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Introduction

From Ultrapop To Stadium Rock

The story of Depeche Mode is an unlikely tale of how, against all odds, four Essex lads achieved fame, fortune and that elusive musical nirvana of longevity and respectability while remaining loyal to their integrity and indie roots. It involves charismatic frontman Dave Gahan, outwardly quiet, yet genuinely gifted songwriter Martin Gore, and self-confessed non-musician Andy ‘Fletch’ Fletcher. The fourth — no longer a member — is Vince Clarke, synth Svengali and, when it comes to writing hits, a man with the Midas touch, whose parallel career must be considered as part of this same story. His replacement — Alan Wilder, a Londoner by birth — was equally integral in shaping the sound of Depeche Mode’s world breakthrough.

Depeche Mode first stormed the UK singles chart in the early Eighties with infectious slices of fresh-faced, one-fingered synth pop like ‘Just Can’t Get Enough’ and ‘See You’. Light, bright and upbeat, they offered a refreshing contrast to the doom-laden paranoia that had served fellow synthesiser enthusiast Gary Numan so well. By chalking up two number one singles and two number one albums in a three-month period of 1979, Numan had become the UK’s fastest rising synth star, opening the floodgates for the wave of early-Eighties synth-based acts that followed. Among these hopefuls were Depeche Mode, whose then-principal songwriter Vince Clarke christened his catchy compositions ‘U.P.’ or ‘Ultrapop’ while his fellow synth-playing cohort Andy Fletcher once crowed, “We’re going to be The Beatles of the indies!”

With the benefit of hindsight, the irony of Fletcher’s prophetic words would surely not be lost on the man today: from Basildon beginnings to globetrotting stadium superstars, teenage bubblegum synth popsters to popular late-thirty-something ‘serious’ musicians, clean-cut to drug-fuelled and back again, Depeche Mode have done it all, and survived — quite literally so in the case of vocalist Dave Gahan.

Having sold a staggering 40 million albums and performed to some six million people over 20 years, who’d have guessed they’d still be releasing Multi-million-selling albums of dark, yet somehow uplifting songscapes that have become their latter-day trademark? It nearly wasn’t so-on more than one occasion.

For Depeche Mode are no strangers to pop’s undulating currents. They were written off as early as 1981 when, dissatisfied with the promotional and touring circus, Clarke unexpectedly departed immediately following the release of the band’s lightweight début LP, Speak & Spell. While he wasted little time in finding success with Alison Moyet in Yazoo and longevity with Erasure, Gahan and remaining synth players Fletcher and Martin Gore refused to be beaten. The latter promptly took over song-writing duties while classically trained keyboard virtuoso Alan Wilder filled Clarke’s on-stage shoes and soon proved indispensable in the studio.

Confounding fans and critics alike, Depeche Mode admirably reinvented themselves over the coming years, finally attaining world domination status on the 101st and final concert of their Music For The Masses world tour in front of a 70,000-strong audience at Pasedena’s Rose Bowl in California on June 18, 1988. It was often claimed that, after The Beatles, Depeche Mode were the most popular pop/rock outfit in the Soviet Union! Clearly their appeal knows no political bounds.

What goes up must come down. Following 1993’s ‘difficult’ Songs Of Faith And Devotion album, the 158-show trek to over two million fans took its toll in more ways than one, not least Wilder’s 1995 dramatic departure, put down to “dissatisfaction with the internal relations and working practices of the group”. Doom merchants again predicted Depeche Mode’s disbandment, not least because of Gahan’s substance abuse. They were almost right.

Gahan, Gore and Fletcher only just managed to regroup as a trio under the watchful production gaze of Bomb The Bass dance maverick Tim Simenon — Depeche Mode having inadvertently influenced a new generation of global electronica in its dazzling array of guises (techno, house, trance, trip — hop, et al). 1997’s chart — topping Ultra, shifted over four million copies worldwide, and spawned ‘Barrel Of A Gun’ — the group’s highest UK hit single in several years. A tough act to follow, but Depeche Mode showed no sign of letting up, tentatively touring — only 65 dates this time out-in support of their well-earned The Singles 86>98 compilation, albeit mindful of recent excesses and ‘near misses’.

Come 2001, a revitalised Depeche Mode were back in the studio, firing on all cylinders. Chosen to helm what became the Exciter album was producer Mark Bell, co-founder of LFO, a Warp Records signing dubbed as one of the most influential techno acts of the early Nineties. At the time of writing, three million copies had been sold following Depeche Mode’s 83-date North American and European tour.

Exciter itself is testament to the teamwork behind Depeche Mode’s enviable endurance — in this case Bell’s production skills and Gore’s songwriting talent, a talent rightly recognised with the May 1999 presentation of an award for International Achievement by the British Academy of Composers & Songwriters. Mute Records founder Daniel Miller, the man who sealed a deal with Depeche Mode with a simple handshake — no written details, no formal contracts — back in 1980, made that presentation.

To evoke a cliché — what is the secret of Depeche Mode’s success? Perhaps fellow British electropop pioneer Thomas Dolby is in a better position to answer: “When a Depeche Mode song comes on the radio, I know instantly it’s them — even if it’s a brand — new release or an obscure album cut I’ve never heard before. Even in the overcrowded world of electronic music, where we all have more or less the same tools at our disposal, Depeche Mode consistently stands out. They just have a sound that’s completely unique, and hard to put your finger on …”

Jonathan Miller
Whitley Bay, September 2002
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PART I

Basildon Bygone Daze


“Sometimes I feel, all of a sudden, I’m going to wake up, and then I’m going to be doing my old job, with a synthesiser in a suitcase, going to a small little place in Canning Town. So it does seem like a real dream, and it’s gone very, very fast!”

—Andy Fletcher, 2001






1
Basildon Bonding


“I really hated Basildon. I wanted to get out as quickly as I could. I think being in a band was an escape. There was very little to do. It’s one of those places where you go drinking because that’s your only option.”

—Martin Gore, 2001



They may think otherwise, relaxing in luxurious mansions in exotic locations around the world, but the Depeche Mode story does begin in the peculiarly ordinary Essex town of Basildon.

Located some 30 miles east of Central London, this unassuming area is one of several so-called ‘New Towns’ originally created as a direct result of the 1946 New Towns Act, designed to ease the capital’s chronic housing problem in the aftermath of the Blitz. The brainchild of Minister of Town & Country Planning, Lewis Silkin, the legislation gave Clement Atley’s post-Second World War Labour government the power to compulsorily designate any area of land on which a New Town development could be considered beneficial to the national interest.

Silkin himself chaired a public meeting at Laindon High Road secondary school on September 30, 1948, to debate the proposed plan for the creation of a 50,000-population New Town. By 1951-the year Basildon New Town welcomed its first ‘new’ residents — the district’s population had trebled to 34,000 residents since the 1931 census.

The name Basildon is of Saxon origin, as immortalised in British playwright Arnold Wesker’s critically acclaimed community production, Beorhtel’s Hill, commissioned to celebrate the town’s fortieth anniversary, in 1989. Wesker’s play was a fascinating document of London’s East Enders who became the first Basildon New Town settlers. Originally, a different breed of Londoner had taken to the wilds of Essex. As the London, Tilbury & Southend Railway system opened up the area from the mid-1850s onwards, the surrounding cheap land gave rise to the erection of sub-standard ‘shacks’ which were connected by unmade roads with no services. One company selling land at Pitsea and Vange, between 1901 and 1906, reputedly lured potential purchasers with free champagne lunches and rail tickets!

Yet the Basildon from which the New Town inherited its name — and from where Depeche Mode would emerge — was little more than a tiny village in the Forties, a mere pinprick on the Essex map. Its development heralded great change as the existing towns of Laindon and Pitsea with their all-important respective London rail links were effectively fused together. Amazingly, Basildon would not be blessed with its own railway station until 1970, though this apparent oversight did little to stem the rapid population influx.

