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Route 19 Revisited




Introduction 

Anyone interested enough to be reading this should need no persuading that the Clash’s London Calling is an all-time classic. Whether you’re a diehard Clash fan, an enthusiastic student or collector (or down-loader) of all that’s good in rock’s back catalogue, someone who happens to have become attached to the album through accident of exposure or association of experience, or you’re just plain curious about all the fuss . . . you’ve probably noticed that London Calling has appeared near the top of numerous Greatest Albums Of All Time polls, that several of its songs are firmly lodged in the public consciousness, and that even the front cover has acquired iconic status. (‘Iconic’ is a word that Pennie Smith, who took the photograph in question, hates. Although much overused and abused, if it’s not appropriate here, then it’s not appropriate anywhere outside the Eastern Orthodox Church.)

You might not need convincing of its legendary status, but you’re presumably interested in how the album came to be. This book considers the Clash’s collective and individual circumstances when the album was made. Also, what was going on in the wider world, and what the implications were for the Clash and their fellow earthlings. It discusses which band member wrote which parts of which song, and when, and where (if at all known); what that particular lyric - and even that ad-lib - means (or, in the absence of documentary or anecdotal evidence, is most likely to mean); who played which instruments, and how that  downright peculiar sound was created; to whom those album credits refer; where those clothes came from; when and how that photograph was taken, why it was selected, and how that design was conceived; who, and what, inspired almost all of the above; and who, and what, the above in turn inspired.

It’s a book about the Clash’s London Calling . . . so why call it Route 19 Revisited?

At the beginning of the album track ‘Rudie Can’t Fail’, Joe Strummer exhorts Mick Jones to ‘Sing, Michael, sing . . . on the route of the 19 bus!’ This is no random ad-lib: most of London Calling’s songs were indeed conceived, polished and recorded at points along the city’s Number 19 bus route, south-west to north-east. Some of the lyrics and a couple of the basic tunes were written at the flat where Joe was staying in Whistler Walk, at the World’s End in Chelsea. Riffs, tunes and arrangements were worked up and demoed by the band at Vanilla Rehearsal Studios in Pimlico, just down the road from Victoria Station. The songs were completed and recorded for the album at Wessex Studios in Highbury. That’s the most straightforward and literal justification for the title.

There are 19 songs on the album: 19 tracks, 19 ways . . . That’s the whimsical one.

Even in the early part of the twentieth century, American blues, folk and country made frequent reference to the train. There are countless lyrics where the train is the vehicle for reunion with or abandonment by a loved one, or a symbol of freedom or the lack of it. From Robert Johnson’s ‘Love in Vain’ (1937), as later covered by the Rolling Stones for Let It Bleed (1969), to the Depression-era railroad hobo fantasy ‘Big Rock Candy Mountain’, as revitalized many years later in the film O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000). You could hear a train whistle in the slide guitar or harmonica, but the dominant influence on the music was rhythmic. Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Ledbetter’s ‘The Rock Island Line’ - as performed by everyone from America’s conscience, Woody Guthrie, to the leading light of the British skiffle boom, Lonnie Donegan - celebrates the train to a primitive backing that sounds like a runaway locomotive. In ‘Folsom Prison Blues’ (1955), Johnny Cash hears a passing train’s ‘lonesome whistle blow’ while the Tennessee Two echo the clattering rhythm of the wheels down the track . . . a noise so irresistible that ‘boom-chick-a-boom’ became Cash’s trademark sound for many  years. Bo Diddley’s recreation of the chugging train rhythm was sometimes so relentless that he didn’t even let chord changes get in its way. In Chuck Berry’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’ (1958), Johnny sits out by the railroad tracks and learns to play his guitar along to the rhythm that the engines make. Urbanization, electrification and amplification helped midwife the birth of the music that came to be known as rock’n’roll, the very name of which suggested the cross-rhythms created as the caboose rattles over the points.

Some insist the expression rock’n’roll has its origin in sexual slang - like jazz and funk - and there’s no doubt the double entendre was intentional. But even that incorrigibly mischievous purveyor of innuendo Little Richard asserts that ‘Lucille’ (1957) sounds like it does because he grew up in a house next to the tracks. On the wrong side of the tracks, of course; a phrase which also says much about rock’n’roll’s origins and initial audience in the poor, working-class, underprivileged parts of town - both black and white - and its appeal to those in two minds about whether they were privileged to live outside those communities: forbidden thrills, the frisson of danger. Though the music was moving into the future, the lyrics of some early rock’n’roll songs still drew directly upon blues, folk and country source material. Elvis Presley’s ‘Mystery Train’ (1955) is attributed to Sam Phillips, his producer at Sun Records in Memphis, and Junior Parker, the artist who first recorded it for that label, but its minimalist lyric about yet another love lost to the Iron Horse simply lifts and repeats a couple of lines from the folk standard ‘Worried Man Blues’. In 1975 Greil Marcus used Mystery Train as the title for his seminal book of rock’n’roll criticism. And in 1989 Jim Jarmusch used it again for his equally impressive film, set in Elvis’s home town of Memphis, and starring a certain Joe Strummer as an expatriate English rocker called Johnny - Joe’s real name - but known as Elvis after the subject of his rock’n’rolling affections.

As is now so well established it’s almost embarrassing to repeat, the birth of rock’n’roll followed hard upon the birth of the modern teenager. That’s the teenager as state of mind, as personified by fast-driving rebel-without-a-future James Dean. And also the teenager as a significant new player in the marketplace, the young American with enough disposable income to spend not only on records but also on that ultimate status symbol and private luxury transport  system, the flash, big-f inned Fifties automobile. Pre-fame Elvis earned his living driving trucks; post-fame Elvis spent his money on gold Cadillacs. Arguably the first rock’n’roll record - also recorded for Sun - was a 1951 song called ‘Rocket 88’, a celebration of the Oldsmobile 88 credited to Jackie Brenston and his Delta Cats, but written by Ike Turner, who allegedly based it on Jimmy Liggins’s even earlier ‘Cadillac Boogie’. Like many other bluesmen-gone-electric before them, the Delta Cats drove north from the Mississippi Delta to Memphis for the recording session, taking Highway 61, the USA’s main north-south route. Another early classic R&B-cum-rock’n’roll song, ‘(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66’ (1946) was written by Bobby Troup after driving the USA’s main east-west highway to California. He gave it to Nat King Cole, who had the first big hit with it, turning it into a ‘Go West, Young Man’ for the new age. That’s the New America both symbolically and literally quartered and opened up.

It was the later Chuck Berry version of ‘(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66’ that established it as an R&B and rock standard. Chuck was older than most other rock’n’rollers when the music crossed over in the mid-to-late Fifties, and he was canny enough to realize there was money to be made in pandering to white, middle-class teenage preoccupations. ‘Maybellene’ (1955), his first single, was about using a car to chase a girl, establishing his two principal - much plagiarized, much parodied - lyrical themes from the get-go. Although, in truth, they weren’t exclusively his: Bo Diddley was just as obsessed with fast cars and chasing women. Even as the music and its attendant culture went through changes, the association with the car remained strong. The Beach Boys switched from surf to hot-rodding, from the Chuck Berry rip-off ‘Surfin’ USA’ (1963) to the Berryesque ‘Fun, Fun, Fun’ (1964). The Rolling Stones got their start with Chuck Berry songs too: their first single was their 1963 version of his ‘Come On’, about a car that won’t start, and their first album opened with their version of his take on ‘(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66’.

Locomotive and automotive. Rail and road, the train and car, were what you needed to get you there. But only in America or in the imagination. Because in reality, the UK was too cramped for epic journeys, too run-down, too old-fashioned and too poor. Taking  years to recover from the Second World War, its rail and road networks were way behind those of other developed countries. The trains never ran on time and their facilities - especially the catering - were a national joke. All but the top-of-the-range cars looked like Matchbox models next to space-age American gas-guzzlers. And unless they were unusually privileged or spoilt - or had been working, saving and thinking of nothing else since they were 14 - the country’s 17- to 19-year-olds had no chance of owning their own wheels. (Bicycles and, for a while, scooters excepted.) This was almost as true in the mid-to-late Seventies as it had been in the mid-to-late Fifties. Britain’s relationship with the subject of American rock’n’roll was the same as its relationship with American movies about cowboys and gangsters and private eyes: a matter of wishful thinking. Fantasy and projection.

From around 1967 onwards, though, popular music splintered into countless sub-genres, and the word ‘rock’ was applied to a bewildering range of music, much of which bore absolutely no relation to the original rock’n’roll of just a decade earlier. Although most of these genres still had at least the tip of their roots in the blues and folk and country and R&B, they not only abandoned many of the sounds and rhythms of yore, but also much of the subject matter. They were no longer about pain and loss as a result of - or celebrations in the face of - hard times. They weren’t even (not that often, anyway) about rampant consumerism and the latest trends, like so much prime-time rock’n’roll had been. Love still hung on in there as a topic, but in an increasingly stylized way. Lyrics became spiritual or philosophical, and then escapist or solipsistic, or fantastic or futurist, or camp or whimsical. A lot of the music became self-indulgent and complex, or laid-back and bland. There were some keepers of the Old School flame. Bruce Springsteen waxed existential about life on wheels; glam rock rejoiced in . . . well, the glamour of riding in high-end automobiles; and when the UK had a rock’n’roll revival in the early Seventies, it proved encouraging to Woody Mellor, who busked Chuck Berry songs on a ukulele, then formed an R&B band called the 101ers, changed his name to Joe Strummer, performed songs like ‘(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66’ and wrote his own Berry-influenced numbers like ‘Motor Boys Motor’ and ‘Steamgauge 99’. But Bruce sounded melodramatic and wounded by the past, glam was pastiche, and the rock’n’roll revival  was faintly grubby nostalgia. Part of what the Class of 1976 UK punk movement set itself up to do was wipe the slate clean, and get back to the original spirit of rock’n’roll; at least, that is, in terms of musical directness and excitement. Subject-wise, though, cars and girls, or - taking it a step further back - lonesome train whistles didn’t quite work anymore.

UK punk’s determination to be authentic meant that it had to reject fantasy Americana and address the shabbier reality of Britain in the late Seventies. The Clash’s debut album opens with ‘Janie Jones’, whose protagonist owns a Ford Cortina that ‘just won’t run without fuel’. In ‘London’s Burning’, the cars zoom ‘up and down the Westway, in and out the lights’ . . . but if they’re going somewhere, the man who watches them from the concrete sidelines certainly isn’t. On the B-side of a single released early in 1978, in a song aptly named ‘The Prisoner’, the Clash envisage escape from the quotidian in terms of ‘bunk[ing] the train to stardom’: even that unlikely opportunity will have to be stolen or sneaked. Other travel is restricted to urgent crosstown dashes by the ever-prosaic bus or Tube (the London Underground rail service) in search of short-term highs and cheap thrills. These transport options are closed networks that turn back on themselves at the city’s edge, limited travel along predetermined routes within strict confines, impeded and slowed by other traffic or devoid of external stimuli, respectively. The Clash’s take on punk delivered a rock that wasn’t locomotive or automotive, but instead expressed frustration at stasis. Is it any coincidence that the punk dance, the pogo, consisted of jumping up and down on the spot?

Even when the Clash got out on the road for their first trip around the country, the December 1976 Sex Pistols-headlined Anarchy tour, the coach drove from town to town and decanted the bands into their hotels . . . where they remained stuck in their rooms, forbidden to play and besieged by the press and, occasionally, religious zealots. The old Situationist graphic reworked by designer Jamie Reid for the cover of the Sex Pistols’ ‘Pretty Vacant’ single says it all: two coaches with destination boards reading BOREDOM and NOWHERE. During 1977 and 1978, the Clash headlined their own UK tours, and finally did get to play. Punk’s preoccupation with offering value for money meant cheap tickets in venues small enough for the audience to see the whites of  their eyes, and cover their guitars in gob, but by the fifth circuit of the same charmless run-down ballrooms and cinemas, that too started to feel a bit like being stuck in a maddening loop.

The overdubs for the Clash’s second album took place in San Francisco in August 1978. Joe Strummer and Mick Jones had finally made it to America. With mixing sessions scheduled for New York, Joe fulfilled a long-held ambition by jumping in a pickup truck with a buddy and driving cross-country via New Orleans. In late September, Paul Simonon and Topper Headon joined the other members of the Clash in New York for the final couple of days’ mixing. A few months later, the Clash were back in the USA for their first tour. It consisted of a mere handful of dates, but offered them their first experience of America by road. They were already thinking in terms of reintroducing the USA to a style of rock’n’roll it had invented but forsaken in favor of Aerosmith and Styx and Journey and Foreigner. There they were - in the company of support act and original rocker Bo Diddley - with their hair slicked back, looking through the coach window at the ever-changing backdrop of the Big Country. With a little imagination, they could see America as it had been for the locomotive and automotive pioneers in the rock’n’roll and pre-rock’n’roll years.

So it’s appropriate that London Calling is bracketed by a car song and a train song. After the fanfare of the opening track, it’s straight into ‘Brand New Cadillac’, the Clash’s reworked version of Vince Taylor and his Playboys’ 1959 original. And, although not credited on the sleeve of the original vinyl double, the album ends with the band’s own chugging, syncopated ‘Train in Vain’, its title intentionally recalling the Robert Johnson-via-the-Stones blues train song ‘Love in Vain’. These songs announce that the Clash have opened up to the music’s past and to its traditions.

When London Calling was released, there was a tendency for a few punk-blinkered reviewers to accuse it of being retrogressive. They looked at the cover and confused black and white with two-dimensional, putting a little too much weight on the Elvis Presley-inspired sleeve design, the band’s image and the theme and style of a couple of the songs. Even the more tuned-in, who noticed there was so much more going on - and even appreciated it - charged the Clash with aspiring to be the new Rolling Stones. They were presumably thinking of the  gumbo of rock and blues and soul the Stones served up on their (exceptional) run of albums from 1968 to 1972 . . . along with the similar outlaw posturing.

