room.

We’re falling apart and everyone’s filming it for the world to see again and again. It’s dire enough being a part of this when people are just looking. Do I want to be standing here breaking up fights? 

Mark and Julia try to play ‘Powder Keg’ but it’s already exploded. I watch from the wings as Mark picks my guitar off its stand. He walks about as if to play it before dismissively tossing it away, like debris beneath his contempt. 

It might be entertaining to watch, but it’s devastating to be part of.

In the dressing room afterwards we’re all behaving like arseholes, kicking off at the slightest thing. The crowd is shouting, either for more music or, more understandably, for a refund. 

‘Why did you trash the drum kit?’ I demand of him.

But he won’t say. Mark, the genius wordsmith who’s spent twenty years singing his original lyrics over the music, knows the value of words and how an absence of them can mean more. He won’t talk to us, he just looks back at me with that untouchable glare and starts making a series of clicking noises.

Karl is so pissed off with these sound effects the only way he can think of shutting Mark up is to wind a guitar cord around his neck and string it up from one of the pipes running across the ceiling. Somehow he lassoes it over the pipe and starts pulling the other end. I don’t think Karl’s intending to hang him, he just wants to shut him up, but to be on the safe side I wrestle the cord out of his blistered hands.

Like a thoroughly dysfunctional family, the rowing intensifies and accusations fly around, followed closely by home truths and threats. Stuff’s said that should have been said years ago. ‘You’re just a bully!’ I tell him. ‘Power of the chequebook! That’s all you’ve ever had.’

I grab Mark’s hand and shove it in my own face. ‘If you want to hit something, hit me! Go on, hit me!’ I yell, trying to ram his limp fist into my cheek. A line’s being crossed. Any remaining respect from either side is being lost. Him trashing the gear is him trashing the band, and the three of us have finally lost interest. 

‘I’m never getting on stage with you again,’ I tell him. 

Back at the hotel, Mark and Julia follow me to my room. I don’t let up and they just sit there patiently listening to me rant. 

‘And another thing,’ I go on, working my way backwards. ‘That time in Austria when we had to cancel the gig because you thought you were turning into a m–’ I’m cut off mid-’85 by a distinctive clamouring at the door. They look towards it in relief, any interruption a welcome respite. 

There’s a pile of toys in the corner that I’ve bought for the kids. ‘Don’t you dare break them toys,’ I warn him on my way out. Not that he would, but he’s broken everything else tonight. 

 It’s Karl’s round, and he doesn’t even argue. In the bar across the road we gibber deliriously until it closes and we are kicked out. And what do we see then? There’s Mark outside the hotel, whiter than ever, handcuffed in the back of a police car.

He asks me to get in the car, but I can’t. I won’t. I don’t care what’s happened, what he’s done now or what anyone else has done to him. I don’t want to know. The most I can do is get on the phone and call a local lawyer who we’ve known for years. 

The lawyer takes over and I pack my bag. We’re all supposed to be playing again tonight but that’s not going to happen, so I go to the airport instead. Thankfully, the flight’s virtually empty. Do I want to be sitting next to anyone? 

As the plane heads up over New York, one thing’s certain: I’m never going to play bass with The Fall again. 
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