As former ‘Basildonian’ and lifelong friend of Vince Clarke, Robert Marlow, observes: “All the people that came to Basildon were strangers. My family were from Wales — my mother was Welsh, my father came from Bishop’s Stortford in Hertfordshire. So it was all about resettlement — there were no roots, as such. I never felt like there was any sense of community, as it were. And I think that’s why anybody who lived there in the Sixties and Seventies probably had their little cliques or gangs, whereas in other areas, people often had established family living nearby. Anthropologically speaking, it’s quite interesting.”

If Gypswyk sounds like a strange street name then the Basildon Development Corporation, charged with overseeing the New Town’s construction, could conceivably be forgiven as they strove to transform the area into a thoroughly modern town; building and naming hundreds of new streets in rapid succession. With a population exceeding 120,000, today Basildon has over 1,200 street names — and rising.

By 1981 those streets were well on their way to completion, and pop’s fresh-faced, one-fingered synth pop phenomenon, Depeche Mode were already putting Basildon on the musical map. Indeed, when Depeche Mode first achieved front cover status in the August 22, 1981 issue of New Musical Express, the group’s diplomat Andy Fletcher was keen to point out, “It’s got an electoral role of 107,000 and that’s not including kids. That’s the biggest in the country, and next time it has got to be split up into Basildon East and West.”

Basildon New Town has since achieved a degree of notoriety, representinga barometer reading of British general election results. This largely stems from an early announcement that MP David Amess had held it for the Conservatives in 1992, the first indication that Neil Kinnock’s Labour party was not about to defy the opinion polls and oust John Major’s government. Basildon’s relative prosperity under Thatcherism — during which a high proportion of its local authority housing had been sold to occupiers — would live to fight another day.

Basildon, it would seem, is something of an anomaly — in more ways than one. According to Robert Marlow: “The sound of Basildon came out of the bricks!”

The Martins were but one of literally thousands of families who warmed to the promise of low — cost housing and good employment prospects. East Enders Dennis and Rose Martin married late in life. Their eldest son, Vincent, was born in South Woodford, on July 3, 1960. * Vince remembered his father as being “a bit of a wheeler and dealer”. Dennis was actually a tic-tac man,† specialising in greyhound racing, while Rose worked as a seamstress. In 1965, the couple were able to move their growing family into a brand-new, comparatively spacious, four-bedroomed local authority house at 44 Shepeshall, Basildon.

For young Vince, older sister Carol, and younger brothers, Michael and Rodney, Basildon’s pristine countryside was nothing short of revelatory with its numerous planned park and woodland areas in which to roam and play.

Vince Clarke: “It was great. We had a fine time. There were a lot more green areas back then than there are there now. We had three areas — the woods, the hill and the trees. Everything was based around those places. When you’re a little kid they’re very, very big.”

Boys will be boys, and brothers Michael and Rodney were swiftly initiated into Vince’s gang for elaborate games of bows and arrows, crab football, and other popular pastimes in the nearby woods. Carol kept her distance, an unspoken arrangement that apparently suited both parties. “We hated our big sister, and of course she hated us.”

In Basildon, circa 1965, the sun evidently shone brightly on Vince Martin. As he would one day reflect in adulthood: “It was quite a straightforward, normal family background. We all got on, pretty much.” From the age of five, Vince attended Laindon’s Bluehouse County Infant School, on Leinster Road.

Vince Clarke: “I enjoyed infant and junior school because they were quite small schools. So I felt like I was a bit of a big fish in a small pond. Then when I went to Laindon High Road, I was a small fish in a big pond, and I hated it.”

The youngster joined the 5th Basildon Boys’ Brigade, whose junior section met on a weekday evening at Janet Duke Primary School in Markhams Chase, Laindon. Unbeknownst to Vince, Alison ‘Alf’ Moyet, his future musical partner in synth duo Yazoo, was attending school there.

Vince Clarke: “Boys’ Brigade was fantastic! It was like a youth club; you went there to play table tennis, basically. The only thing you had to do was go to church on Sundays, which was OK. But you put up with that for the good stuff. We went camping and we went on canal boat trips. It was just a brilliant experience for us all.”

Vince made friends with another Basildon boy brigadier, Rob Allen, who lived around the corner from the Martins, at 3 Gypswyk.

Robert Marlow:* “Vince and I always get mixed up as to whether we were six or seven, or seven or eight when we met up at Boy’s Brigade — certainly it was very early. And, of course, Andy Fletcher was part of that as well.”

The lanky, strawberry blond Andrew John Fletcher, born in Nottingham on July 8, 1961, was another new kid on the Basildon block. York Shipley, a Nottingham — based refrigeration and cooling equipment manufacturer, had moved his father, John, to work at their new Basildon — based factory. Andy later admitted: “It was a job for a house. If you could get a job, you could get a house.”

In the event, 101 Woolmer Green, a modern three-bedroom mid-link villa on a pedestrian-only street within walking distance of Shepeshall, would be the Fletcher family’s south eastern destination. Younger sisters, Susan and Karen shared a bedroom while Andy, a keen footballer and life — long Chelsea supporter, had a room to himself. Like Vince Clarke, his earliest Basildon memories paint a pretty picture: “When I was growing up we had fields, cricket, football, countryside.”

Andy’s Basildon schooling began at Chowdhary, on Markhams Chase, a mere three-minute walk from his new home. Former neighbour and lasting friend, Rob Andrews recalls: “I lived 20 yards from ‘Fletch’, we shared the same area at the bottoms of our gardens and so played together from an early age. We had pretty separate lives at junior school-our one-year age difference counted then!”

Despite Chowdhary’s adjacency to Shepeshall, Vince Clarke was at a loss to explain why he attended different schools to his future Depeche Mode bandmate. Boys’ Brigade, and ultimately the church, would form the backbone of their bonding.

Although young Fletcher was regarded as a “good boy”, former Markhams Chase resident Linette Dunbar fondly recounted meeting Andy on her way home from Girls’ Brigade. “He asked me if I was wearing navy knickers, or something to that effect. I cried all the way home to my mum.”

Andy Fletcher: “I became involved in the church by accident when I was eight. Dad suggested I join the Boys’ Brigade so I could play football.”

Such was Andy’s enthusiasm for the game that his father was stirred into establishing and managing Central Boys Football Club, a team made up mainly of 5th Basildon Boys’ Brigade members. Former player Chris Sheppard remembers Andy as being “something of a good footballer but was, and probably still is, a misguided Chelsea fan!” John Bowden was in that same Boys’ Brigade, but “only for the football”. News of John Fletcher’s team evidently spread fast amongst Basildon’s up-and-coming soccer converts.

“Everybody in the Boys’ Brigade was into football,” says Vince, “well, not necessarily into football, but we played because an inter — Boys’ Brigade football thing was going on, so you’d invariably be roped in. I was always a sub.”

Yet another local lad, Norman Webb, whose father was the Captain of the 5th Basildon Boy’s Brigade at Janet Duke Primary School, remembered this football team’s formation coinciding with a move to the Senior Boys’ Brigade at St Paul’s Methodist Church on Ballards Walk. Vince Clarke is adamant he was 11 when this change occurred, as his parents separated around the same time. “My mum remarried pretty quickly soon after she split up with my father,” he would recall. Vince’s family then moved around the corner to a three-storey council house at 59 Mynchens, a bizarrely named cul-de-sac within spitting distance of St Paul’s Methodist Church, the proximity of which would not be lost on the Basildon boy.

The Senior Boys’ Brigade’s new-found association with St Paul’s didn’t escape Robert Marlow: “Neither Vince nor I were particularly good at football, but we used to go along and have a dabble. It was great. I suppose what went along with that — and now it’s a very non-trendy thing to say-was that we got involved with the church. We had to go every week to Bible classes on a Sunday; that was part of the Boys’ Brigade regime.”

One — time attendee Chris Sheppard shed further light on this regime: “Part of the deal with the Boys’ Brigade was to attend St Paul’s, the local church, and you were marked for attendance. If you went missing regularly you ran the risk of being dismissed from the Brigade. Every four weeks or so, there was a full parade, where everyone donned full uniform to attend the service.”