Bob Dylan’s the key figure, though. Without Dylan, it is doubtful that either the Stones or the Beatles would have pushed as hard against the lyrically hackneyed as they did. The reference points here are the two albums he released in 1965, Bringing It All Back Home and Highway 61 Revisited. With this brace of going-electric albums, Bob Dylan didn’t just (or even really) say bye to folk and hi to rock: he did something far more complex, and in the process opened up the possibilities and changed the expectations of a certain kind of popular music for ever. Dylan noted ‘It Takes a Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry’. He saw it all ‘From a Buick 6’. Highway 61 - officially Route 61 - not only links the Mississippi Delta to Memphis, thus symbolizing folk blues’s journey up to the big city and metamorphosis into R&B and rock’n’roll, but continues on from there all the way to Dylan’s home town of Hibbing in the frozen north of the USA. It connected him to what was going on in the south of the country, and enabled him to escape from the boondocks, too.

When, metaphorically speaking, he revisited that road, he brought back home all he’d picked up since he’d been away. Not just imagery from folk and country and blues and the Bible and the church and customs and sayings and traditions - what Greil Marcus, writing about Dylan in the only slightly different, slightly later context of the Basement Tapes, brilliantly summed up as ‘the old, weird America’ - but also rock’n’roll and art and surrealist poets and the Beats and the left wing and the underground and newspapers and magazines and the movies and, yeah, even the TV, and the stoners and the speedfreaks and the junkies and all their jive, man - and lo: he combined them to create a new country and a new world. Dylan’s highway was a symbolic route through a rich popular-cultural hinterland that he more than anyone else opened up as fair game for investigation in song.

And what Dylan did with the old and the new in the mid-Sixties with Bringing It All Back Home and Highway 61 Revisited, the Clash did at the close of the Seventies with London Calling. Yes, they took pointers from Dylan, the Beatles, the Stones, Elvis, the Sex Pistols, and all the others who had gone before, but they went their own way.  On a literal level, Route 19 might have been a bus journey across their hometown; but on a whole other level, it was absolute freedom to go wherever they pleased.

This book sets out to recreate the trip.






1 From the World’s End ...

Eclectic Experience, Punk Purism, Reggae Relaxation and American Aspirations

‘I think your sound is a reflection of your personality. It’s the culmination of all your experiences to date, so no matter who you are you’re going to sound different, you’re going to sound like you when you play that guitar . . . When I play it, you’re hearing my life come out in microcosm.’ That’s what Mick Jones - touchingly hesitantly - said in Don Letts’s London Calling documentary, The Last Testament (2004). There’s a science to musical structure and theory, and certain notes and combinations of notes have been proven to provoke certain responses, but there’s no science to overall feel. That’s where art and craft and emotion and intuition come in. It’s perhaps easier for us to believe that lyrics have a direct relation to experience, because more of us are used to expressing ourselves in words than in music. Listening closely to London Calling does not reveal everything about the Clash members’ musical and cultural backgrounds - their experience of life - but it does reveal a lot. Conversely, while an investigation of the band members’ histories doesn’t suddenly spotlight London Calling from all angles, it does allow a few previously obscured features to emerge from the shadows.

Joe Strummer embarked upon his first world tour before he was even born. That much is indicated by a pie chart he drew in one of his notebooks - displayed at the Joe Strummer: Past, Present & Future exhibition at the London Print Studios from 4 to 18 September 2004 - in  order to compare his own Heinz 57 pedigree to that of his bandmate Mick Jones. The half of Joe’s pie given over to his maternal lineage was Scottish, thanks to his mother, Anna Mackenzie. The other half of the pie reveals that Joe was a quarter English, an eighth Armenian and an eighth German. His father, Ron Mellor, was born and raised in India; and because Ron was serving there with the Foreign Office at the time, John Mellor - later Joe Strummer - was himself born in Ankara, Turkey, on 21 August 1952. Over the next seven years, Ron’s job took the family to Cairo, Mexico City and Bonn, Germany.

There had been visits home before, but it was 1959 before the family returned to the UK. Ron bought a bungalow in Warlingham, near Croydon, and Joe and his older brother David attended a local primary school for the next couple of years. Ron’s stint in London was always intended to be a relatively brief hiatus in a globetrotting career. In 1962 he was posted to Tehran, Iran, and he and his wife left their sons to board at the City of London Freemen’s School (CLFS), a minor public school near Epsom, Surrey. The boys visited their parents during the school holidays, and the arrangement continued when Ron was posted to Blantyre, Malawi, in 1966. As Joe later noted, it wasn’t much of a family life, and he felt like he’d been left to fend for himself. He didn’t apply himself to his studies at school, but did learn self-reliance and distrust of authority.

His relationship with popular music also began at CFLS. He bought the Beatles’ ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ when Beatlemania hit big in 1963, and over the next couple of years also fell for the Rolling Stones, the Beach Boys, Them, the Yardbirds, the Kinks, and the Who. While visiting his parents in Tehran, he bought an EP called This is Chuck Berry, with sleeve notes by Guy Stevens. It included ‘Bye Bye Johnny’ (1960), Chuck’s sequel-cum-rewrite of his autobiographical signature tune ‘Johnny B. Goode’ (1958). Joe was surprised to learn that Berry had written all of the songs, including ‘Rock and Roll Music’ (1957), which he had previously presumed to be by the Beatles. Inspired to track back, it wasn’t long before he also discovered Bo Diddley and the likes of Bukka White.

Record sleeve notes were scoured for information, as was the Melody Maker. By 1967 Joe was listening to Jimi Hendrix and Cream, by the following year Fleetwood Mac and Canned Heat, then the year after that Led Zeppelin. When old favorites the Stones entered their dark,  spooked and rootsy golden age, he was suitably prepped to appreciate it, and even Captain Beefheart’s bizarre Trout Mask Replica (1969). He began attending festivals and concerts. Joe was no different from most music enthusiasts in their teens and early twenties, in that his tastes followed the times. He was open to what was new and of the moment. The way he differed from most was that he remained equally intrigued by where it all came from.

Although music was his main passion, it wasn’t the only one. He liked all kinds of movies, but especially those that complemented the - in his own words - ‘completely dazzling picture’ that his love of its various musics had already given him of America: gangster flicks, film noir thrillers, war movies and Westerns. London might have been swinging, but, like John Lennon before him, Joe had been half-American since he first heard a rock’n’roll record, though - not having been there - his America was entirely mythic. An avid reader, as a schoolboy he was a particular fan of the works of T. E. Lawrence - aka Lawrence of Arabia - which, bearing in mind his father’s early-Sixties posting, his own place of birth and early experience of globetrotting, is perhaps not surprising. Later, Beat writers Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg took him off down other roads. His funny bone was touched by Monty Python and cult US cartoonists Robert Crumb and Gilbert Shelton (creator of the Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers).

The cartoonists also appealed to his artistic side: Joe would continue to draw his own cartoons for years. Several featured a recurring character called Gonad, but his most oft-visited subject was Cowboys and Indians. The possibility of pursuing a career as a cartoonist contributed to his decision to apply to the Central School of Art in London. Shortly before he took his place there, his brother David - just 19 years old - committed suicide. It was a devastating event, though the impact was not so much instant as insidious.

Living in student accommodation in Battersea, Joe befriended singer-songwriter Tymon Dogg, who made ends meet by busking. Over the next year, Joe began to live an increasingly hippy lifestyle, dabbling with LSD, listening to singer-songwriters like Leonard Cohen, James Taylor and Carole King, in addition to Bob Dylan’s equally laid-back early-Seventies output. Dylan gave Joe another trail to follow, back to Woody Guthrie. John Mellor adopted the pseudonym  Woody at this time, the chrysalis stage for his 1975 transformation into Joe Strummer.

Joe quit his art school course in 1971, but didn’t feel any incentive to get a steady job. His retro tendencies began to gain ascendancy the following spring, when Tymon taught Joe some tunes, so that he too could earn a little money busking on the London Underground. Joe’s choice of instrument, a ukulele, and ability, barely existent, dictated that these be easy to bash out; his preferred time to play - pub closing time - required that the material be familiar and immediate. His early repertoire consisted of songs like Chuck Berry’s ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’ (1958) and Elvis Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ (1956). Bo Diddley had started out as a busker, and had street-tested his beat for years before landing a recording contract. Joe performed Bo’s own ‘Mona’ (1957) and the Stones’ Diddleyfied remake of Buddy Holly’s ‘Not Fade Away’ (1964). By summer, he had moved to guitar, on which he could just about manage Chuck’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’.

After being evicted from a couple of flats in quick succession - the second experience resulting in the destruction of his record collection - a dispirited Joe retreated to his parents’ bungalow in Warlingham. In an attempt to put his enforced suburban sabbatical to good use, he had swapped a camera for an old drum kit. As quickly became evident, though, while it’s easy to play the drums badly, it’s not quite so easy to play them well. Temporarily relocating to Wales, where a couple of his former Central contemporaries were at Newport Art School, Joe took his guitar along with a view to putting in some hard practicing. Initially, he stayed with a friend who had a piano, and dabbled on that too, but his musical talents remained rudimentary.

The working-class communities of Wales were still old school in their musical tastes: it’s no coincidence that they were producing back-to-basics-style rock’n’roll acts like Shakin’ Stevens and the Sunsets and Crazy Cavan and the Rhythm Rockers at this time, both of which acts Joe went to see. The art school had its own version, the Rip-Off Park All Stars. They fell apart shortly after Joe arrived, but he was quick to inveigle his way into the band that grew out of their ashes, the Vultures: he offered them the use of his drum kit, on the condition that he could be the singer. Although themselves technically limited, the other band members refused to let him play anything but very occasional guitar. In addition to a few less retrospectively hip  numbers by Jethro Tull and Focus, their repertoire included the Who’s ‘I Can’t Explain’ (1965), the Nashville Teens’ ‘Tobacco Road’ (1964) and, latterly, ‘Johnny B. Goode’.

The Vultures gradually disintegrated, and in summer 1974 Joe returned to London, settling into the Maida Hill squatting community at 101 Walterton Road. Not for the first time, Joe voiced his interest in becoming a rock star. The band that became the 101ers began rehearsing in the squat’s basement shortly after he moved in. The original outfit were a ramshackle seven-plus-piece band, invariably billed as an R&B orchestra. The six-song repertoire for their September 1974 debut included Them’s ‘Gloria’ (1964), Chuck Berry’s ‘No Particular Place to Go’ (1964) and ‘Roll Over Beethoven’, and Larry Williams’s ‘Bony Moronie’ (1957), all of which would become permanent fixtures in the band’s repertoire.

Necessity might have been the mother of invention in those early days, but the 101ers’ decision to stick with hard and fast R&B with a strong Fifties and early Sixties feel - in the vein of the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds, the Animals, Them and even the Kinks and the Who when they first started - is almost certainly attributable to Dr. Feelgood, who took the London pub scene by storm in mid-1974. Now tending to monitor the music scene via the New Musical Express (NME), Joe first saw the Feelgoods at the end of the summer, and watched as they toughened up their act, honed their image, and secured a record deal in relatively quick succession. Over the next few months, the 101ers gradually stripped away the excess baggage, until they too were an edgy four-piece with a Wilko Johnson-style manic guitarist: Joe Strummer. Nor was Joe done borrowing elements of stagecraft: he saw Bruce Springsteen’s much-hyped Hammersmith Odeon gig on 24 November 1975, and began to throw a little of Bruce’s grandstanding showmanship into his act for good measure.

The 101ers’ repertoire increased, but didn’t change its basic character. Although eclectic, the cover versions remained retro, drawn from the dark back alleys where the blues first met country with a little rock’n’roll on their minds. The band’s repertoire included at least half a dozen more Chuck Berry songs, two or three Bo Diddley tunes, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, Gene Vincent’s ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’ (1956), Little Richard’s ‘Slippin’ and Slidin’ (1956), a few early Stones and Beatles numbers, the Small Faces’ ‘Sha-La-La-La-Lee’ (1966), and ‘Junco  Partner’ (1952), as learned from a version played by Dr. John. Bassist Maurice ‘Mole’ Chesterton loved reggae, so occasionally, they’d soundcheck with a version of Desmond Dekker’s ‘Israelites’ (1969) with Mole on vocals, but the 101ers only really had one direction and they lit out along it full speed ahead. Mole would be sacked en route; and guitarist Clive Timperley and Mole’s replacement Dan Kelleher would ultimately also be found wanting because they failed to contribute enough in terms of stage performance to Strummer’s declared goal of Maximum Impact.

The other weapon Dr. Feelgood had in their arsenal was Johnson’s ability to write strong originals in the style of the band’s covers. Joe had attempted to write a couple of songs in his last days in Newport, including a skit on his art-school dropout status called ‘Crummy Bum Blues’. Tentatively, at first, and then with growing confidence and frequency, Joe now started to write for the 101ers, coming up with lyrics and basic chord progressions to which various of his bandmates would bring changes, melodies and the finer points of arrangement. First came ‘Keys to Your Heart’, then another dozen or so songs like the automotive ‘Motor Boys Motor’ and ‘5 Star Rock’n’Roll Petrol’, the locomotive ‘Steamgauge 99’ and the hedonistic ‘Letsagetabitarockin’. While these all betrayed a strong Chuck Berry influence, another of Joe’s songs was even more overt in its celebration of influence: ‘Bo Diddley’s Six Gun Blues’. By early 1976 Joe was inching closer to establishing a voice of his own - again following the lead of Wilko Johnson - and writing lyrics touching on the London lowlife sleaze of ‘Rabies (From the Dogs of Love)’ and - after a Johnny Cash-style gig at Wandsworth Prison where the 101ers played a themed set of prison-related rockers - ‘Lonely Mother’s Son’, a song that, with some new verses, would be recorded by the Clash in 1978 as ‘Jail Guitar Doors’.

Even in Newport, Joe’s defensiveness about the material he was limited to by ability had begun hardening into defiance. When with the 101ers in 1975, he told the Melody Maker that music had been going up a blind alley since 1967. So he’d already written off the last eight years. In spring 1976 would come his exposure to both the Sex Pistols as a live act and the Ramones’ first recorded testament. After that, he’d write off just about everything else as well: not just contemporary prog, dinosaur and West Coast bands, not just solipsistic and fey singer-songwriters, but also all the pre-1967 music he’d been playing  with the 101ers and the Vultures and on a ukulele on the London Underground.