Andy Fletcher was well versed in the drill, much to his chagrin: “The most embarrassing thing was attending parades in Bas [Basildon] wearing full BB [Boys’ Brigade] uniform. That period shaped my moral beliefs and attitudes.”

But where there’s praise there’s often song, as Robert Marlow concurs: “Going to the church was quite musical in itself. You went to the Boys’ Brigade thing on a Friday and did your saluting and marching, then on a Tuesday night it would just be games — snooker and table tennis; all the usual churchy stuff. But they had an old piano there, and I’d been having piano lessons since I was about five or six. Eventually, Vince brought his guitar along to Boys’ Brigade and we’d just jam.”

Despite a year’s age gap that translated to two years’ difference at their respective schools, music would play a defining role in the enduring friendship between Rob Allen and Vince Martin.

Vince readily admits to having no interest in music at all as a child, “though I thought I was quite musical; I could pick out tunes on the piano.” Surprisingly, tinkling the ivories would not be responsible for kick — starting his musical education but rather bowing the strings. Upon starting his dreaded Laindon High Road Comprehensive schooling, Vince began Saturday morning violin lessons. For that he had his mother to thank: “My mum liked listening to music and got us all into music. She made us do music lessons! Carol did the clarinet, flute, violin and piano; Michael did the piano; and Rodney did the flute. It seemed quite appealing at the time — for about two weeks, and then it became a complete bore.” As for his instrument of choice: “No one was doing violin, so I thought I’d do it and be a bit odd, I suppose.”

Karen Shorter, who was in the same year as Vince Martin throughout their time at Laindon High Road, remembered him as being “a very smiley chap and very friendly — basically, a well-adjusted happy sort of person.” In observing that Laindon High Road was not the greatest of schools, she also noted that Vince’s crowd were of a more quiet and studious disposition than her own. “He seemed the type that should have gone to a more academic school.”

This corresponds with Vince’s subsequent explanation as to why he attended this 1928-vintage school, when the considerably newer Nicholas Comprehensive on Leinster Road, Basildon, was closer. “My sister went to Laindon High Road, and, at that time, it was a better school. Actually, it was still a Grammar school the year before I arrived and then it became one of the first Comprehensives in the country. It went from being quite a good school to quite a terrible school.”

Rivalries ran high and there were regular fights between the two schools. Admittedly, Vince conceded that there were “a couple of decent teachers” during his five — year tenure, but for someone who confessed to feeling “like a small fish in a big pond” this was not a good sign. “I learnt very early that I didn’t like being in a place someone told me to be, or doing something someone told me to do. It was an injustice, as far as I was concerned, being made to go to school. So I spent a lot of time not going — bunking off.”

Karen Shorter’s recollection of Vince’s violin lessons in the school’s Great Hall hardly suggests a musical career in the making. “I have to say, he didn’t seem great — I would never have put him down as writing all those great songs and being so musically gifted.”

Clearly, Vince and the violin were not made for each other, and following a two-year uneasy partnership, they went their separate ways. Instead, Vince turned to guitar, convinced that the instrument “sort of makes a horny sound”.

An art teacher at Laindon High Road, remembered only as Mr White, was to become his new musical mentor, making an impression on the sheltered schoolboy if only because of his longhair and beard. Vince can’t remember why he borrowed one of the school’s acoustic guitars to attend Mr White’s evening guitar classes, but professes to still owning song sheets to Sixties classics like Bob Dylan’s ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’ from those formative lessons.

Former Laindon High Road pupil Paul Cornhill, who recalled Vince as being “a quiet lad at school”, claimed the future synth Svengali started a guitar club of his own at the school. “I attended out of curiosity. I later took up the guitar and still own The Beatles Complete which he inspired me to buy having seen the copy he owned. I guess he was as big a Beatles fan as I was.”

Vince Clarke: “I learned guitar at those classes, and then Rob, who’d always been playing piano, and myself started mucking about together.”

For Rob Allen, whose family had, by now, bought a more upmarket Basildon property at 312 Falstones (still within walking distance of Vince’s Mynchens abode) memories of those refreshingly naive times remain vivid.

Robert Marlow: “Vince used to come round my house and we’d sit up in the back bedroom, plotting and scheming — typical schoolboy stuff. We started playing guitar together — terrible versions of ‘Get Back’ by The Beatles and ‘Pinball Wizard’ by The Who. I remember jumping around in my bedroom wanting to be Pete Townshend! We really did want to be pop stars; that’s definitely what I wanted to be-ever since I saw Marc Bolan on Top Of The Pops singing ‘Children Of The Revolution’.”

If Vince Martin harboured any similar aspirations, he played them close to his chest. Rob thought his mate’s painfully shy and sensitive persona influenced his musical outlook. “Vince was more reticent, because of his taste. He was into singer/songwriters — he loved Simon & Garfunkel — and he was a big fan of Pink Floyd, because of the atmospheres. Around that time I used to go round his house on a Saturday night, when his parents were out, and we’d watch old horror movies. We’d make ourselves fried egg sandwiches, turn the lights off, light a joss stick, then listen to Ummagumma — all that weird and wonderful stuff like ‘Set The Controls For The Heart Of The Sun’ — or Hawkwind’s Space Ritual. Then we’d watch the horror film; that would be the pinnacle of the evening.”

Since the Martin family didn’t own a record player — nor, indeed, a radiogram until Vince was 13 years old — it was at Rob’s place that the duo made their first tentative compositional steps. “As well as having a piano, we had a Hammond — like organ with a rhythm machine on it,” Marlow reminisced. “That was where we first started hearing those boom — boom — tschak, boom — boom — tschak — type sounds.”

“The drum machine thing came from when I first heard OMD,” Clarke revealed, describing the duo’s bedroom — based modus operandi as follows: “There’d be something in the charts, and we’d listen to the record and work out the chords. We’d also get two magazines — Words and Disco 45, which was a bit like an early Smash Hits — so we’d have the words to the song, which we’d then write the chords above. We didn’t perform to other people, as such; it was more just a case of us mucking about.”

Yet Rob Allen was hedging his musical bets.

Robert Marlow: “I met Martin Gore for the first time through school when we were in a play together; we did My Fair Lady in 1974/75. Fletcher and him were in the year above me at Nicholas, because, although we’re the same age, I was born later, in October 1961. Martin wasn’t really churchy, he was just really studious — what you might call a swot.”

Depeche Mode’s future chief songwriter, Martin Lee Gore, was born on July 23, 1961, and grew up at 16 Shepeshall, together with younger sisters Karen and Jacqueline. The Gore family had relocated from Dagenham, Essex, where his stepfather David worked at Ford’s car plant, as did his telephonist mother, Pamela.

Martin Gore: “I didn’t want to leave school. I felt secure there.” Fellow Nicolas Comprehensive pupil, Mark Bargrove trailed a couple of years behind Martin, whom he described as “a very quiet, unassuming, polite lad.” A 16th birthday party invite from mutual friend Mark Crick, who in 1981 would design the sleeve artwork for Depeche Mode’s début single, yielded an unexpected result that left an indelible imprint on Bargrove. “After much alcohol had been drunk, I remember Martin stunning the room into silence in the early hours with an acoustic guitar, accompanying himself in a faultless rendition of Don McLean’s ‘American Pie’.”

Robert Marlow: “Martin was one of the most painfully shy people I’ve ever met — until he had a drink.” This impression ties in with Vince Clarke’s account of first sighting his future bandmate: “I was walking home from somewhere and Martin was unconscious in the bushes just outside his house, sitting in his own vomit, having been to the school disco.”

Martin Gore: “My interest in pop music stemmed from a couple of things. Firstly, I was heavily into the teen mag Disco 45. I had hundreds of them and used to read all the song words. I can still remember all those lyrics, though I haven’t got a good memory for anything else. A friend taught me a few guitar chords and we started to write songs.”

Robert Marlow: “Martin lived round the corner — in between my house and Vince’s house — in Shepeshall, so I used to go round there and up to his bedroom where he was really into Sparks. Like me, he was more into glam rock. I used to have a tape we made of us playing ‘Blockbuster’! He had a sort of Bontempi organ, which he’d play, and I’d play fuzz guitar — I had a distortion box I used to carry around with me.