Joe knew all about the importance of flash, attitude and verbals in rock’n’roll. He looked around him on stage with his latest band, and then looked in the mirror when he got home, and - always given to the harsh assessment, especially of his own endeavors - saw himself and the rest of the 101ers as a bunch of guys with outmoded musical tastes and values, dirty jumble-sale late-hippy clothes, long, unstyled hair, and no chance in hell of climbing any further up the ladder. The 101ers belonged to an era that was about to end, as did the current incarnation of Joe Strummer. The future - even if it was to be No Future - belonged to the likes of Johnny Rotten. Joe was ready for Year Zero and the Clash.

Mick Jones’s early life was also not without its displacements and abandonments. Even if the larger physical distances involved were covered by people other than himself, these shifts would exert as great an influence upon him as the pull of the moon does upon the tides. And even if his entire first-hand experience of the world prior to the Clash did not extend much beyond London, the moves Mick would make within the city’s boundaries during his childhood would each require significant readjustment not only to surroundings but also to circumstance. Like Joe Strummer, with his immediate environment and family life subject to frequent disruption, Mick would look elsewhere for the pillars and touchstones of his existence.

The pie charts Joe Strummer sketched in one of his notebooks comparing his and Mick’s genealogical make-up (as displayed at the  Joe Strummer: Past, Present & Future exhibition) show Mick as half English, a quarter Welsh, an eighth Irish and an eighth Russian. This breakdown is at best approximate. Mick’s mother, Renee, was of Russo-Jewish stock. Her father, Morris Zegansky, was born in Russia, and although her mother, Stella Class, was born in Whitechapel, her family had also fled the Russian pogroms. The marriage did not last: during the next decade Morris and Stella divorced, and at the start of the Second World War, Stella and Renee moved into the newly built Christchurch House, on Christchurch Road, just south of Brixton in Streatham.

To the young Renee, America - as represented on the airwaves and silver screen, and as embodied by the slick-talking, confident servicemen  posted over here from over there - seemed impossibly glamorous in comparison to a Britain enduring the privations first of a lengthy war and then of the following, seemingly interminable, period of austerity. At the age of 19, like her father before her, she tried to stow away on a ship bound for a better future, this time in the States. Unlike him, she was discovered and sent back. Instead, she married Tommy Jones, a taxi driver from Clapham. As his surname hints, his family roots were in Wales. Tommy had spent part of his National Service in Israel, but wanted to stay in London. Their only child, Michael Jones, was born on 26 June 1955.

Elvis Presley and rock’n’roll rekindled Renee’s love affair with America and encouraged a sense of dissatisfaction with her lot. The marriage quickly became combative. For the last year or two Tommy and Renee remained together, whenever they wanted to enjoy their periods of truce, or to row without an audience, they would give Mick money to go out and amuse himself. He would go to double-bill movies at the Classic in Brixton on his own, often sitting through both films twice. On other occasions he would explore London with a cheap Red Rover bus pass, visiting all the landmarks and sights. At a very young age, Mick was aware of being a Londoner at a time when London was perceived to be the coolest place on the planet. As there was no musical generation gap in the Jones household, he soaked up the latest sounds, and gave his first concert on the lawn out front of Christchurch House, miming along to the Beatles’ ‘She Loves You’ with a tennis racket as his guitar. By the mid-Sixties, he was a member of the fan clubs of the Animals and the Kinks. Ray Davies’s melodies and London-centric lyrics made the latter band especially dear to his heart.

By 1964 Tommy and Renee had split up and divorced. Tommy departed for the southern limits of London. Renee married an American and moved there, eventually settling in unglamorous industrial Michigan. Mick was left in Christchurch House with his Nan - Stella - and a profound feeling of rejection. Renee did keep in regular contact, sending Mick comics and, later, music magazines. That his mother was in America was enough in itself to convey an irresistible appeal of that country for Mick, but the fact that her gifts inevitably celebrated American popular culture made it even more attractive. Renee’s fascination with glamour rubbed off on her son. He came to  love the idea of fame in all its manifestations: from comic superheroes to movie stars to pop stars.

Although he was three years younger, Mick was moving freely around London on his own when Joe was living a regulated life in the leafy lanes out beyond suburbia . . . but a Red Rover doth not a street urchin make, and there was a cosseted element to Mick’s experience: he had a bedroom of his own, and a doting grandmother to attend to his needs. In autumn 1966 he was accepted by Strand School, a selective and strict grammar school with just 500 pupils, conveniently situated just around the corner from Christchurch House.

For years it seemed as though Mick was destined to live vicariously, as a fan. Even his love of football manifested itself as hanging around hotels where the big name players stayed when playing in the capital, and asking them for autographs. By 1967, though, music had taken over. Mick listened to blues and underground music on John Peel’s  Perfumed Garden show on Radio London. Purchased the following year, his first two albums were Cream’s Disraeli Gears and the Jimi Hendrix Experience’s Smash Hits. Not long afterwards, Stella took Mick to live with her sister and sister-in-law in Park West, another flat block towards the Marble Arch end of Edgware Road. This new central location meant it was now even easier for him to visit Swinging Sixties London hotspots like the Kings Road and Carnaby Street, and he and his friends regularly spent Saturdays staking out the homes of Rolling Stones Mick Jagger and Keith Richards in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea.

Park West was also just around the corner from Hyde Park, and the first live gigs Mick attended were free shows there. Both the nature of the events and the type of bands they showcased furthered Mick’s immersion in the culture of what was then not yet even known as ‘rock music’. The Hyde Park gigs were organized as an extension of the late Sixties underground clubs UFO and Middle Earth. They were the brainchild of Peter Jenner and Andrew King of Blackhill Enterprises, the Notting Hill-based bookers for underground scene bands like Tyrannosaurus Rex and Pink Floyd. The first show Mick saw took place on 27 July 1968 and featured Traffic, the Nice and the Pretty Things. Later that summer came two more shows featuring the likes of Fleetwood Mac, Fairport Convention, the Move and the Strawbs. The following year’s Hyde Park events kicked off on 7 June with Blind Faith headlining, a concert that attracted 120,000 people.  Nine days after his fourteenth birthday, Mick was present at the most famous of the shows: held on 5 July, it was headlined by the Rolling Stones and dedicated to founder member Brian Jones, who had drowned in his swimming pool just two days earlier.

Back at school in the autumn, Mick turned up for a maths lesson to find himself sitting next to Robin Crocker. Robin was a year older, but being forced to resit a year because of his incessant trouble making. Mick and Robin fought, and then bonded over their subsequent punishment. Mick could now count on the bolder and more streetwise Robin as a concert-going buddy. Another London underground venture had started in autumn 1969. The underground’s first musical event, Barry Miles’s launch party for underground newspaper the International Times  (IT) had taken place at the Roundhouse in Camden Town back in 1966, and both the UFO and Middle Earth clubs had later spent their dying days there. Now the venue became home to the scene’s latest - and last - regular club event, Implosion. Among Implosion’s co-founders was Caroline Coon, an IT contributor and mainstay of Release, an organization dedicated to providing legal advice to drug-busted hippies. Implosion lasted all day every Sunday, cost just a few pence to get in, and offered several bands plus a DJ playing records in the breaks. At Robin Crocker’s instigation, he and Mick would usually bunk in anyway, setting something of a precedent - whenever possible - for future gig-going activities. Some big names did appear at the Roundhouse during this time - the Who and Stones among them - but it was more common to see Ladbroke Grove outfits like the Pink Fairies, the Edgar Broughton Band and Hawkwind, whose ubiquity and willingness to play for peanuts or nothing for any cause or no reason had earned them the status of ‘people’s bands’. In summer 1970 Mick also attended the Phun City festival near Worthing to see the MC5, Detroit’s high-energy rebel rock band, on their first visit to the UK.

As Seventies cynicism set in, the underground scene dissipated, and the British music scene became, like the American one, more success and status oriented - the music business - Implosion became a showcase for new groups hoping they were on the way up, but more often than not finding out they were going nowhere. This distinction meant little to Mick. He was young, and it was all bright lights and loud noise to him. Implosion would finally live up to its name in 1973 - though the Roundhouse’s tradition of multi-band showcase gigs would  continue well into the punk era - but long before then Mick and his friends had started going to more conventional rock shows on a regular basis, seeing just about anyone anywhere. He read the music press, especially the NME, and bought all the records he could afford.

The Stones’ early-Seventies Tax Exile on Main Street made them appear increasingly remote from their audience. This was great news for two spin-off bands from the Small Faces: Steve Marriott’s ever-so-earthy Humble Pie and, especially, the Faces, whose boozy, bawdy and bovversome image, presentation and songs made them not so much the perfect people’s band as the perfect lads’ band. Mick and Robin loved them. Robin had introduced Mick to some older boys, including Kelvin Black lock and John Brown, who also attended Strand Grammar, and who shared their enthusiasm for rock’n’roll music. Free were highly popular in their circle, but the schoolfriends’ allegiance increasingly shifted towards another new British band, Mott the Hoople. A hard-rockin’, no-nonsense combo put together and managed by Guy Stevens - by then an A&R man for Island Records - and fronted by Ian Hunter, their accessibility and exhilarating live shows ensured they built up a loyal following of young rock’n’roll fans. Their road manager, Stan Tippins, would let regulars in through the back doors for free, and the Strand boys further cut down on expenses by bunking trains to Mott gigs around the country. By early 1972 Mick had caught the glam bug, getting into Slade, T.Rex, David Bowie and Alice Cooper in quick succession. Thanks to Bowie’s gift of ‘All the Young Dudes’, Mott soon went glam, too.

Kelvin Blacklock, John Brown and a couple of others had started fooling around in a rehearsal band together playing R&B, because it was all they could manage. When, in May 1972, encouraged by Ian Hunter, Schoolgirl began playing low-key gigs in and around London, Mick Jones acted as roadie, but whenever he got the chance, he would slip behind the drum kit and teach himself the basics. The hapless Schoolgirl fell apart that October.

Mick’s mother Renee used to send two of the leading American music publications of the day, Rock Scene and the highly irreverent  Creem, which featured the standard-setting rock journalism of Lester Bangs, among others. Being based in Detroit, Creem reflected that city’s penchant for no-bullshit, street-smart, high-energy rock’n’roll. Mick’s interest in the Motor City’s home-grown talents the MC5 was  rekindled. He also discovered Iggy Pop and the Stooges, being part of the audience who saw the band’s legendary show at the King’s Cross Cinema in London on 15 July 1972. He saw the New York Dolls on The Old Grey Whistle Test on TV and also live, supporting the Faces at Wembley Pool on 29 October 1972. Bangs’s pro-proto-punk outpourings also inspired Mick to investigate the 1972 Nuggets compilation of Sixties-vintage garage rock. London’s independent record stalls, especially Rock On!, enabled Mick to track down other genre gems, from the Flamin’ Groovies to the Standells.

Around the same time, Mick and Stella found themselves moving home again, to flat number 111 on the eighteenth floor of Wilmcote House, a 20-story high-rise council tower block just off the Harrow Road, to the north of Notting Hill. It was in the tiny second bedroom here that Mick spent hours learning to play guitar, after Robin taught him a few chords. Mick admits that his main motivation in electing to go to Hammersmith Art School was to meet someone with whom he could form a band. It didn’t work out. He asked Schoolgirl’s former bassist John Brown to teach him bass in order to increase his opportunities. Instead, the two hit it off so well that, in May 1974, they decided to stick with their current instruments and form a band together. The lessons weren’t wasted, though: Mick’s familiarity with the other instruments used in the standard rock band line-up would stand him in good stead later on.

When the Delinquents launched themselves in September 1974 - at almost exactly the same time as Joe Strummer’s 101ers - although heavily influenced by Mott the Hoople and Free spin-off band the Sharks, they were already advertising themselves as ‘loud and punky’, and including covers of songs by the MC5 and the Flamin’ Groovies in their set alongside originals, most of them Mick’s. He taught himself to write as he taught himself to play, using a reel-to-reel tape recorder to make home demos. The Delinquents lasted for just nine gigs at various art schools and a couple of minor London pub venues before half their number revealed themselves to be anything but untamed youth, and left to go straight.

Late in 1974, Mott frontman Ian Hunter published Diary of a Rock’n’Roll Star, which an undeterred Mick adopted as his own guidebook to rock stardom. By this stage, though, his passion for the New York Dolls was at its height. In January 1975, he and John Brown started  putting together another band, this time with the ambition to play similarly decadent and debauched rock’n’roll. By the spring, they had a flash guitarist and good-looking drummer, and a repertoire including the Rolling Stones’ 1970 live version of Chuck Berry’s ‘Little Queenie’ (1959), the Yardbirds’ 1965 version of Mose Allison’s ‘I’m Not Talking’ (1964), the Standells’ ‘Sometimes Good Guys Don’t Wear White’ (1966), and a number of originals by Mick.

They brought in former Schoolgirl vocalist and Strand old boy Kelvin Black lock, which ultimately led to a power struggle. Kelvin wanted the band to perform his songs, and also wanted to link the band up with former Mott the Hoople producer Guy Stevens. Guy assumed control, changed the band’s name from Little Queenie to Violent Luck, and - as if to illustrate that concept - ousted Mick from his own group.

Mick dusted himself down and within days formed a new partnership with a bassist called Tony James. In mid-July 1975 they placed a Melody Maker ad for additional musicians. Lead guitarist Brian James played them a tape of his band Bastard, based in Belgium, which impressed them, but said he wouldn’t be available until October. In the interim period, Mick and Tony met Bernie Rhodes at a Deaf School gig. Bernie had been involved in printing and designing some of the T-shirts Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood sold in their Kings Road shop, Sex. From late 1974, while Malcolm had been away in the USA trying and failing to hold the New York Dolls together as their makeshift manager, Bernie had done some preparatory work with a young London band that liked to hang around the Sex shop. Upon Malcolm’s return from the States in mid-1975, he and Bernie had resumed plotting to instigate a street-level music movement. In New York Malcolm had witnessed the scene centered on CBGBs club. Back in 1974 poet Patti Smith had formed a punk-style band with Nuggets compiler Lenny Kaye, and not long afterwards the original version of Television - formed by childhood friends Tom Verlaine and Richard Hell - had started playing the club. The Ramones and a slew of other bands had followed their lead. It was Bernie who nominated Johnny Rotten as frontman for the Sex Pistols, but when he asked for an equal partnership in managing the band, Malcolm refused and pushed him out. In conversation with Mick and Tony, though, Bernie claimed he was still Malcolm’s close associate. As they  knew about Malcolm’s involvement with the Dolls, they were impressed no end.