“I’d progressed from my £5 Spanish guitar to an electric, a white Jedson Strat copy, which cost about £25 — and I had a 9.5W amplifier! It made enough of a racket that my mum used to switch off the electricity!”

In keeping with this Damascus — style conversion, Rob had taken to customising his school uniform. “We were all starting to dress — as much as you could at school-in a sort of punk fashion: plastic sandals, straight trousers, sunglasses and trying to make your tie as tight as possible. I remember getting sent home for wearing a German iron cross on my school blazer! Of course, some of those teachers back in the Seventies still remembered the war.”

Such behaviour secured Rob Allen a brief foray into the burgeoning world of punk, courtesy of The Vandals, a previously all — girl band fronted by upcoming vocalist Alison Moyet.

Robert Marlow: “She was in the year above me at school; one day she came up to me and said, ‘You play guitar, don’t you? You’re doing a gig on Saturday!’ ”

A couple of brief rehearsals took place at fellow Vandal Kim Forey’s house at 12 Gladwyns, in readiness for the big night. “Alison had written these songs, which were fairly easy, two-chord numbers,” Marlow recalled. “One was called ‘I’m In Love With My Guitar’ which had a kind of reggae, skanky beat.”

Rob took to the stage for the first time with Alison, Kim and Sue Padchett, at Southend’s rather salubrious — at least for an angry-sounding punk band — Grand Hotel.

Robert Marlow: “Because the art school was nearby, all these posy people and punks came along. It was the first time I’d ever played through a big amplifier, so there was all this screeching going on. At no point was I able to hear what Alison sounded like, and it wasn’t until Vince later played me a portastudio demo that he’d made of ‘Only You’ that I found out. He said, ‘Guess who that is?’ I told him I didn’t have a clue, and he said, ‘It’s Alison!’ That was bizarre.”

Punk’s opening salvo had left Alison cold, if not token male Vandal, Rob Allen. Robert Marlow: “All of a sudden, round here we were quite the thing — because of Alison’s voice. I thought it was because of my guitar playing, but obviously it wasn’t! We were influenced by X-Ray Spex, The Clash and the Pistols — the whole punk thing.”

Vince Martin and Andy Fletcher were still deeply committed to a Christian youth fellowship at St Paul’s Methodist Church at the time. “Vince and I were born-again Christians from the age of 11 to about 18,” admits Andy. “We used to go to Greenbelt every year from the age of 11, which is a massive Christian rock festival. We had an active social life that revolved around the church seven days a week. Me and Vince were into the preaching side — trying to convert non-believers. Vince was number three in the local hierarchy. On Saturdays, there was a BB [Boys’ Brigade] coffee bar where I’d try to preach to the yobs. Of course, we got stick for our beliefs.”

That they did. Former Nicholas Comprehensive pupil Brian Denny — now Foreign Editor on British Marxist newspaper the Morning Star — sheepishly admitted to once snowballing “the Christians attending the church on Ballards Walk.”

Vince Clarke: “We preached in the streets and all sorts of places like coffee clubs. We were terribly into it. Everybody would go to Greenbelt. We had trips to London to these big kind of Christian revivalist — type things at the Albert Hall. We used to go on holidays; it was all very youth orientated.”

Central to these events was a fellow named Chris Briggs, whom Vince Clarke recalled as being “very influential to us all — he’s a preacher now. He was a really excellent listener. The youth fellowship was a sort of sideline to the Methodist church we went to, and he was the leader. We were kind of the revolutionaries of the church, because the Methodists were quite staid. We were going to go out and save everybody — almost like Pentecostals within the Methodists!”

In keeping with this remark, Rob Allen is adamant that he saw Vince walking around Basildon College Of Higher Education, wearing a long grey coat with ‘Jesus Saves’ emblazoned across its shoulders. Religion undeniably made its mark on Allen’s own life.

Robert Marlow: “Growing up through your teenage years, you’re looking and searching for things, aren’t you? And, I suppose, that was what Fletch, Vince and other peripheral people like Rob Andrews were doing.”

Music was integral to the Christian fellowship at St Paul’s in more ways than one, as Andy Fletcher confirmed: “That was where we learned how to play our instruments and sing-we learned our trade, I suppose.”

With Rob Allen otherwise engaged with Martin Gore, Vince Martin resumed his musical pursuits at church: “I was involved with another guy called Kevin Walker — he’s a preacher as well. We formed a little group, a folk duo, playing guitar and singing. He wrote most of the stuff; we did a couple of covers, and then I started writing songs — I don’t know why or how.”

The songs were undemanding, yet from the outset, Vince Clarke’s ear for a melodious tune was evident: “They were happy-clappy, kind of like nursery rhymes — simplistic stuff, but always melodic.”

Kevin Walker also played drums in a rock band called Insight, together with fellowship leader Chris Briggs. They played The Who’s ‘I Can’t Explain’ alongside obscure religious covers, though as Vince Clarke was at pains to point out, these were “contemporary religious songs, with a folk kind of feel”. Insight regularly performed at St Paul’s social evenings and those of other related churches in their locale, undoubtedly impressing receptive teens Vince Martin and Andy Fletcher. Before long, Andy, too, was expressing an interest in all things musical.

Andy Fletcher: “Vince and I had a group when we were 16 called No Romance In China which tried to be like The Cure. We were into their Three Imaginary Boys LP. Vince used to attempt to sing like Robert Smith.”

Vince confirmed The Cure influence: “We wanted to be The Cure. I’ve got a CD copy of my first demo, which is surprisingly like The Cure.”

Clarke is certain that No Romance In China, “the first band that I was in with a name that ever performed,” was a four-piece outfit, comprising himself on lead guitar and vocals, Andy Fletcher on bass, moonlighting Vandal guitarist Sue Padgett, plus drummer Pete Hobbs. That said, No Romance In China only ever performed once — at The Double Six public house on Basildon’s Whitmore Way.

Vince Clarke: “They had a jam night on Wednesdays. There was a drum kit in there already set up and you just went on and did your songs. We only did about three or four numbers. We wrote our own songs; we didn’t ever do any covers.”

Rob Andrews agreed that No Romance In China was “pretty much a guitar band” but cannot remember Sue Padgett ever being part of its lineup. By 1979, Andy Fletcher was musically active, a move that perplexed Gary Smith, another childhood chum of Rob Andrews and former friend of Vince Martin, “because … how can I put it? Andy was not really that musically orientated.”

All of which begs the question: were No Romance In China actually any good? Probably not — if Basildon journalist Mat Broomfield is to be believed. “Andy was awful on guitar! No one really knew Vince, but he was very serious about being a musician — a bit like John Lennon being the driving force in The Beatles.”

Broomfield recalls seeing Vince Martin, Andy Fletcher and possibly Pete Hobbs practising after Boys’ Brigade at their old Ballards Walk haunt in an eight-foot — square storeroom amongst a load of jumble sale bags. Broomfield also claims that Andy Fletcher’s habitual habit of shirking Boys’ Brigade duties by nipping off to the toilet with a newspaper earned him the rather appropriate, if crude, nickname of ‘bogroll’!

Robert Marlow: “Me and Andy once went to see The Damned in London. Fletch wore this railway jacket with British Rail buttons on it! I remember getting on the train, and there were these couple of girls from Basildon. I can’t recall their names now, but I can clearly remember Fletcher saying, ‘Oh, wasn’t it good the other night at church, Rob?’ So there I am sitting there, smoking my cigarette, trying to look cool in front of these birds, and he’s harping on about church and Boys’ Brigade!”

However, Vince Martin was quick to spot the potential in his bass — playing protégé: “Fletcher was really quite good; he bought himself a bass guitar and I kind of showed him how to play it. He was very keen and enthusiastic — very eager to listen and learn. And that’s really how Depeche Mode started; it was just me and Fletch.”


*In 1980, as Depeche Mode prepared to release their first record, Vince Martin adopted the stage surname, Vince Clarke. For the purposes of this book, all direct quotes are attributed to Vince “Clarke”.