Bernie became their unofficial manager, despite being unhappy with the band name Mick and Tony wanted to use: London SS. He found them a basement rehearsal room in the red-light district of Praed Street, underneath a café where they could hang out and quiz prospective new bandmates when Brian James returned from Belgium. As well as covers of the Flamin’ Groovies’ ‘Slow Death’ (1972), the Strangeloves’ ‘Night Time’ (1966), the MC5’s ‘Ramblin’ Rose’ (1969), the Modern Lovers’ ‘Roadrunner’ (1972) and the Standells’ ‘Barracuda’ (1967), the band’s repertoire consisted of a mixture of Brian’s songs and Mick’s songs. Tony did write, but concentrated more on lyrics. For the next three months, they strove to complete the line-up by running ads in the Melody Maker. Among the drummers auditioned: Nick Headon was offered the position but went off with a soul band instead; Terry Chimes was told to wait for a call; Rat Scabies sat in for a while, before Mick and Tony decided his face didn’t fit; and Roland Hot lasted longer than most. Roland was accompanied to his audition by his friend Paul Simonon, whose looks impressed the others enough to ask him to try out on vocals. His voice put paid to that possibility.

Brian James had little interest in how the candidates looked. Mick and Tony were aware of the whole gamut of proto-punk possibilities, but cleaved to the high-concept glam style of the New York Dolls. Although Patti Smith’s Horses was released in the UK in December 1975, precious little other music had emerged from the contemporary New York scene. It had received enthusiastic coverage in Rock Scene  and a couple of write-ups in UK music papers Melody Maker and NME, but was still a relatively well-kept secret. Bernie trusted Malcolm’s conviction that the ragged urchin look of the New York punks was the way forward, and endeavored to wake up his protégés to the fact that the long-haired pouting and preening of the New York Dolls was passé, and it was time for a new thing. Finally, he brought Malcolm along to a London SS rehearsal, and Malcolm obliged with a thumbs down. Sick of all the talking, Brian James left to form the Damned with his favorite London SS reject, Rat Scabies.

Bernie took a good look at what he had left. Much as he had previously done with the Pistols, he had been encouraging Mick and Tony to think about goals other than rock stardom and subject matter other  than romance or fantasy. As a duo, Mick and Tony continued to reinforce each other’s dreams and aspirations, and were still pig-headed enough to fight for doing things their way. Following the divide-and-conquer principle, Bernie first berated Tony for being too middle-class and predictable, both lyrically and personally, and then fired him - Mick’s best friend - in January 1976. Belatedly fully embracing the Rhodes Principle, Tony went on to write the punk-pop anthem lyrics for Generation X.

Although, at the time the band formed, he would be the only member of the Clash who had seen the MC5, the Stooges, the Dolls and Lou Reed, and could genuinely call himself a fan of garage and proto-punk rock, Mick’s own songs were more typical of the Nuggets  end of the spectrum. They were upbeat melodic guitar pop songs exploring teen romance themes, albeit with a cheeky twist or sharp edge, like ‘Ooh, Baby, Ooh (It’s Not Over)’ ‘1-2 (Crush on You)’, ‘I’m So Bored with You’, ‘Deny’ and ‘Protex Blue’. Bernie didn’t think much of Mick’s lyrics, and didn’t respect the craft of the tunesmith enough for it to be a major factor in his decision to persevere with him. More important to Bernie was the fact that Mick worked hard, consistently produced raw material, and was both passionate and determined. On his own, now, and depressed by the failure of London SS - his third band in two years - Mick was also more malleable than before. Not that Bernie had to work too hard to beat him into shape: as soon as Mick saw the Sex Pistols at Andrew Logan’s party on 14 February 1976 the light went on and his commitment to Bernie’s vision was total. There would be a couple more false starts, including a partnership with Chrissie Hynde: she helped Mick polish a couple of his lyrics and also cut his waist-length hair, but she refused to take direction from Bernie, instead going on to form the Pretenders.

At a Roxy Music concert, Mick met Alan Drake and Viv Albertine, who were squatting a flat at 22 Davis Road in Shepherd’s Bush. It wasn’t long before Mick started hanging around there as well. As a result, the first-floor squat became the latest hub of Bernie’s efforts to build a band around him. A friend of Alan’s called Keith Levene turned out to be a precociously talented guitarist, with an aggressive, questioning attitude that impressed Bernie. Remembering Paul Simonon’s audition for the London SS, Bernie persuaded Mick to invite him to join, too.

Paul Gustave Simonon was born on 15 December 1955 in Thornton Heath, three miles south of Brixton in south London. His mother, Elaine, was just 19, and a librarian. His father, Gustave Antoine Simonon, known as Antony, was 20, just coming to the end of his National Service with East Kent regiment the Buffs. The couple had married in a Catholic church in Streatham a few months before. Elaine was English and Paul’s father was of French origin.

Like Mick Jones’s father, Tommy, Antony spent part of his National Service abroad and it had proved a life-changing experience. The Buffs were posted to Kenya between April 1953 and December 1954 to assist with the suppression of the so-called Mau Mau rebellion. At the time, Antony had been considerably younger than his son would be when he joined the Clash, and it would have been impossible for him to avoid witnessing some gruesome sights. The biographical notes accompanying an exhibition of Antony’s paintings at the Raw Arts Festival in August 2004 described him as ‘one of many traumatized by his army experiences in Kenya’. In those days, such trauma went largely undiagnosed, untreated and undiscussed. Antony’s desire to study art after leaving school had been thwarted by his obligatory spell in the armed forces. Immediately afterwards it was thwarted by the demands of family life. At the same time, the aftermath of his recent experiences made it difficult for him to settle to any job or stay in any location for long, and the family moved often.

Although in interviews Paul prefers to dwell on the time he lived in south London, specifically Brixton, his parents’ nomadic lifestyle initially took the family on a whistlestop tour of largely well-to-do south-east English towns. Paul’s brother Nick was born in Ramsgate in 1959. By autumn 1961, though, the Simonons were living just off Ladbroke Grove in Notting Hill, an area with cheap housing, a large West Indian community, and considerable racial tension. Paul was therefore the first member of the Clash to live in the area that would become so closely associated with the band. By 1964 the family had moved to Shakespeare Road in Brixton, an area with a similar demographic, culture and underlying unease. Although it was hardly a new experience after Notting Hill, Paul was now of an age when he was spending more time hanging around on the street, playing with friends from families of Jamaican origin, and hearing Jamaican music. Antony  also began a tradition of taking Paul along to see action films on Saturday mornings.

Paul’s parents split up when he was roughly the same age Mick was when his parents went their separate ways. Shortly after Antony moved out, Elaine’s new partner Michael Short, a pianist and composer, moved in. This presaged another upheaval. In early 1966 Michael accepted a scholarship to study music in Italy for a year, and Elaine and her sons went too. Ultimately, his time abroad meant that Paul missed a year of schooling. When his new family unit returned to London, again settling close to Brixton in Herne Hill, he soon began attending William Penn School on Red Post Hill. Before long, he became part of the sk inhead youth cult, devoting his time to posing, causing trouble and dancing to early reggae instrumentals at Streatham Locarno (see ‘The Guns of Brixton’ in Part 4). By autumn 1970 Paul had been playing truant for most of the year, warring with his ‘stepfather’.

His mother’s solution was to send him to live with his father at 27 Faraday Road, off Ladbroke Grove, a tiny flat where his bed was set up in the kitchen. Antony gave Paul chores, including housework, and made him deliver Communist Party leaflets door-to-door. Antony had a job manning a stall on Portobello Market; Paul was persuaded to get one, too. Although the idea of the move was to keep him away from bad influences, Paul was living in a similar inner-city area, and his new school - Isaac Newton in Wornington Road - was no better than his last. He still ran wild whenever he could, a tendency which only calmed down when he became aware of the opposite sex, and vice versa. He was still more interested in street style than music. By 1972 he had adopted the then-popular Budg ie look, the feathered blonde haircut and dandy threads sported by Adam Faith on the TV series about the perennial London loser of the same name, and by early 1976 he was affecting David Bowie’s plastic soulboy look. He was briefly infatuated with the Sensational Alex Harvey Band after seeing them play at the Hammersmith Odeon in 1975, but that was about the extent of his interest in contemporary rock music.

Father and son resumed movie-going together in Notting Hill. Most of the heroes of Paul’s mid-teens derived from the silver screen, from films involving war, gangsters, cowboys, guns and hard men. Circumstances had prevented Antony from going to art school, but  he had continued to pursue his interest in art throughout Paul’s youth. The Faraday Road flat was crammed with Antony’s work. Having copied his father’s pictures as a child, Paul now began to paint alongside him: it was another pastime he and Antony could share, and his enthusiasm grew as his own talent became evident. In 1973 his father retrained as an art teacher and moved to 61 Western Avenue, the western continuation of the Westway in East Acton. Despite his school’s poor standards, Paul was encouraged by one of his teachers, and by his parents, to apply for art school, and after spending a year working on a portfolio he was accepted on a foundation course at the Byam Shaw School of Art in Notting Hill. During this period, he continued to live with Antony, though home life had again become complicated: Antony was by now involved with fellow teacher Marion Clarke, and they married towards the end of 1975, as did Paul’s mother Elaine and Michael Short.

Paul enjoyed the social life at the Byam Shaw, but couldn’t get to grips with the teaching style. In autumn 1975 he was asked to resit his foundation year. A couple of months later, he failed his ‘audition’ as vocalist for the London SS, but Bernie Rhodes couldn’t help noticing that Paul had the right kind of style and look for the kind of band he had in mind: he was tall, thin and strikingly good-looking and had always favored short hair. It was, eventually, decided that he would play bass: never having played before was not seen as an obstacle. Bernie certainly didn’t worry about such minor considerations. He had seen Steve Jones of the Sex Pistols master guitar in a matter of a few months, and knew that Richard Hell had only picked up a bass when he and Tom Verlaine formed Television. He had proposed Johnny Rotten for the Pistols without ever hearing him sing. For his part, Mick Jones was comforted by the fact that Stu Sutcliffe had been a cool-looking art-school student who couldn’t play bass when his friend John Lennon recruited him for the Beatles. Paul was won over to the idea after seeing the Sex Pistols at the Nashville in April 1976. He was already spending a lot of time at the Davis Road squat, which was not far from Western Avenue. It wasn’t long before he dropped out of art school, and moved in. Shortly afterwards, Bernie instigated the recruitment of Joe Strummer.

Although Terry Chimes, the Clash’s original drummer, would attempt to hand his notice in within six months of joining the band  in June 1976, he wouldn’t quite get away until March 1977, when the Clash finally managed to find an acceptable replacement.

Philip Headon and Margaret Williams were born, grew up, met and got married in Wales. They both trained as teachers, and afterwards moved where job opportunities dictated. First stop was Bromley in Kent, where Nick ‘Topper’ Headon was born on 30 May 1955 and spent his early childhood first attending the primary school where his father taught, then going on to secondary school in Dartford. He grew up with music in the house. Margaret liked the Beatles, and Topper’s own tastes moved on to the Who and the Blues Boom bands of the late Sixties, including Canned Heat. He learned to play basic acoustic guitar. When he was 13, his father was offered a headship in Dover on the south coast of the county, so the family moved there. Topper began to attend Dover Grammar School. Finding it hard to adjust, he overcompensated by misbehaving and clowning around for attention. Never academically inclined, he eventually stopped trying altogether, reserving his interest for music and football.

At 14 he broke his leg so badly playing football that he had to spend several months in a cast, followed by several more convalescing at home. This ultimately required him to resit a year at school, adding to his sense of dislocation. Even in the short term, the enforced confinement was purgatory for the normally highly active teenager, and Topper began to show symptoms of depression. When the cast came off, in order to help him build up strength in his damaged leg, and allow him to blow off a little steam, his parents gave in to his pleas for a drum kit. Already showing signs of the addictive personality that would manifest itself in other less positive ways in years to come, Topper practiced for up to eight hours a day. His early hero was Keith Moon, and that kind of exuberant showmanship became an important part of his drumming style . . . and his personality.

Topper’s first band, formed with schoolfriend Steve Barnacle - brother of saxophonist Gary - was called Crystal Carcass, and performed 12-bar boogie instrumentals. Steve’s father Bill played trumpet in a jazz band at Dover’s jazz venue, the Louis Armstrong pub. Topper guested on one occasion and - having demonstrated his precocious versatility - was invited to sit in from time to time thereafter with the in-house trad jazz band led by landlord Bod Bowles. His desire to play, and the fact that even such a young drummer could  earn decent money around town, led to him sitting in with a variety of other local groups, too. After playing with a local blues band called Back to Sanity, he joined a more serious prog-rock outfit called Mirkwood, which specialized in long songs with complicated rhythms. Next came a more straightforwardly hard-rock band called Expedition, which also operated the strictly for fun spin-off band Dead Dogs Don’t Lie. By the early Seventies, Topper’s drumming heroes were Man’s Terry Williams (who later joined Rockpile and Dire Straits), and the showier jazz players Buddy Rich, Gene Krupa, Elvin Jones, and Billy Cobham, but he would listen to everyone and try to learn as much as he could. A musical natural, he continued to play guitar at home, and also taught himself piano.

Inevitably, his schoolwork suffered. Topper wasn’t interested in a conventional career. The year after he left school, 1974, he moved up to the capital with the intention of joining a band with prospects. He took a room in Tooting, south London, and auditioned for Sparks, but lost out after reaching the final two. With money running out, he returned to his parents’ house in Dover, and he briefly worked on building the Channel Tunnel. In May 1975, at just 19, he married his girlfriend Wendy Wood, a typist, and the couple returned to London, this time basing themselves in Finsbury Park, north London, while Topper tried out for other bands via the Melody Maker classifieds. A brief stint with Canadian guitarist Pat Travers came to nothing, and Topper went straight back to auditioning. One of the ads he responded to was placed by the London SS. Another was placed by a soul band called the IGs (most of the band were ex-GIs). This time, Topper was successful in both auditions. He opted for the IGs, because they had work and - unlike the London SS - they paid: £50 a week.