† Tic-tac being the secret and complex sign language used by bookmakers at racecourses to indicate movements in the price of a horse, or, in Dennis’ case, usually a dog.

* When signed to Vince Clarke’s short-lived Reset Records label in the Eighties, Rob Allen followed his mentor’s lead and adopted the stagename, Robert Marlow, as he is now known. For the purposes of this book, all direct quotes are attributed to Robert Marlow.
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Romancing The Synth


“[Andy] Fletcher’s school friend Martin Gore bought a synth, so we got him in the band because he had a keyboard. Then we decided that we couldn’t play guitars — we were crap at it — but we could get away with playing synthesisers, because you only needed two fingers.”

—Vince Clarke, 2001



While Vince Martin and Andy Fletcher were taking their first tentative musical steps, Martin Gore had likewise been active. Still a student at Nicholas Comprehensive, he regularly played guitar in a band called Norman & The Worms. As reported by Steve Taylor in Depeche Mode’s first feature interview for the teen bi-monthly Smash Hits (dated July 9–22, 1981), “Martin, who still goes to Methodist church once a month, was the guitarist in a middle-of-the-road West Coast orientated band which played ‘nice songs’.”

That Norman & The Worms were not referred to by name is perhaps understandable, though it’s interesting that Taylor made mention of 19-year-old Martin’s church-going escapades — at Vince and Andy’s regular Basildon meeting place, St Paul’s Church on Ballards Walk.

“Martin just used to come along for the singing,” was Fletcher’s recollection. “I suppose I thought I’d convert him.”

Martin Gore has since professed to be an atheist on more than one occasion, prompting Uncut magazine’s Stephen Dalton to shrewdly observe, “but an enduring curiosity about spirituality still runs through his blasphemous beats and devotional lyrics.”

Blasphemy was far from Norman & The Worm’s agenda, with the responsibility for singing those “nice songs” resting on one Phil Burdett’s shoulders. It would be many years before the still painfully shy Gore was prepared to step into the limelight with his own vocals. Gore’s church association resulted in misgivings from some quarters as to where Norman & The Worms were coming from, musically or otherwise. Vince’s friend, Gary Smith voiced his classmates’ concerns: “At the time they struck us as coming from very Christian families. I don’t know how into it they all were, but we always assumed the band was a Christian — type, folksy affair. From my angle, that’s what they were branded as. I saw them a couple of times, but we didn’t flock to see them.”

Paradoxically, Christianity was not Phil Burdett’s bag, but rather the blues: “My brother liked blues music, mainly, because he’s 11 years older than me. He had all these records that I’d listen to — those that weren’t blues were West Coast acoustic stuff. That’s all I thought existed. When I wanted to get a band together when I was 13 or 14, my first thought was to form a blues band, because I already knew loads of blues songs — it’s easy to play … badly! It was only when I started listening to chart stuff that I realised there was other stuff.”

Gore was partly responsible for expanding Burdett’s musical horizons. “When I first met Martin, he was always talking about music, which kind of surprised me. I thought somebody like him — he was a bit of a swot at school-would just like what was in the charts and that’s it.”

In fact, Gore’s fixation with all things of a popular music nature began before he met Burdett. “I fell in love with music at about the age of 10 when I found a bag of records in my mother’s cupboard — it was her old 45s, all old rock’n’roll stuff — and I just felt this immediate passion for it; there was something [there] that moved me.”

Inevitably, Gore soon began buying records of his own. Gary Glitter was an early favourite — and would remain so for quite some time. “I was a Gary Glitter fan up until a very late stage,” Martin confessed to Stephen Dalton. “I remember when he brought out ‘Remember Me This Way’, and having to sneak into town and make sure no one I knew was around when I snuck into the record shop door and quickly got it in a bag and ran out again! David Bowie was a massive influence. The first album I ever owned was Ziggy Stardust. I used to love Bryan Ferry.”

The inquisitive pop fan could only remain passive for so long.

Phil Burdett: “Martin was something of a natural. I taught him some chords, and he picked it up really quickly. Then we thought we’d write some stuff; I wrote a couple of things that were probably pretty awful, but one of the songs that Martin wrote at that time was later recorded by Depeche Mode — that was ‘See You’; we used to do a version of that, sort of a mid-tempo acoustic ballad, because we were both writing our material on acoustic guitars.”

By the time Norman & The Worms took to gigging, Gore and Burdett had progressed to electric guitars while their ranks had swelled to include drummer Pete Hobbs, who had briefly played in No Romance In China (featuring Vince Martin). Burdett joked that Hobbs played drums for every band in South East England, and described an early band outing. “We did a Basildon rock festival which was the only gig we did where we had a full set with a mixture of our own stuff and other people’s. We did the Skippy theme tune, which has since become something of a legend. I think that might have been because Martin could do the noise!”

Martin Mann, future husband of Vince Martin’s one-time girlfriend Deb Danahay, recalls Norman & The Worms enteringa talent contest at The Castlemaine public house on Basildon’s Maine Road.

“I don’t know why they decided to go in for it. Norman & The Worms were probably just trying to be a contemporary pop/rock band, but it wasn’t a pub for them, really; it was more of a family pub, but it was — and still is — renowned for live music. They used to have local bands and local crooners — people who wanted to get up and have a sing-song. Those were the days before karaoke, of course. What I can remember from that night is that Phil Burdett had a stinking cold and he was sticking Vicks Sinex up his nose to try and clear his nasal passages — he began their set by saying, ‘I dedicate this number to Vic Sinex!’ They didn’t win.”

In fact, according to Rob Andrews, Norman & The Worms lost out to a Tom Jones impersonator, “despite the will of the crowd”.

When Norman & The Worms eventually disbanded, Phil Burdett went on to become a singer/songwriter of some repute in the Southend folk scene, with several albums to his credit.

Robert Marlow: “Phil’s a local geezer who’s got a voice that’s a bit like Van Morrison. He made some albums, had some success with that, and he’s still plugging away at it.”

Meanwhile, Vince Martin was having similar experiences. “Me and a few of my mates got together this gospel-folk thing, and we entered a talent competition,” he told Future Music. “At that age you really believe you’re the bees knees, and with the guitar you can make a nice sound almost as soon as you pick it up, so we thought we were brilliant. You sit there planning all the things you’re going to buy as soon as you’re famous … all from a local talent show. And, of course, we were awful. Didn’t come anywhere in the end.”

It’s possible that Vince actually performed alongside his future bandmate, Martin Gore at Norman & The Worms’ Castlemaine gig, as he recalled being “allowed to perform with Norman & The Worms — I played bass for one gig. I think I probably borrowed [Andy] Fletcher’s bass.”

With the demise of No Romance In China, following their one-off public performance at The Double Six, Vince formed a duo with ‘subsonic pupil’ Andy Fletcher, having invested in “a crappy Stratocaster copy”. Accompanied by “one of those Selmer Auto-Rhythm drum boxes with the little pitter-patter beats that you put on top of your home organ,” Vince and Andy confidently christened their latest quest for pop stardom, Composition Of Sound.

Vince Clarke: “That’s kind of when I started thinking more seriously about doing music properly. I’d spent loads of time working in crappy jobs trying to buy a decent guitar — a Fender Strat, or something — and a Marshall stack, because I was under the impression that the more expensive equipment you bought, the better you would sound.”

By now Vince had left Laindon High Road Comprehensive with a respectable five O levels to his name — not bad considering he still “hated it. It was an injustice, as far as I was concerned, being made to go to school.” Somewhat predictably, he shared a similar attitude to work. “My first job was in a yoghurt factory, shifting cans of milk, for £21 a week after tax,” Clarke recalled to Future Music in 1995. “Then I worked for Sainsbury’s for six months, stacking shelves, followed by a stint at Kodak, some packing at Yardley’s and delivering letters for the Post Office. Oh, and I did some time with the Civil Service and worked in the wages department for British Rail. In fact, Sainsbury’s was the longest time I spent working in one job before I started doing music properly. I think the one thing that made me want to get into music was because I hated working. I hated having to go to work — it seemed like such an injustice!”