Next, Pat Travers put him in touch with a couple of fellow expatriate Canadians looking for a rhythm section to complete their bluesy hard-rock band, Fury. Topper persuaded his Dover friend Steve Barnacle to join him, and they began rehearsing material and playing gigs on the London pub-rock circuit. In early 1977 they were auditioned for CBS records, and given the impression it was just a formality and a deal was already in the bag. This was around the same time CBS signed the Clash, though, and when the record company turned down Fury, Steve Barnacle, for one, felt it was probably because the UK branch of the company had committed their new-signings budget to  punk. The excuse CBS gave Fury was that the small and slight Topper didn’t hit the drums with enough power for a band with a name like theirs.

On 24 March 1977 Mick Jones bumped into Topper at a Kinks gig at the Rainbow in Finsbury Park and invited him to audition for the Clash. Still stung by the recent criticism of his drumming style, Topper made sure he hit the drums as hard as he could. Combined with his skill, it ensured that - after a haircut and dye and a quick change of clothes - he was installed as the Clash drummer in time for the band’s White Riot tour.

Most bands that get together in any sort of organic way - at school, at college or as neighborhood friends; meeting at gigs or in record shops; via advertisements on notice boards or in the music press - do so because they share musical and other cultural tastes, or because they’re simpatico individuals prepared to pool more diverse influences. Looking through the Clash members’ potted pre-Clash biographies, it’s immediately obvious that they came from very different backgrounds. It’s possible to join enough dots together to come up with a musical sketch for an album like London Calling: retro rock’n’roll and R&B from Joe; more forward-looking Sixties guitar pop from Mick; reggae from Paul; soul, funk and jazz from Topper. There is also enough crossover of the four individuals’ experience to provide pointers for the album’s lyrical concerns: high-rise and inner-city ghetto living; a fascination with London, America and Jamaica and their mythologies; an understanding of folk, blues and rock’n’roll archetypes; a familiarity with a wide variety of movie genres; a keen interest in popular culture and the popular arts generally. Assessing the situation in this superficial way, it would be tempting to say that, if four musically creative people with such histories went into a rehearsal room together, determined to be open-minded and co-operative, they would almost inevitably come out with something that sounded at least a little like London Calling.

So why didn’t the Clash produce something more like it in spring 1977, instead of The Clash? An obvious point to make is that Topper wasn’t part of the line-up at that time. This wasn’t the only issue with regard to the band’s musicality, though. At the time, it pretty much began and ended with Mick Jones. Topper’s predecessor, Terry Chimes, was only a real member of the Clash for a few months from June 1976,  and thereafter fulfilled the role of temp, because the Clash had so much trouble finding a replacement. Terry could play, but he was a straightforward rock’n’roll drummer anyway, and because he was just acting as a session player on The Clash, Mick told and showed him what he wanted. By the time of recording that album, Paul could still only find his way around his instrument with the aid of notes painted onto the fretboard. All his bass lines were devised by Mick and learned by rote. Joe Strummer was a very basic rhythm guitarist whose barely tuned guitars made such a horrible noise that his rhythm parts were mixed very low, and then overdubbed by Mick. And Mick himself had been playing rhythm guitar for just two years when he joined the Clash. For the first few months of the band’s existence, fifth member Keith Levene was the lead guitarist. It was only when Keith was sacked in September 1976 that Mick had to cover his role, too, learning to play a mixture of rhythm and lead during live performances. And it was just six months later that The Clash was recorded. In other words, the band’s musical director was pretty much a novice in his role, too. That the Clash’s debut turned out to be such a towering album speaks volumes for Mick Jones’s raw talent . . . but it’s also clear that the Clash simply would not have been capable of making London Calling in 1977, even if they had wanted to, or set out to.

And, of course, they didn’t. The Clash didn’t assemble in an organic way in order to express themselves and explore shared interests. Instead, they were put together by a man with a plan, Bernie Rhodes, who, responding to the Sex Pistols and what he’d heard about New York’s New Wave, was intent on coming up with something similarly new and challenging. This high-concept project intrigued and excited the various band members, but they didn’t originate it. The details were thrashed out collectively in meetings, but the overall scheme was shaped and guided by Bernie. Initially, at least, it required their individual identities and interests to be subsumed to serve the needs of the Big Idea.
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The earliest indication of what was going on inside the Malcolm McLaren-Bernie Rhodes think tank was provided by their November 1974 T-shirt design collaboration, You’re gonna wake up one morning and  know what side of the bed you’ve been lying on! It was a clumsy attempt at a Situationist slogan, but the underlying design concept was inspired: dividing the whole of experience - or, at least, Malcolm and Bernie’s experience - into a list of Loves and a list of Hates. Highly subjective, arrogant and provocatively absolutist (and in places, an opportunity to settle petty personal scores), its purpose was to deny the option of fence-sitting, insisting - as late-Sixties revolutionary jargon put it - ‘If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.’

The lists are wide-ranging, covering music, film, television, theater, art, comedy, fashion, advertising, publishing, the press, philosophy, and both political ideology and the tawdry reality of central and local politics. The Hates are boring, stale, Establishment, conventional, safe, repressive, glossy, superficial, passive, obligatory, money-oriented, exploitative and ultimately soulless. The Loves are raw, wild, exciting, daring, challenging, passionate, amoral, sexy, violent, anti-Establishment, anarchic, subversive, transgressive and highly imaginative. Together, they outline subject matter that would subsequently be tackled in early songs by both the Sex Pistols and the Clash, which very much supports Malcolm and Bernie’s claims to have provided the core ideas for that material. The T-shirt manifesto might have been a rough blueprint for punk in terms of its very black-and-white position taking, but the battle lines would shift considerably before the concrete foundations were laid for the walls and sentry towers.

There has been a tendency to identify the musical malaise of the mid-Seventies as being the fault of tax exile superstar bands and pompous, noodling prog rockers. But there were also tasteful, technically proficient West Coast rock bands, self-obsessed singer-songwriters, cliché-ridden heavy metal bands, banal mainstream pop groups, and far too many so-called ‘supergroups’: that is, various permutations of well-known musicians being offered album deals simply because they were various permutations of well-known musicians, regardless of the fact they had been creatively bankrupt for years. Even soul music seemed to have become a chicken-in-the-basket nightmare of polyester jumpsuits and slick choreography, with very little actual soul in evidence.

The what side of the bed T-shirt’s list of Hates includes prog-rock bands Yes and ELP - it’s easy to see why Bernie Rhodes was impressed when he first saw Johnny Rotten walking down the Kings Road in his  customized I Hate Pink Floyd T-shirt - jet-set rock aristos Mick Jagger, Brian Ferry and Elton John, the presenter of BBC2’s The Old Grey Whistle Test, Whispering Bob Harris, toothsome pop crooner David Essex, and ‘clockwork soul routines’. On the Loves side appears Raw Power by proto-punks Iggy Pop and the Stooges, with a positive nod also given to early New York New Wave scenesters Television. Ian Dury’s pub-rock band Kilburn and the High Roads are praised - Malcolm had designed stagewear for them - as are the then still largely imaginary Sex Pistols. Bernie was a reggae enthusiast, and was running a reggae stall at the time, explaining the nods to Bob Marley, King Tubby’s sound system, dreadlocks, the Four Aces club in Dalston and Sixties Jamaican rude boys.

As if to underline how unsatisfactory they found the current music scene, almost everything else on the musical Loves list belongs to the past, like the rude boys: original American rock’n’rollers Eddie Cochran and Gene Vincent, early British rocker Screaming Lord Sutch (Malcolm’s shop was, after all, originally called Let It Rock, catering to Teddy Boys and rock’n’roll revivalists), ‘Guy Stevens records’ (early Sixties soul and R&B as played at mod hangout the Scene club where Guy was the DJ, and leased by him from the USA for release on the Sue label), original soul artist Sam Cooke, original funk artist James Brown, plus the genre-bestriding Jimi Hendrix, and (again reflecting Bernie’s personal tastes) ‘New Thing’ jazzmen Archie Shepp and John Coltrane.

Also on the Hates list, though, is ‘old clothes, old ideas’. With another couple of years to refine the punk manifesto before the scene took off in the fanzines and music press and then the national news media came along and fixed its ideas for good, Malcolm and Bernie - jointly and separately - came to the conclusion that punk couldn’t be about the past; or not openly, at least. Malcolm wanted to be free of his former customer base’s inherent conservatism, so first-generation rock’n’roll was swiftly removed from the Loves list. Malcolm and Bernie were both ex-mods raised on a highly charged early Sixties culture of cafés and all-nighters, dandy threads and catchy, no-nonsense dance singles, and although both had in mind the early-mid-Sixties London live music scene - with bands like the Rolling Stones, the Kinks and the Who - as the archetype for the new London scene they hoped to instigate, they didn’t want to be seen to be recycling any of the above.  The situation was further complicated by the fact that a section of the contemporary pub-rock scene was already engaged in doing exactly that. Bands like Dr. Feelgood, the Count Bishops, the 101ers and Eddie and the Hot Rods played mid-Sixties R&B and guitar pop music (and their own material in that vein), but - in Malcolm and Bernie’s opinion - in the wrong type of venues and with a complete lack of flair. To distance themselves from the smell of stale beer and patchouli oil and version 1,000,001 of ‘Johnny B. Goode’, the schemers deleted mod, Sixties guitar pop and the first half of the Sixties from the Loves list, too.

By the late Sixties, Malcolm - an art student at the time - had involved himself in student protest and was on nodding terms with the London branch of the Situationist International. Both he and Bernie were excited by the street-level revolt of les Enragés in Paris in 1968, and fascinated by the actions of the Yippies, the Black Panthers and the Weathermen in the USA. They knew that the MC5 were managed by John Sinclair, founder of the White Panthers. They were aware that, by the end of the decade, the White Panthers’ representative in the UK was London underground scenester Mick Farren. After sacking him, Farren’s former band the Deviants renamed themselves the Pink Fairies, and set themselves up as Ladbroke Grove’s answer to the MC5. Together with the other ‘people’s bands’, they followed a policy of playing benefits for deserving causes and local community action groups. The punk-plotting duo also took note when, in 1971, a high-concept, revolutionary rock band named Third World War was launched by Sixties music business maverick John Fenton. While Malcolm and Bernie were happy to continue claiming personal involvement with the underground - though it was minimal: Malcolm was a trouble-making dilettante, and Bernie’s direct involvement doesn’t appear to have gone much further than making use of free arts lab facilities - they were quick to belittle the achievements of the supposedly revolutionary bands and artists of the period. Wariness of being caught walking in their Jesus-sandalled footsteps was the root of punk’s antipathy towards hippies and their baggage: long hair, flared jeans, smoking dope. So that was the second half of the Sixties dismissed, too.

Malcolm lifted a lot of his ideas for London punk from the contemporary New York CBGBs scene, which itself owed much to the Dolls,  the Stooges and the Nuggets bands. Lester Bangs would write convincingly about this type of garage or proto-punk rock as a wild mutation: music birthed from the blues via R&B and rock’n’roll, but three or four generations away from its roots in the Mississippi Delta and the black experience, adapted by mostly white urban working-class and suburban middle-class bands, distorted by incompetence and amplification, pinged backwards and forwards from the USA to the UK to the USA, until it was a Xerox of a Xerox of a Xerox, something so degraded it was almost unrecognizable. Black music with all the black blanched out; white noise in more than one sense of the phrase. Soul and funk and swing and jazz were also dropped from the Loves list, quietly, because no one wanted to come over like an overt racist . . . but this was to be a white riot. There’s a distinct lack of R&B or soul-style syncopation in the early Clash material. Frenetic it is; funky it most certainly ain’t.

When the nascent Clash heard the first Ramones album in April 1976 it helped them devise a sound of their own that was different to that of the Pistols. The Ramones wrote short, repetitive songs with instant hooks, garbled lyrics and no solos, and recorded them cheaply and close to live with limited overdubs. They claimed they played how they played and what they played because it was all they could play. Although the Ramones were barely credited as the source, their approach became part of the punk manifesto for the Clash and many other UK punk bands that formed in their wake: songs had to be played fast, kept concise and simple, with no technical expertise on show. This was the antithesis of prog, and of successful Californian bands spending a year in the studio making an album.

Malcolm and Bernie were determined for punk to be considered a London movement, and Bernie, in particular, stressed that the Clash should write about their personal experience. Joe Strummer’s insistence that he ‘sang in English’ was a handy device to distance the Clash and UK punk from other UK rock bands whose vocalists affected American accents to sing about imaginary American experiences, like that well-known Mississippi Delta bluesman, Mick Jagger. But the statement - and the intent behind it - also dismissed genuine American bands of all types: not only the despised West Coast AOR, but also quality material from the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies. In ‘I’m So Bored with the USA’, Joe has the decency to salute the New York New Wave,  but then appears to express the hope that it will wipe out all other American music. In ‘New York’, Johnny Rotten pretends to have no time at all for the Manhattan scene, heaping cheap insults upon the New York Dolls, without whom his manager would have still been selling drape jackets and rubber gimp suits, and he himself wouldn’t have been allowed anywhere near a microphone. The McLaren- Rhodes party line was that all music from America - that is, all the truly popular popular music of the twentieth century - was worthless. Again, the baby went out with the bathwater. This was the origin of UK punk’s Year Zero philosophy.

Terry Chimes was taken on as the Clash’s original drummer precisely because he played in a straightforward, no-frills style, and the Melody Maker ads Bernie and the band ran for his replacement in January 1977 stressed ‘No funk, no jazz, no laid-back’. What Topper Headon brought to the mix a couple of months later was not only unavailable to the Clash in 1976 and early 1977, it was very pointedly not required. Having had a previous visible - if not exactly high-profile - life in the 101ers, Joe Strummer could hardly pretend that he had never had any interest in rock’n’roll and R&B. What he did instead - after an appropriately biblical rending of his garments (and the slightly less biblical safety-pinning of them back together again) - was betray it two times before the cock crowed. He customized a shirt to read  Chuck Berry is Dead and came up with the line ‘No Elvis, Beatles or the Rolling Stones’ for the Clash’s Year Zero celebration, ‘1977’.