Robert Marlow: “Vince has always been a bit of an outsider — painfully shy in those days, painfully sensitive. I remember the first time we went to a party in London — this was when I lost my virginity — and he was really upset and walked off home with the hump because I’d slept with this woman who was a friend of a friend’s mother.”

Such behaviour could, of course, be partly attributed to the religious turmoil that was engulfing Vince during this period, as he explained: “I think most people fell away from the whole church thing. You used different reasons to justify it at the time. Upon reflection, it was all about the fact that suddenly we’d have these talks about feeling guilty and shit. And when you’re a teenager, discovering sexuality and women, that’s not what you need to hear. Some people got very high and mighty — myself included, probably, but you’re so impressionable at that age. You think you can change the world — we really did believe that.”

This high and mighty attitude extended to career opportunities, as Marlow confirmed: “I remember having the police turning up at my parent’s door one day asking if we’d seen him, because apparently he’d been reported missing from work. I think that might have been the British Rail job in Fenchurch Street; he’d gone off at lunchtime and decided he wasn’t coming back. He’d think, ‘I’m pissed off; this is not what I want; I’m going!’ And he would walk home from wherever he was.

“[Another] time he worked for a lemonade delivery company called Alpine Drinks. They had this fleet of three-tonne lorries, and they used to employ a driver and a driver’s mate — bearing in mind that Vince was only 18, his mate couldn’t have been any more than 16. But Vince had a bit of a prang, and that was it! He parked the van up, told the boy to ‘fuck off’ and walked home. But the thing was, he then called on me, saying, ‘Put your leather jacket on, we’re going to get my wages.’ He would always bitch on after these debacles, so I would say, ‘Bollocks! You only touched somebody’s car!’ But the drinks people used to shout and tell him off; they didn’t sound like they were very nice people.

“That’s where [Vince] was different — maybe different to the rest of us — because he had a much bigger inner life, a much bigger sense of what could be done — much more ambitious, in a way. And also he had the nous to actually connect the cerebral stuff to ‘How am I going to get this? How can I do this?’ Whereas most of us sit there and dream, don’t we? ‘I can play guitar; I’m a fairly good — looking bloke; I think I’ll be a pop star!’ Well, that kind of thinking would never enter Vince’s mind. He would just think: ‘Right, I’ve got to get from Step A to Step B,’ or whatever. He’s ever the pragmatist.”

Pragmatic or political, for now ‘Step A’ involved temporarily suspending Composition Of Sound in favour of another musical collaboration with Rob Allen.

The Vandals had by now disbanded because, according to Rob, “all the girls wanted boys, and it all got to be a bit messy. So Vince and I formed another group, which was my band really, called The Plan. He played guitar and I’d conned my mum into buying me a synthesiser. I’d been listening to a lot of Ultravox with John Foxx — songs like ‘Saturday Night In The City Of The Dead’ and ‘The Man Who Dies Everyday’, songs that had sounds that you could only get on a synthesiser. So I got my mum to take out a hire purchase agreement on a Korg 700-a fantastic synth! It was all silver toggles with colour coding on them, and it had these great big traveller — type switches for the VCOs [Voltage — Controlled Oscillators] and stuff, so you could stand there and sway about as you opened and closed the filter, or whatever. Vince has got one now, the jammy sod, because he collects these things!”

Vince Clarke: “Rob got his synth first; he was the first person I knew who bought one, but his family had bought their own house — they were quite posh, you see. What happened was that Gary Numan did ‘Are ‘Friends’ Electric?’ So suddenly we were all turned on to synthesisers. That was what sparked off The Plan.”

Like many, Rob Allen was completely taken aback by Numan, when tuning into Top Of The Pops, one fateful evening in May 1979. Tubeway Army’s soon-to-be-number one hit single ‘Are ‘Friends’ Electric?’ was quite unlike anything he’d heard before. By chalking up two number one singles (‘Are ‘Friends’ Electric?’ and ‘Cars’) and two number one albums (Replicas and The Pleasure Principal) during a three-month period in 1979, 21-year-old West London ex-punk Gary Numan briefly became an icon for a generation of synthesiser fans, including Allen, who took to bleaching his own hair and accordingly acquired the nickname ‘Tube’. (Coincidentally, in autumn 1984, Beggars Banquet chose to release a collection of previously shelved Tubeway Army recordings as The Plan!)

The Plan rehearsed in nearby Rayleigh, where drummer Paul Langwith’s father owned a sandblasting factory. Scarf wearing became a temporary requirement because dust from the sandblasting came through the walls! Whether this look would have been permanently adopted can never be known as The Plan’s début performance — set for January 1, 1980 at Barons nightclub, attached to The Elms pub, Leigh-on-Sea-failed to materialise, because, according to Robert Marlow, “there was a big fight the week before, so they closed it down.”

Meanwhile, Andy Fletcher was putting his own musical plan into action. According to an early Depeche Mode Information Service bio, Fletcher had previously played in a band called The Blood. Vince Clarke remains sceptical as to this group’s existence, however. “It’s the kind of thing Fletcher would do, but, knowing him, it was more a figment of his imagination! He probably had a concept, but I’m not sure if The Blood ever performed; I’m not sure who was in it — apart from himself!”

Former Nicholas Comprehensive pupil Chris Sheppard remembered seeing Fletcher quite regularly “as we used to travel home on the same late night bus after he had been playing at a Basildon pub. He was always lugging a guitar around with him.” Could these public performances have been with The Blood? Fletcher remains quiet on the subject.

Vince Clarke: “All of these bands could have lasted just two days. They’re just names. Rob and I always wanted to be in a band together, but we both had such egos. And we had quite different musical tastes. The reason why he and I connected was that we hated each other’s music so much! We’d spend evenings just slagging each other’s records off while playing them! So any kind of musical connection I had with Rob was always short-lived.”

Bassist Perry Bamonte, a Sixth Form college friend of Rob Allen’s, was introduced into The Plan’s fold. Bamonte eventually went on to greater things as The Cure’s keyboard player — an ironic move in light of No Romance In China’s Cure — type aspirations. In 1980, seemingly on a whim, Rob Allen decided to go grape picking in France: [I was] “going to go away and be poetic or something, but I never actually went”. The ever — determined Vince Martin decided the time was right to venture out in a solo capacity. Quite out of character, the insular Essex lad recorded a demo of some of his early Cure — inspired compositions at a four-track garage studio in London.

“I suppose I must have been totally committed — even then,” Vince reflects. “It was quite scary — going up to London, sitting on the train and stuff, late at night, as was being in a studio, because I knew nothing about studios back then. I think I got the studio for £5 an hour, so I did three hours. I brought my guitar and drum box along, plus the studio guy had a string synthesiser — a Solina, or something— on which I just played root notes on these three or four songs.

“My next step was to go to college, simply because I knew I had to get some exams to get a better job — and with a better job, I could buy better equipment. That was how I thought you succeeded in the music business.”

Somewhat predictably, Vince did not enjoy his “year or so” stint study — inghistory at Basildon College of Further Education. Music was where his aspirations lay, but, in Catch–22 fashion, better equipment obviously required money. Another — quite literally — crappy job beckoned.

Robert Marlow: “Vince had this terrible job — Fletcher’s dad got it for him, working for CS & S at the airport over in Southend, basically shovel — lingshit! Aeroplanes landed, and he drove out to the plane, took the ‘portaloos’ [toilets] out and put them in the back of this old Ford Console estate. It really was a terrible job, but he’d come home and put the money down on the kitchen table and not spend a penny of it. That’s how he bought his first synth. There was no hire purchase involved, because they weren’t in a particularly good financial situation at that time. His mum had just split up from his stepfather.”

Vince Clarke: “What motivated me to actually buy a synthesiser was, again, probably Orchestral Manoeuvres In The Dark’s ‘Almost’, which was their B-side to ‘Electricity’. I realised that you could buy a synthesiser for a certain amount of money, and just by hitting one or two keys you could do things that sounded fantastic and contemporary — and sound like Gary Numan or Orchestral Manoeuvres.”