Mick Jones was the last of the band to get his shoulder-length hair cut, lose the Kensington Market peacock finery, and start wearing the ripped and torn punk uniform. In another early interview for premiere punk fanzine Sniffin’ Glue, he made a valid case for the socio-political awareness of Ray Davies of the Kinks and Ian Hunter of Mott the Hoople, but after that his love of what had gone before was rarely allowed to speak its name. The Clash’s first appearance in the Melody Maker had already provided him with an opportunity to denounce one of his great heroes, Rod Stewart, and elsewhere he joined in with the general band razzing of the long-haired and be-flared, despite being just a couple of months out of both himself.

Paul Simonon, meanwhile, could breathe easy: he didn’t have a highly visible musical history. Despite being black music, laid-back music, long-haired music, with a strong Sixties as well as Seventies  tradition, reggae was considered OK because it was made in ghetto conditions, and also had a tradition of tack ling social and political issues. The cool tough-guy poise that was a legacy of Paul’s period as a skinhead also helped define the Clash’s no-nonsense look.

All of the shunning and fie-ing that was going on was taken at face value by large sections of the UK music press and by the new punk audience. By the time Elvis Presley succumbed to both his own weight and the weight of Joe Strummer’s prediction in August 1977, the audience at London’s leading punk club of the time, the Vortex, had been so conditioned by the movement’s rhetoric that they cheered the news of his death. They seemed oblivious to the many contradictions. Here are just some of them . . .

However he cut his hair and overhauled his wardrobe, Joe Strummer still performed like a hot-wired Eddie Cochran. Even by early 1977 he had started slicking his hair back on his nights off and regularly attending rock’n’roll revival shows . . . out of town. Johnny Rotten’s microphone technique was pure Gene Vincent (via Ian Dury). And when Johnny left the Pistols, Malcolm McLaren would keep the rump of the band in the charts by having Sid Vicious gurn his way through a couple of Eddie Cochran songs.

The Pistols’ early set included several of the sort of mid-Sixties standards that were also gracing the sets of pub-rock bands like Eddie and the Hot Rods, including the Who’s ‘Substitute’ (1966) and the Small Faces’ ‘Whatcha Gonna Do About It’ (1965), while a pre-Strummer version of the Clash played the Troggs’ ‘I Can’t Control Myself’ (1966) and the Kinks’ ‘Dead End Street’ (1966). Both the Pistols and the Clash’s early originals were very much influenced by this period of music, something which is perhaps most obvious in the case of the latter band: Mick Jones’s tune for ‘1977’ lifts the riff from the Kinks’ ‘All Day and All of the Night’ (1964), and ‘Clash City Rockers’ is a close relative of the Who’s ‘I Can’t Explain’ (1965). (In fairness, Mick was usually a more talented and subtle ‘thief’: he took a little from everywhere, which made it not plagiarism, but research.)

Despite Malcolm and Bernie’s professed revulsion for ‘old clothes’, the early Sex Pistols look was pretty much mod-meets-Pop Art with a few pervy designer touches, while the early Clash look was Oxfam mod-meets-Pop Art put through the shredder. Punk’s drug of choice was the mod drug of choice: speed. Even Bernie wasn’t above living  the lie: it was he who hired Sixties mover-and-shaker Guy Stevens to produce the Clash’s November 1976 demos for Polydor Records.

One of Malcolm and Bernie’s more impressive bits of flimflammery was rubbishing the late Sixties underground while making free with its subject matter, values, presentation and infrastructure. Passion is a fashion, as stencilled on Joe’s boiler suit in late 1976, is a Situationist slogan of the type used on posters and as graffiti during the Paris riots. Jamie Reid’s sleeve and poster design for the Pistols appropriated elements from Situationist flyers. The title ‘White Riot’ was previously used for a version of ‘White Christmas’ in the 1969 Weathermen songbook. It was intended to be to the ‘black riot’ of late Seventies Notting Hill what the White Panthers had been to the Black Panthers in the late Sixties: a gesture of support, while acknowledging a difference in experience.

Mick Farren believes that Class of 1976 punk owes a debt to London’s ‘people’s bands’ of the late Sixties and early Seventies. Many of the punk scene’s leading lights were certainly exposed to them at an impressionable age, including Mick Jones, Johnny Rotten, Rat Scabies, Brian James, Captain Sensible and Tony James. The Pink Fairies’ ‘Do It’ (1971) may well be the first recorded articulation of what would become UK punk’s trademark DIY philosophy, and like the Kinks and Mott the Hoople, the Fairies also wrote songs acknowledging the inner-city condition, like ‘Street Urchin’ and ‘City Kids’ (both 1973). Malcolm was still checking out the band for pointers at a reunion show in January 1976. In 1971 Third World War released their eponymous debut album with songs declining to kiss the monarchy’s arse and threatening to take Molotovs and automatic rifles onto the streets of west London. It’s hardly wild theorizing to imply that there might have been some seepage, via Malcolm and Bernie, into songs written by the Pistols and the Clash. Also, punk in general and the Clash in particular followed the precedent these bands set for playing benefits for deserving causes. Even the Clash’s conscious self-association with the Westway and Notting Hill takes its lead from the previous generation of Ladbroke Groovers.

Most tellingly of all, the individuals that Bernie, in particular, selected to help him sell the ‘new’ musical revolution had been key players in the underground scene. Without the support of Barry Miles and, especially, Caroline Coon - the first music journalist to  describe the music made by the new British bands as ‘punk rock’ - it’s doubtful the Clash’s rise to prominence would have been quite so vertiginous. Bernie ‘borrowed’ - they were never returned - photographer Joe Stevens’s collection of Sixties underground publications to aid Joe Strummer’s political education. Another photographer more closely associated with the Clash, Pennie Smith, also started out working for underground press magazine Friends, and was also credited with the album sleeve for the Pink Fairies’ Never Never Land (1971).

Try as they might, the Pistols and the Clash couldn’t really deny the influence of New York New Wave. Steve Jones honed his skills playing along to a Dolls album on a guitar Malcolm ‘borrowed’ - he never gave it back - from the Dolls’ Syl Sylvain. Live, Steve’s stage poses were modelled on those of the other Dolls guitarist, Johnny Thunders. Mick Jones bought the guitar he used in the early days of the Clash, a Gibson Les Paul Junior, because Thunders had one, and he too threw some of his hero’s moves into his live routine. The punk spiketop haircut as worn by Johnny Rotten, Sid Vicious and Paul Simonon - UK punk’s definitive style, pre-Mohawk - was originated by Television’s Richard Hell. Television also wore narrow-lapelled jackets held together by safety pins.

Some genuinely new, awkward and challeng ingly avant-garde music did come out of the London punk scene, but not too much of it was to be found on the first few releases by the Sex Pistols or the Clash. This was not so obvious in 1977 as it is now that time and familiarity have taken away much of the shock and awe of punk’s initial impact. Steve Jones’s wall of guitars and Johnny Rotten’s mannered non-singing diverted attention from the fact that the Pistols repertoire evolved from playing those songs by the Small Faces, the Who and the Monkees, and that main tunesmith Glen Matlock wasn’t averse to throwing in a little Abba. And the frenetic pace, harsh treble and Joe Strummer’s mush-mouthed bellow temporarily obscured his and Mick Jones’s shared love affair with almost the entire back catalogue of popular music.

Class of 1976 UK punk’s selling of itself as a wholly new and original musical form beholden to no one and nothing - either from across the waves or from the recent or distant past - was a con. A brilliant con. It was put over with such charismatic certainty that the  majority swallowed it. As has been noted many times before: very George Orwell, very Joseph Stalin. Also very Emperor’s New Clothes.
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The what side of the bed? T-shirt finds Malcolm and Bernie beginning to stake out common ground among cults celebrating their apartness from mainstream society: youth cults like mods and skinheads; lifestyle cults like rubber and S&M fetishists; street urchins, amoral through force of circumstance, getting by as thieves, hustlers and prostitutes; and Left Bank intellectuals, dissident for the sake of ideology or mischief. While Malcolm was in New York, and Bernie was left in charge of the Sex Pistols, he gave the Pistols’ Glen Matlock a reading list-cum-cultural primer. A few months later, he did much the same for Mick Jones and Tony James of the London SS. Considering punk’s character prided itself on being so very English, this new list was decidedly European (and particularly French): Dada, Jean-Luc Godard and Nouvelle Vague film, Jean-Paul Sartre and - zoning in on the punk archetype - Jean Genet’s The Thief ’s Journal (1949).

As has been remarked before on more than one occasion, there was a distinct sense of Charles Dickens and Oliver Twist about Malcolm and Bernie and their respective gangs of lost boys. When the two managers went their separate ways, it quickly became clear that Malcolm was more interested in sexual provocation: hardly surprising for a man who had renamed his clothes shop Sex, started selling rubber fetish wear and pornographic T-shirts, and called ‘his’ band the Sex Pistols. The first Sex Pistols T-shirt features a photograph of a naked, underage boy lifted from a paedophile magazine. The Pistols themselves posed for some early photographs as teenage victims. Jordan, who worked in Sex, and Siouxsie Sioux of the group of Pistols fans known as the Bromley Contingent both adopted a fetishwear dominatrix look. Other hangers-on experimented with prostitution. Sid Vicious flirted with rent-boy life. Mischievous Malcolm lived vicariously through the Sex Pistols and their followers. Although his home background was anything but conventional, he was a spoiled, indulged and cosseted child, and had flitted from art school to art school as a young man before teaming up with Vivienne Westwood to sell clothes.

Bernie Rhodes’s background was more authentically grim. The Dickensian aspects of punk and of the archetypal punk character, as determined in discussions between Malcolm and Bernie, were not entirely literary, artistic or cinematic. They owed much to Bernie’s true-life experience.

His mother, Millie Rotman, was of Russo-Jewish stock. Her parents, David and Liebe, had fled the pogroms, ending up in south Wales, where Millie was born and her father David worked in a steel mill. What happened next is sketchy, but it appears that sometime after the Russian Revolution of 1917, Liebe returned to Russia, taking Millie with her. They got caught up in the civil war that followed. It lasted until 1922, and resulted in the death of nine million people, most of them civilians, including Liebe. Millie, apparently, was placed in an orphanage. In the meantime, David moved to London, entered the tailoring trade, found a new partner, and started another family.

David was finally able to bring Millie to London when she was approximately 15. Understandably traumatized by her experience, and finding it hard to come to terms with her father’s new family situation, she left home as soon as she could to make her own way in tailoring, despite speaking hardly any English. In 1942 she married divorcee August ‘Cecil’ Rhodes, and in 1944 Bernie was born in Stepney. Bernie claims he never knew his father. As it was Cecil who remained at the family home for many years afterwards, it can only be assumed that it was Millie who chose or was asked to leave. Until the early Fifties she and Bernie lived in one of the Nissen huts the Government erected as temporary housing on East End bombsites, with Bernie having to fend for himself while his mother did piecework as a tailor’s finisher. By the time Bernie was eight, Millie (or the authorities) had decided the position was untenable. Millie’s father David had died before Bernie was born, she didn’t feel close enough to her sister or half-brother to turn to them for help, and she was receiving no assistance from her ex-husband. Bernie was placed in the Jewish Orphanage in Norwood, south London.

Bernie has claimed in more than one interview that he ran away from the orphanage and was on the streets by the age of eight, but although it was common for residents to abscond, they rarely got far or stayed away long. Bernie remained at Norwood until he was 15, and from 11 onwards attended Aristotle Secondary School in Brixton.  Like Paul Simonon a decade later, Bernie would soak up the West Indian immigrant culture in Brixton market. He continued at school until he took O levels in 1960, but by his last year he was living back with Millie in a small flat in Kilburn. As his mother was now doing finishing work for Hawes & Curtis in Dover Street, off Piccadilly, Bernie began to spend his spare time hanging around near Soho. Even 15 years after the war, it was still full of spivs and prostitutes, and - unlike Malcolm - Bernie became a participant in the life, a self-proclaimed ‘West End hustler’ on friendly terms with the working girls. He relied on ducking and diving to make his money, and not exclusively in the schmutter trade. Via Millie, Bernie met John Pearse, a tailor’s apprentice at Hawes & Curtis. When Bernie was 16, they began sharing a flat together, and launched themselves on the mod scene. Within a couple of years, they were joined on the town and in their Maida Vale flat by Richard Cole.

Bernie liked some R&B and soul music, and spent time at the all-nighters at the Lyceum on the Strand, the Scene club in Ham Yard listening to Guy Stevens, and at the Flamingo club in Wardour Street, where he could keep up with the development of ska, but his own tastes were more Old School Modernist: he liked jazz. Richard Cole began to roadie for bands like Unit 4 Plus 2 and the Who, though, and John Pearse co-founded Granny Takes a Trip on the Kings Road, a shop frequented by the new psychedelic pop aristocracy. When Mickey Finn - the soon-to-be bongo-playing partner to Bernie’s mod-era acquaintance Marc Bolan in underground scene duo Tyrannosaurus Rex - also moved into the communal Maida Vale flat, Bernie could boast an across-the-board knowledge of contemporary UK pop culture. Always possessed of an enquiring mind, he kept up to date with current affairs, read widely, assimilating the information and questioning everything.

One of the reasons that Bernie wasn’t more directly involved with the underground is that his girlfriend Sheila gave birth to a son in 1967. Bernie moved out of the bachelor pad in Maida Vale and into a family flat in Camden Town. By the early Seventies he had become jaded with the mainstream music scene, and was unimpressed by the now electric T.Rex’s teenybop pop, or by Richard Cole’s latest gig as road manager of the increasingly self-indulgent Led Zeppelin. Bernie continued to hustle, dealing second-hand clothes and running a reggae  stall in Antiquarius in the Kings Road. Noticing the popularity of slogan and image T-shirts, he also acquired a printing machine. It was in late 1973 or early 1974, while hawking his wares around the funky part of the Kings Road where Antiquarius, Granny Takes a Trip, the Don Letts-run Acme Attractions and Let It Rock (the future Sex) were all located - the World’s End - that he and Malcolm first fell into conversation. Their shared dissatisfaction with the way that youth culture seemed to have been appropriated by safe, mainstream popular entertainment was what got them interested in stirring up a new street-level scene. Even by 1976, though, Bernie still maintained a more prosaic sideline, running ads in Time Out offering to fix up Renault cars, work that he then sub-contracted to Harry’s Garage in Camden Town’s British Rail Yards. It would be no coincidence that his own Clash-era car (the one with the CLA5H number plate) and the Clash’s first van were both Renaults.