Numan, himself, attested to the attraction of the synth, telling biographer Steve Malins, “They [synthesisers] provided an opportunity for people without any great musical training or ability to make pop music. You could rent them fairly cheaply, record them in little studios and they would sound incredibly powerful.”

Vince Clarke: “I wasn’t listening particularly to Gary Numan — not that I don’t like Gary Numan; don’t get me wrong, I was blown away by him on Top Of The Pops — but OMD sounded more home — made, and I suddenly thought, ‘I can do that!’ There was this sudden connection.”

Rob Allen’s venture into the world of subtractive analogue synthesis had clearly not been lost on his forward — thinking friend, who was still dreaming of his own musical pursuits — particularly when emptying those aircraft chemical toilets. “That was a great job,” Vince Clarke states sarcastically. “At the time I worked totally just to make money. I had no idea about a career or anything; I had no plans for the future. It was all just about making a wage.”

Andy Fletcher was evidently not one for shying away from a hard day’s graft either. According to Rob Andrews, “Fletch delivered the Evening Echo newspaper and then went on to clean aircraft at Southend Airport for extra cash.” This extra cash was presumably used to fund the bass guitar that he promptly put to good use with No Romance In China, and Composition Of Sound.

Unlike Vince, Andy, who had left Nicholas Comprehensive in 1979 with eight O levels and one A level, had been making vocational plans: “I took politics A level and wanted to go to university,” he told No 1, in 1985. Had he taken the education path, Fletcher’s part in the unfolding Depeche Mode story might well have been relegated to that of a bit part. Instead, he took to “being a regular commuter”, working as an insurance clerk for Sun Life in Borough, South London. “It was well paid, but only qualified as an existence.”

By night, Fletcher joined Vince Martin in Composition Of Sound. “The earliest [Composition Of Sound/Depeche Mode] songs like ‘Photographic’ were written then,” he revealed in No 1. However, potential numbers like ‘Photographic’ required the added ingredient of synthesisers. What to do? While still scrimping and saving for a synth of his own, Vince set about finding someone else who already owned such an instrument.

In spite of any reservations he might have had about leaving high school, and an assertion that he’d “hardly ever been to London, which was half an hour away from Basildon by train,” Martin Gore followed his Nicholas Comprehensive classmate Andy Fletcher into the City. His workplace was the Nat West bank on Fenchurch Street, just around the corner from Sun Life insurers.

Gore worked there for a year and a half at Grade One level. “It was mind — crushingly dull,” he told No 1, “but my lack of imagination and confidence meant I couldn’t see an alternative.” With A levels in French and German, Gore had, in fact, wanted to utilise his foreign language skills, “but translation jobs were hard to find.” So, for the time being, he stayed a clerk.

Working for the bank did have its advantages, however, which the 18-year-old was quick to exploit, by taking out a loan to purchase a Yamaha CS5 synthesiser* for £200 – not bad considering the instrument’s original 1979 list price was approximately £349 ($485).

“It was the first time I’d ever seen a synth and I knew nothing about them,” Gore told One . . Two . . Testing in 1982. “I didn’t find out how to change the sound for a month … actually I still don’t know. Every sound I had was either a long one or a short one and I didn’t even realise you could change the waveforms.”*

In the aftermath of his UK chart — topping escapades, Gary Numan — who, according to Steve Malins, “had almost been alone in seeing the opportunity for a star of synth-based music” — arguably opened the floodgates for the wave of mostly British synthesiser — based acts that would trail in his wake. Groups like Sheffield’s The Human League, who, in their original 1977 to 1980 incarnation, represented the country’s first true synth pop group, enjoyed a modicum of success with their quirky electronic albums, Reproduction (1979) and Travelogue (1980).

While opportunist Numan had indeed stolen The Human League’s thunder — albeit unintentionally so-several years would pass before he would drop the traditional rock instrumentation of drums, bass and guitars in favour of synth-only backing tracks. By which time, Numan was no longer leader of the synth-playing pack.

In November 1980, Ian Craig Marsh and Martyn Ware bailed out of The Human League; attaining some success as the driving force behind synth-funksters Heaven 17, a so-called ‘business subsidiary’ of their British Electric Foundation (BEF) production company. Ware made clear their new intentions: “Heaven 17 is a 100 per cent serious attempt to be incredibly popular, whereas BEF is no less serious but tends to be involved with more experimental projects.”

The Human League borrowed heavily from Düsseldorf electronic pioneers, Kraftwerk (the German word for power plant). Originally an uncompromisingly experimental instrumental duo, Kraftwerk made an unexpected transition from obscurity to commerciality in 1974, courtesy of ‘Autobahn’, their hypnotic paean to the joys of motorway travel.

Martin Gore was a convert: “Obviously we were influenced by Kraftwerk, but there was a bit of a scene going on then. There were quite a few bands like The Human League. I remember going to see The Human League; I was quite impressed with their show, and I quite liked their first couple of albums.”

Andy Fletcher: “At the time (1979) punk had sort of ended and fizzled out, and new wave had come and gone, and there was this new scene with, I suppose, the early Human League and Kraftwerk — people were really getting into synthesisers. I think the main reason why it [synth-driven music] suddenly became popular at that time was because, previous to that, buying a synthesiser was a very, very expensive proposition — the Rick Wakeman style of synthesisers. But what happened in about 1980/81 was that you could buy a synthesiser — a monophonic synthesiser — for about 150 quid. And you didn’t need an amplifier, because all you did was stick it into a PA system, so it was really easy.

“We [Composition Of Sound/Depeche Mode] came from the Seventies, when everything was guitar — based — first with all the progressive stuff, then on into punk, which was also guitar — based, but sounded great. Then along came these cheap monophonic synthesisers; it was like a continuation of the punk ethic: you could make new, weird sounds — without guitars.”

Robert Marlow: “Synth pop, electropop — whatever you want to call it — was very exciting when it came out, because there were all these strange new sounds that you’d never heard before, but used with a pop sensibility. When we started listening to Fad Gadget, OMD and John Foxx, it was brilliant, ground — breaking and really exciting. They were almost writing the soundtrack to our lives in a new town — [John Foxx] tracks like ‘Plaza’ and ‘Underpass’ painted a very clear sound picture of where we lived and what our lives were like.”

‘Plaza’ and ‘Underpass’ featured on former Ultravox! founder John Foxx’s 1980 début solo album Metamatic. In using a primitive Roland CR — 78 drum machine, rhythm loops and almost totally synthetic instrumentation, Metamatic was quite removed from rock conventions of the day.

John Foxx: “Apart from the ARP Odyssey [synthesiser], I also used an Elka string machine, one of the few truly polyphonic electronic keyboards available at that time, an Electro Harmonix phaser and flanger, and a MiniMoog — there was also an ARP analogue sequencer. I was lucky that I managed to get it all working, but it did happen.”

In light of these recent electronic developments, news of Martin Gore’s Yamaha CS5 purchase made him a hot commodity within Basildon’s localised music scene.

Numan — clone, Rob Allen, was the first to come calling.

Robert Marlow: “At the same time as Composition Of Sound was starting off, I formed French Look, which was originally just me and a guy called Paul Redmond, who I basically asked to join because he knew everybody. And he brought along this ‘herbert’ Dave Gahan, to mix the sound, because everyone had to have a job. So I played synthesiser and sang; Paul played synthesiser — he had a Korg MS10, a little upright thing that was a great source of sounds; and Martin had his Yamaha with its Sample and Hold, a completely useless effect where you’d press a key and it would just play random notes! It was a good way to start a set, though.”

Gore’s involvement with French Look didn’t deter Vince Martin, who was also swayed by Martin’s acquisition.

Vince Clarke: “That’s why we got him in — because he had a synth, not for any other reason; certainly not for his outgoing personality! Fletch knew Martin, obviously, from school, so we started rehearsing together, and then we decided that we’d play live.”

Vince Martin had finally bought his own synthesiser: “It was about £125, I think; maybe even £200-God knows where I got the money from! I saved hard.”