Bernie’s take on street culture differed from Malcolm’s because it was so much more real to him. As he had moved and lived among working girls, his interest in prostitution was more socio-economic: to Bernie, in the pre-feminist era, it was what girls of a certain social class and limited education who had been led to believe they have no other marketable skills did if they didn’t want to work in a factory and couldn’t make the grade as a showgirl. It was at his urging that Mick Jones wrote ‘Janie Jones’, named after an infamous early Seventies madam. Otherwise, Bernie was less interested in titillation than in political provocation. Bernie saw the contemporary economic downturn and the resulting rise in youth unemployment as presaging an upsurge of violence on the streets and a draconian authoritarian response.

The Clash members were not politically minded before they took up with Bernie. London’s underground scene had influenced Mick’s thinking, but he had always considered himself to be ‘of the left’ without getting actively involved or even thinking about it too much. Paul’s father had embraced Communism by the early Seventies, and made his son deliver leaflets, but it didn’t rub off. Paul was more hedonistically inclined, and remained so for much of the Clash’s existence. Joe would later claim that he himself had been politicized by his forceful evictions in the early Seventies. He did drop out of society at that time, but it was because he didn’t want to work (and possibly because  he was clinically depressed following the death of his brother). He did sell the Communist newspaper the Morning Star at pitheads in South Wales for a while, but that was to impress a girl. And he did squat upon his return to London, but that was so he could live cheaply while putting a band together. It was Bernie who took and shaped this rough clay into the intensely political and pro-active Clash.

His success in communicating his theories to the songwriting members of the band, most importantly chief lyricist Joe Strummer, goes some way to explaining such first-album songs as ‘Remote Control’ and ‘Hate & War’. The sense of living not only a life with no values, but also a life not valued by society - and with no prospect of change for the better - informs the disappointed hedonism of ‘48 Hours’, ‘Deny’ and ‘Protex Blue’, and the howls of frustration and despair that are ‘London’s Burning’, ‘What’s My Name’ and ‘Garageland’.

Bernie had been a mod-amember of a youth cult produced by an economic upswing and disposable income - when the 48 hours of the weekend had been more promise than curse, but he’d witnessed worsening times since beget skinheads and bovver boys - football hooligans - and he also knew the history of the rude boy in Jamaica. When the youth of Kingston got out of control in 1966 it prompted the declaration of the country’s first state of emergency: curfews and harsh jail sentences. Ten years later, Jamaica was going through it all again, only worse. Of all the music from other times and places it had been considered acceptable to Love in 1974, only reggae was still on the list two years later, and the reason was that reggae was a versatile, constantly evolving, powerful music made (for the most part) by people who knew all about real ghetto life. Its lyrics celebrated good times and good things when appropriate, but by 1976 they dealt mostly with hardship, oppression and conflict. The Notting Hill Riot of August that year brought the Kingston vibe to London, and provided rich lyrical pickings for Joe Strummer.

Bernie was interested in throwing down a few cultural challenges to late Seventies Britain, using the Clash as his gauntlet. One was about passivity: audiences at gigs sitting down to watch musicians noodle; and audiences at home spending hours in front of the television. He wanted to protest at the death of ‘free’ radio: that is, radio willing to take a risk and get behind new sounds rather than radio giving its target market exactly what market research indicates that target market wants.  He also wanted to query the tyranny of work: people continuing to do jobs they hate because they lack the gumption or courage to leave. (A timely topic for debate, given rising unemployment.) All of these subjects appear on the what side of the bed T-shirt, and all became burning issues for the Clash. During early gigs, Joe would rail at audiences to get up and give something back; and even when former Sex and Acme Attractions accountant Andrew Czezowski beat both Malcolm and Bernie to establishing a punk venue and hangout with the Roxy, the Clash continued to express their interest in opening a club of their own to showcase exciting music for excitable people. TV as soporific provokes the Clash’s ire in ‘London’s Burning’ (Mick Jones came up with that line). The band berate their local radio station for its failures in ‘Capital Radio’, and Joe Strummer also repeatedly expressed interest in establishing a Clash radio station. And what Bernie perceived to be the central issue of employment struck such a chord with the band - none of whom had attempted to hold down a proper job for any length of time - that they came at it from different angles in ‘Janie Jones’, ‘1977’, ‘Career Opportunities’ and ‘Clash City Rockers’.

It was entirely coincidental that Paul’s father had left home, and Mick’s parents had split up and left him with his Nan, and Joe’s parents had deposited him at boarding school, at almost exactly the same age that Bernie had been placed in the orphanage, but it was useful common ground, and good material for Bernie to work with when it came to adding some authentic flavor of childhood disadvantage. The gang element of punk was important. As kids from broken, or at least less than solid and secure homes, the future members of the Clash had also sought other collective structures to give them a sense of belonging. Paul had been a skinhead and a football hooligan. Mick had hung around with Robin Crocker’s gang, and on the edges of the underground scene, and with the bunch of kids that followed Mott the Hoople. At the time of the first album’s release, he told Tony Parsons of the NME that the Clash was now his family. Joe was more of a loner by inclination, but was used to living communally, first at school and then in the squats. He had briefly been a member of the Divine Light Mission during his art-school foundation year, providing some context for the utter conviction of his conversion to punk a few years later: like Malcolm, Bernie had more than a little of the Fagin about him; but he also did a mean cult leader.

Class was and is a contentious subject when discussing punk. People from outside the UK don’t always understand it, and many people born there like to pretend it has never been an issue. While it is true that money and success have blurred the dividing lines, and changes in the structure of society have fogged the definitions, class does still impact upon British life today, and certainly did between the early Fifties and the late Seventies. Bernie wanted the Clash to represent the dead-end kids, the scrap-heap dwellers, the underclass. That none of them came from anything like this background was obscured by rhetoric. The Clash members were dole bums by inclination rather than circumstance. Joe and Mick were both intelligent and educated. The songwriting duo were widely read enough to be able to work through Bernie’s educational primers and relate them to other cultural input, like Stanley Kubrick’s film A Clockwork Orange (1971), and J. G. Ballard’s Concrete Island (1974) and High Rise (1975), and accustomed enough to academic debate to thrash issues through with Bernie in band meetings. Paul wasn’t educated, but was smart enough when he chose to be. He was responsible for naming the band after noticing the word ‘clash’ recurring in the Evening Standard’s headlines. Mostly, though, he and (when he joined) Topper read comics. Paul was also responsible for nicknaming the drummer, after noticing his resemblance to the character Mickey the Monkey on the cover of that week’s Topper. Fittingly for a band formed by three art students at the behest of a self-styled street philosopher, the Clash of The Clash was an exercise in conceptual performance art.

Bernie found a rehearsal space for the band not far from his flat in Camden Town, in the British Rail Yards which also housed Harry’s, the garage where he had his Renaults done up. He named it Rehearsals Rehearsals (whether in an unusually literal-minded moment or as a Jewish in-joke, no one seems to know). Despite being based at Rehearsals - with Joe and Paul also living there or close by for the next few months - the Clash were encouraged to make much of their association with Notting Hill and Brixton, areas with transitory, strongly immigrant populations, in order to enhance their street credibility. It was Mick Jones’s time in high-rise council housing that was usually stressed in early band interviews, because - if painted with broad enough brush strokes - it provided the required picture of underbelly life. It was forgotten that Mick was almost an adult when he and  Stella first moved into Wilmcote House, and that for the preceding five or six years they’d lived just off Hyde Park in a private Art Deco flat block with a porter on the door.

Because Bernie had spent his entire life in the capital, and because the Clash’s voice was to be the authentic voice of inner-city London - in ‘Hate & War’ the band declare their intention of staying there even when their house falls down, an encapsulation of the East End spirit during the Blitz - focus was diverted away from certain band members’ time spent outside the capital. It would be many years before Paul’s early years in towns around the Home Counties and year out in Italy would be admitted to. There were too many people on the punk scene who knew Joe’s history to prevent him being as selective with it as Paul was with his, but as many details as possible were omitted, and his accent moved several notches further towards Cockney prole than his background warranted.
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Looking at the Clash’s career from the punk perspective, then, as everyone was instructed to do by the Clash themselves in 1976 - and many continued to do so until approximately 1996 - aside from Joe’s grittier 101ers material, and Mick’s love of the Dolls, the MC5 and garage rock, and Paul’s skinhead-inspired street style, much of what the Clash members did and liked in the years pre-Clash was kept quiet or even denied, like an embarrassment best forgotten. Consequently, much of what they produced in the years post-1978 was perceived by the punk faithful to be a sell-out, a letdown or at best a failed effort to deliver on the promise. In truth, though, for this particular punk band it was the punk period that was the anomaly, the aberration.

Keith Levene lost interest in the Clash with ‘White Riot’. It was at this point he realized the band’s output was going to consist of what he thought of as Mick Jones’s facile pop tunes married to Joe Strummer’s Agit-Prop for Beginners lyrics. Left to his own devices when writing for the 101ers, Joe had developed a verbose style with lots of Chuck Berryesque internal rhymes and cartoon, late hippy argot: transatlantic Beatnik. Following Bernie Rhodes’s instruction, Joe not only started writing songs about Key Topical Subjects, but jettisoned about 70 percent of his vocabulary, and dispensed with any  grammatical structure longer than the most basic of clauses in an attempt to put across urgency and anger, yes, but also to pretend that he was an impassioned but barely articulate man of the people. His new faux-impoverished style was memorably described by one critic as ‘telegrammatic’.

Which is not to agree with Keith Levene that the likes of ‘White Riot’ signalled the corruption of the Original Great Idea. Joe’s intelligence was not dumbed down, and his wit was not suppressed; they were just delivered in a new way. Mick’s skills were not compromised, just challenged and stimulated. The compositional brief he was given, combined with the loss of Keith - and Mick’s resultant need to take on lead as well as rhythm guitar for the 50 percent of the gig and 95 percent of the record Joe wouldn’t be playing - forced Mick to learn how to make a number glue together and grab and hold the listener’s attention with the minimum of elements: how to arrange, use dynamics, use space. Some of the best art results from the friction between ambition and limitation, whether that limitation be technical shortcomings or self- or externally-imposed rules. The Clash was a landmark album, and is still worthy of a placing much higher in the Greatest Albums Of All Time polls than it has.

What the album, the rhetoric and the revised band member biographies threatened to do, though, was catch the Clash in a trap of their own making. Not allowing themselves to develop - or to use an unacceptable word, progress - would doom them to delivering more of the same only less so, or, at best, refining their schtick until it became unschtuck. The Ramones quickly ceased to be good role models: second album, same as the first; third album, same as the second. The Damned and pub-rock/punk-rock crossover bands the Jam and Stranglers delivered weak follow-up albums six months after their debuts. Scene leaders the Sex Pistols sacked their main tunesmith Glen Matlock in early 1977, and - not entirely coincidentally - split up in early 1978. None of the first bands to emerge from the UK punk scene rode this period of transition well, with the arguable exception of the Buzzcocks. In 1980 Mick looked back on this time for Rolling Stone, telling James Henke, ‘We had just been reaching the same people over and over, and the music - just bang! bang! bang! - was getting to be like a nagging wife.’ For the Clash, the option of continuing to just be themselves was made even less palatable by the number of  bands who emerged during the course of 1977 with Clash-influenced songs and lyrics and clothes, only - for the most part - lacking much of the prototype’s invention, humor and style: the remodelled Jam, Chelsea, Generation X, 999, Sham 69, the UK Subs, the Tom Robinson Band and Stiff Little Fingers, to name but several. It was important for the Clash to find a way out without having to recant and embarrass themselves too much.

They had three things going for them.

The first was reggae. Paul Simonon might have learned the (very) basics of bass by playing along to The Ramones, but when he started to work on his playing, he did so by playing along to the reggae songs on the jukebox at Rehearsals Rehearsals. As reggae was bass-dominated, the bass lines stood out and were easier for him to grasp. His bass playing naturally developed a reggae flavor, becoming one of the elements that made The Clash more than standard-issue punk ramalalama. Also, during rehearsals, he would fill downtime by running through a few bars of a favorite reggae tune. After a while, one of the other musicians would start to play along. The first song the Clash worked up as a light relief jam was the Wailers’ ‘Dancing Shoes’ (1966).

By early 1977 the band were taking a stab at Junior Murvin’s ‘Police & Thieves’ (1976). And when they realized they were short of material for their first album - recorded just eight months after they formed, by which time they had played no more than 30 gigs - someone suggested they include it. The decision to proceed wasn’t taken lightly. The song had been blaring out of the speakers at the 1976 Notting Hill Carnival before, during and after the riot that had inspired ‘White Riot’. It was the perfect complement to the Clash’s own composition, addressing the same subject from the West Indian immigrant point of view. But although reggae was seen by the punk scene-setters as thematically and ideologically aligned with punk, there were those - including the highly vocal and influential Johnny Rotten - who saw it as cultural imperialism for people who were not suffering the Jamaican’s burden to play the Jamaican’s music. Like, say, Eric Clapton’s 1974 reading of the previous year’s Bob Marley and the Wailers release ‘I Shot the Sheriff’. The archetypal punk song was rigidly structured, angular, trebly, and over and done in three minutes or less, but 1976-era reggae - notably that produced (and co-written) by Lee ‘Scratch’  Perry, as was ‘Police & Thieves’ - was by comparison a slow-motion groove running twice as long. Mick Jones arranged the Clash’s version as a punk treatment of a reggae song, but it still lasted for six minutes, and sounded like it came from a third genre somewhere in the middle. It broke all of punk’s rules and helped set the Clash free.

In fairness, this didn’t happen entirely in isolation. Mick might have learned to bite his lip when discussing matters musical in front of the music press, but his tastes remained catholic. When the band joined CBS in January 1977, he took the entire Bob Dylan back catalogue as his signing present, and when he went on tour, he brought and bought cassettes of a wide variety of current music. On the summer 1977 Out on Parole tour, NME journalist Chris Salewicz made a note of just one day’s purchases: Legalize It by Peter Tosh, On the Beach by Neil Young,  Little Criminals by Randy Newman, and Let’s Stay Together by Al Green. Mick would listen to all of it for pleasure, but also to take from it whatever he needed to make himself a better songwriter, arranger, guitar player and - ultimately - producer. He was always inquisitive, always looking for new ways to combine chords and notes and sounds.

The great myth is that Mick’s early Clash tunes were ultra-basic, with no more than three chords apiece. Of the 14 Clash-composed tracks on the debut album and single, though, only two qualify as three-chord tricks, with - including relative minors and occasional chromatic forays - 10 of the others having five or more, and two boasting as many as eight. Even at this stage, Mick was pushing and pulling at rigid structure, adding coda sections to more than half of the songs. In the wake of the album, a combination of his urge to test the limits of the punk form and the complete otherness of form represented by reggae allowed him to write a couple of singles that many believe to be the Clash’s two finest individual moments: ‘Complete Control’, with its rule-flouting guitar solo - ‘You’re my guitar hero!’ - and extended coda, which was produced in east London by none other than Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry; and ‘(White Man) In Hammersmith Palais’, the Clash’s first self-penned song in a true reggae style. (In 2003, Uncut magazine polled 63 music business figures to determine the best ever Clash songs, and placed these two at numbers 2 and 1, respectively.) In between came the reggae- and self-glorifying ‘Clash City Rockers’, with another extended coda. Invoking the spirit of Brian Wilson’s Pet Sounds and Smile-era pocket symphonies,  and Pete Townshend’s rock operas from ‘A Quick One While He’s Away’ onwards, Paul Simonon described Mick’s songs from this period as ‘mini-operas’.

The last piece of the jigsaw - musically speaking - was Topper Headon. By the time the Clash finished the May 1977 White Riot tour, they had notched up more gigs with Topper than they had previously played without him. As 1977 wore on, the other three members of the band improved as musicians and gained confidence onstage, in the studio and in the rehearsal room. The fact that Topper could, would and did play anything gave the Clash the freedom to widen their scope in rehearsals, and encouraged Mick to write accordingly. It took a while for Topper to earn the right to assume full control of his instrument from the band’s musical director, but his versatility added considerably to the sound of the 1977-8 inter-album singles, and by the time recording began for the Clash’s second album, Give ’Em Enough Rope, he was making suggestions and having them heeded.

Which is not to say it was all easy going for the Clash from then on. When it came time to write the second album - in late November 1977 - Mick and Joe were dispatched to Kingston, Jamaica, for ten days, presumably with the expectation that they would further hone the promising punk/contemporary reggae hybrid that ‘Police & Thieves’ had kick-started. Unfortunately, Mick and Joe immediately found themselves completely out of their depth: if their punk threads were considered provocative in London, they were unearthly in downtown Kingston, where they were asking for trouble merely by being white. This, remember, was a country in crisis, with robbery and knife and gun violence a daily event, and murder not far behind. It was like dropping a couple of canaries into a cattery. Petrified, they hid in their hotel, the Pegasus, with a big bag of ganja. The positive result was that they did nothing but write, and came back with enough material for an album. The downside was that they had an attack of guilt and shame, feeling like frauds for co-opting a musical genre reflecting a truly desperate situation as a vehicle for Clash songs. The true implications of all those conversations about cultural tourism hit home, and hard: the Third World reality of ghetto life in the city reggae came from was so much harder and scarier than anything they had encountered back in their relatively cosy First World environment.  The last punk/contemporary reggae hybrid song they attempted was their admirably frank confession, ‘Safe European Home’.

It was, by a long way, the best thing they wrote on the trip, and would be the best song on their second album. Consequently, it’s hard not to feel some selfish regret that the Clash did not record an entire album mining the rich claim staked out by ‘Police & Thieves’, ‘Complete Control’, ‘Clash City Rockers’ and ‘(White Man) In Hammersmith Palais’. That said, there was another reason for the Clash’s - as it subsequently turned out, temporary - decision to abandon contemporary reggae in early 1978: as had happened with their ‘White Riot’ punk prototype, a Hamelin’s worth of groups had danced along in their punk and reggae crossover footsteps, whether it be with one-offs, like Elvis Costello’s ‘Watching the Detectives’, Generation X’s ‘Wild Dub’, ATV’s ‘Life After Life’ and Stiff Little Fingers’ Bob Marley cover ‘Johnny Was’, or extensive explorations of this new genre by the likes of the Police, the Ruts and the Members . . . with, as it turned out, more to follow.
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This section of the book does not aspire to provide a complete biography of the various band members pre-Clash, or of the Clash pre-London Calling. Its function is to set the scene and provide the context for how London Calling came to be. Other essential background details are as follows . . .

By January 1977 Bernie Rhodes had lined up a deal with Polydor Records, but at the last minute managed to finagle a contract with CBS for four times as much, an advance of £100,000. (Using the retail price index as the point of comparison, that would have been roughly the equivalent of £448,000 in 2007; using average earnings, it would have been £755,000.)

It was an enormous amount, but it was a contract not without its Faustian elements. Bernie almost certainly had the precedent set by Malcolm McLaren in mind: signing for as much money as possible upfront, and walking away with the entire haul of swag when first EMI and then A&M found the Sex Pistols too hot to handle. However, the UK Head of CBS was expatriate American Maurice Oberstein, a canny operator who had every intention of getting his money’s worth.  Unlike the Polydor contract, the CBS contract did not offer tour support or to cover recording costs. An advance is not a gift; it has to be paid back from earnings. Declaring that it was far too raw for American tastes, the two American CBS labels - Epic and Columbia - both refused to release The Clash. Without an outlet in the world’s single biggest market, the Clash’s long-term future did not look promising.

A much-trumpeted clause in the CBS contract gave the Clash total artistic freedom: the band could decide what they recorded, with whom they recorded it, what the record company released, and how it was presented. Or rather, that was the Clash’s reading of the small print. After the Clash released their debut single ‘White Riot’ in mid-March 1977 and album The Clash in early April (in Clash-approved sleeves), they set out on the White Riot tour at the beginning of May. Two weeks in, CBS released the single ‘Remote Control’ in a sleeve of their own design and against the band’s wishes. Upon his return, a furious Mick Jones wrote ‘Complete Control’ to protest at this humiliation, and the Clash insisted CBS release it as the band’s third single that September, pointedly named the supporting tour Out of Control. So far, so much tit for tat.

But if the Clash were to survive, Bernie knew they had to keep their bargaining position strong. So when pressure came to choose a producer who would be more likely to ensure an American release for the second album, Bernie was prepared to play along. In November 1978 Mick Jones admitted to Sounds’ Garry Bushell that the Clash had agreed to the big production in order to be able to take on American groups like Aerosmith. From the short list of possibilities they were offered, the best candidate was Sandy Pearlman, producer of Blue Oyster Cult, but also, more recently, of American cartoon gonzo ‘New Wave’ band the Dictators. The long drawn-out process of recording began.

Initial sessions had to be postponed when Joe Strummer contracted hepatitis and was hospitalized in February 1978, so it was not until May that the sessions proper began in Basing Street Studios in Notting Hill. And then they were interrupted by the Clash’s touring obligations. It wasn’t until August that Joe and Mick were able to record vocal and guitar overdubs in San Francisco, and late September until the album was mixed at the Record Plant in New York, on the corner  of 44th Street and 8th Avenue. The Clash celebrated the last address in the rewritten lyric to an old song of Mick’s, henceforth known by what would turn out to be the highly significant title ‘Gates of the West’.

In April 1978 Bernie committed the Clash to taking part in a quasi-documentary film to be made by David Mingay and Jack Hazan, trading as Buzzy Enterprises Ltd. The duo collaborated, but Jack handled the camera and David the people. They were not regular music filmmakers, and their previous documentary, A Bigger Splash, had been about the artist David Hockney. Their initial contact with the band was limited to filming a few live performances and a couple of vocals recorded during the Basing Street studio sessions. Their relationship with the Clash would become more significant during 1979.

Chief among the problems facing the Clash from early 1977 through to late 1978 was the gradual breakdown of their relationship with their manager. The imperious nature of Bernie’s decision-making had already begun to grate. In January 1977 Bernie held a meeting at which he had insisted that the only way he could make the Clash work was if he were allowed ‘complete control’. The band responded with outright mockery - Mick used the phrase for the title of his song attacking CBS - but Bernie did plot with Malcolm McLaren to swap Paul Simonon with Glen Matlock at that time, and did plot to replace Mick Jones with Steve Jones in mid-1978. He denied Paul - the band’s true Jamaican music fan, but at that time a non-writer - the opportunity to accompany Mick and Joe to Jamaica in November 1977. He neglected to visit Joe when he was in hospital with hepatitis in February 1978. He made no effort to come to the aid of Paul and Topper when they were arrested - on suspicion of terrorist activity - for shooting pigeons with an air rifle on the roof of Rehearsals Rehearsals in March 1978, and instead left it to Mick and Caroline Coon to post bail. Paul responded by painting a large mural on the wall of Rehearsals showing a naked Bernie being defecated upon by circling pigeons. Failing to see the funny side, Bernie refused to come to Rehearsals when the band was present. In truth, though, he’d long since ceded the day-to-day personal management of the Clash to roadie Johnny Green. Bernie was interested in new ideas and opportunities, not in keeping existing situations chugging along. His energies were being directed into developing other bands, like the Subway Sect and the Black Arabs, and  establishing his peripatetic London club night, Club Left. When he did hear the Clash’s new material, he wasn’t particularly complimentary, reacting - as Joe Strummer later noted - with scorn. The Clash felt abandoned.

Lacking Bernie’s input, Joe struggled with subject matter for Give ’Em Enough Rope. He didn’t want to repeat himself, but didn’t really know where to go next. With the reggae route closed down, a growing cocaine habit affecting his judgement, and Sandy Pearlman encouraging his guitar hero inclinations, Mick Jones was similarly adrift. The album was self-indulgent and largely misguided. Lyrically, Joe seemed far too interested in terrorism, gunrunning, drugs and mythologizing the Clash, drawing his material from newspaper headlines and late-night squat conversations. Mick chipped in with a tribute to his school friend, Robin Crocker. Musically, Mick had tried to stretch into several new - for the Clash - areas, but the production disguised much of this: a hard-rock adaptation of punk, which is another way of saying not particularly slick hard rock. It isn’t fair to blame Pearlman entirely for this. He clearly tried to meet Mick halfway, which perhaps explains why the album sounds like the Dictators play Mott the Hoople, or vice versa. Even mentally stripped back to their bare bones, though, only about half the songs are engaging on any level, and all of them bar the opening track are below the standard and expectations established by the band’s canon so far.

The second half of 1978 was unsettled, and something of a grind. It was brightened for Mick and Joe by the American trip to complete the second album, but this caused further upset at home. This time, both Paul and Topper were annoyed at having been left behind. For his part, Bernie was unhappy that Mick and Joe had been removed from his sphere of influence, suspecting that Epic were plotting to drive a wedge between himself and the band, with the collusion of Sandy Pearlman. It also bothered him that the second album was running up far greater studio costs than the first, because he knew the Clash would ultimately have to pay them. He pushed he matter by arranging a London gig for the Clash to try to force Mick and Joe’s return. With work still to be done on mixing the album in New York, they were in no position to honor the engagement, and it had to be cancelled. This embarrassment proved to be the last straw. In late September, when Paul and Topper flew over to New York to be present  for the mixing of the album, the band made the decision to sack Bernie immediately upon their return to London.

Having been closely if unofficially involved in promoting the Clash’s career since they formed, Caroline Coon was asked to step in as manager (see Part 2). The band set out on the mid-October-end-December 1978 Sort it Out tour of the UK, a tour almost exactly like every tour they’d played since the White Riot tour of May the previous year, only much longer, reinforcing the feeling of stagnation. Buzzy Enterprises again filmed a few performances. Give ’Em Enough Rope was released in early November, and although reviews were generally good, there were caveats - indications that the reviewers had wanted to like it more than they did - and although it climbed higher in the UK charts than the band’s debut, it faded away far more quickly.

Some of the rumblings of discontent had to do with the album’s perceived Americanness, that the band who had protested about their annoyance at American culture swamping the UK in ‘I’m So Bored with the USA’ had spent so much time there recording an album with a sound (it was presumed) geared to the American market. While the approach to recording Give ’Em Enough Rope was indeed a concession to CBS and the American market - and it worked, because this time Epic agreed to release it - the Clash hardly pandered to the moral majority and the patriotic hordes. One of the songs has the word ‘cunts’ in its chorus, and the cover features a representation of a dead cowboy being eaten by vultures while the Chinese Red Army march victoriously past on horseback. A significant proportion of Americans don’t find that kind of thing amusing.

By the time 1979 - the year of London Calling - began, the Clash were already a couple of months into a period of transition. With Bernie gone, and most of the rest of the original punk bands split up or in disarray, and their own recent album not entirely an unqualified success - Joe would later admit it was a ‘lash up’, and none of the other members of the band has ever challenged that summation or expressed a high regard for it - they knew they would have to find their own way. To do so, ultimately, they would sideline much of the 1976-7 Year Zero rhetoric and start to access their own experience and acknowledge their own true musical taste. Which is not to say that it was to be as if punk had never happened: the Clash’s two and a  half years as a punk band was now a significant part of that experience and taste, and the band members were neither willing nor able to deny it.

Punk had kicked open a locked door for them (and many other bands), but that door had led into something that seemed worryingly like a broom cupboard: short on space, vista and ventilation. What the Clash needed to do in 1979 was find the hidden exit on the other side. It was a matter of pushing past a few old paint-spattered overalls, and some even older what side of the bed T-shirts, and locating Route 19 to Vanilla, Wessex and beyond.
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