Japanese electronics giant Kawai’s obscure K100FS model constituted the object of Vince’s desire, though there was a method to his apparent madness. “I was always impressed by the wrong things; I never actually did the proper research, so I chose it because it had so many knobs on it. Back then I had no real idea about synthesisers at all. But I could afford it.”

Vince’s synth was given its début public airing at a party thrown by his soon — to — be — girlfriend, Deb Danahay, at Paddocks community centre, Laindon, on May 30, 1980. Composition Of Sound’s line — up that night featured Vince Martin on synth/lead vocals, Martin Gore on synth/ backing vocals, Andy Fletcher on bass, and none other than Rob Andrews on drum machine.

Vince Clarke: “Rob was on-stage, but he wasn’t actually leaping about. He was just sitting there tapping in the right numbers or whatever.”

Martin Gore summed up the band’s modus operandi: “After punk, we felt that music shouldn’t return to a rock band format — it had to be pushed; it had to go somewhere. And electronic music was, for us, the way forward; it really made sense for us to be a synthesiser band, doing something new, as opposed to being a [traditional] drums, bass and guitar band.”

Deb Mann (née Danahay) explained how she came to organise Composition Of Sound’s first — ever gig: “Vince, I knew, because a big crowd of us used to hang around together at a pub called The Highway, as it was then, at the top of the escalators in Basildon town centre. They wanted somewhere to play, and I was having this party. I was going away to work at Butlins, so it was a going away party. It was a great party with loads of people.”

Quite how those revellers responded to Vince, Martin and Andy’s début performance together is difficult to judge, over 20 years on, especially when the hostess admitted to being “a bit worse for wear on the drink front”.

Fortunately, local Basildon fanzine Strange Stories was on hand to immortalise the event. ‘Totally Hip — Flip’ began by setting the changing music scene of the time: “The British scene of electronic music ranges from the chart — topping Bowie — clone Numan, artful Foxx, melodic OMITD [Orchestral Manoeuvres In The Dark] and Human League to the hard, dirty sound of Cabaret Voltaire. There is also a steady stream of new bands, such as Berlin Blondes, Fad Gadget, Silicon Teens and two more sampled here tonight.

“Two synthesisers and a bass are the structure of Composition Of Sound, as well as the inevitable drum machine. Their songs bounce along with a nice feel, but the comparison to The Cure I cannot see. Some of their numbers seemed good, but with new groups — in fact every group — they need improvement as I’m sure they know. I didn’t like the version of [Phil] Spector’s ‘Then He Kissed Me’ though.”

Headlining the show was Rob Allen’s French Look, featuring a moonlighting Martin Gore.

Strange Stories: “French Look opened with a tape of distorted voices straight into the force of three synthesisers. They played an hour-long set which included an old Ultravox number — twice played — and Sparks’ ‘Amateur Hour’. They could be better and vary their set, but I’m sure with a few gigs, their numbers will become familiar.”

All in all, it was a promising start for both groups, though Martin Gore’s loyalties would soon be tested, as would Vince Martin and Rob Allen’s hitherto rock — solid friendship.

Composition Of Sound’s next outing — with Rob Andrews still in tow — took them further afield; supporting Perry Bamonte’s latest musical venture, The School Bullies, at Scamps nightclub, in the middle of Southend’s main shopping precinct. Dave Gahan is reputed to have been in the audience that night, as was Brian Denny: “Perry’s band was basically an early tribute band that played a set of Damned covers, mostly from the Machine Gun Etiquette period, plus original songs such as ‘I Don’t Agree With You’ and ‘Third World War’. They also did a version of ‘Ballroom Blitz’ known as ‘Great Big Tits’! The audience was made up of mainly hostile hippies who heckled or said nothing. When one hippy slagged off the Bullies for ruining a Sweet song, the band simply shouted, ‘I don’t agree,’ and broke into ‘I Don’t Agree With You’ — quite clever for some teenagers, don’t you think?

“Composition Of Sound’s song list included a version of ‘Then I Kissed Her’, and also a Roxy Music song-I think it was ‘Virginia Plain’.”

Unsurprisingly, newfangled synthesisers and drum machines did not fare too well in such an openly hostile environment, as Andy Fletcher recounted to Smash Hits: “The crowd didn’t react so Vince lost his temper with them — plugs were kicked out.”

Composition Of Sound played a third, as it turned out, final gig with the same line — up at a youth club at Woodlands School, Basildon, where their audience consisted of a bunch of nine-year-olds. “They loved the synths, which were a novelty then,” remembers Fletcher. “The kids were onstage twiddling the knobs while we played!”

Unbeknownst to Composition Of Sound, this very location was to result in a major change of fortune.

Rob Andrews: “Dave Gahan was a face around Southend at that time and was friends with Paul Redmond who played keyboards with French Look. The two bands, Composition Of Sound and French Look, were rehearsing at Woodlands one Wednesday night. Dave came along to watch, mix sound and twiddle knobs for French Look, and during a break he came into another classroom to watch Composition Of Sound. A jam session ensued where Dave took the vocals for Bowie’s ‘Heroes’, Vince liked what he heard, and the rest, as they say, is history.”


* In his Keyfax Omnibus Edition ‘synth buyer’s bible’ of 1996, Julian Colbeck described this diminutive 37-note analogue monosynth thus: “Single — oscillator with clean, more than powerful, sounds. Good panel layout, multimode filtering. Safe bet.”

* In brief, a Voltage — Controlled Oscillator (VCO) generates several selectable basic waveforms such as Sawtooth (an electronic signal containing odd and even harmonics), Sine (a signal containing no harmonics — a pure tone which is dull to listen to) and Square (a signal that contains only odd harmonics). Such noticeably different waveforms are then processed through a Voltage — Controlled Filter (VCF) that filters out certain frequencies — hence its name — resulting in a brighter or louder, or duller or quieter sound. Finally, a Voltage — Controlled Amplifier (VCA) ‘shapes’ the resultant sound.
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A Fashionable Composition


“I always felt I was going to be a big star in my own right — right from the beginning, to be honest.”

—Dave Gahan, 2001



David Gahan was born in Chigwell, Essex, on May 9, 1962. Like future bandmates Vince Martin and Martin Gore, Gahan came from a broken home. “My parents divorced when I was very young,” he would tell interviewers, “so mum moved the family — my sister Sue and brothers Peter and Philip — to Basildon. She remarried and I always assumed my stepfather was my real dad. He died when I was seven.”

Another shock was in store for Dave and his siblings when their biological father, Len Gahan, unexpectedly turned up at the door. “I’ll never forget that day,” Gahan recalled to JoePie in 1987. “I was 10, and when I came home from school, there was this stranger in my mum’s house. My mother introduced him to me as my real dad. I remember I cried, saying that it was impossible because my father was dead. How was I supposed to know that this man lived with us until I was three? From that day on, Len often visited the house until one year later when he disappeared again — this time forever. All that my mother would say was that he moved out to Jersey to open a hotel.”

Circumstance dictated that life wouldn’t be easy for the Gahan family, but, as Dave later inferred, his mother, Sylvia, did her level best for her children: “I remember being at school, having free dinner tickets, and stuff like that — being in that line. I had pants that were so shiny in the arse that you could see my arse! They had hems that had been dropped down so many times that you had that line, but they were still too short. I think times were hard, but we never saw that, really. My mum was always protective.”

By now Dave and his siblings were living in a typical Sixties three-bedroom, semi-detached abode at 54 Bonnygate, at the opposite end of Basildon. This virtually ensured that Dave would not cross childhood paths with Vince Martin, Andy Fletcher or Martin Gore.

Deb Mann: “Vince, Andy and Martin all went to Nicholas school-well, Vince went to Laindon, but it’s still that side of Basildon — and they connected through church and the Boys’ Brigade. They weren’t in the trendy crowd. Then there was Dave, who was very, very trendy, just like me. So they came from one side of town, and Dave and me came from the other. Although Dave was a year younger than me, I knew him from school, nightclubbing and stuff. Me and my mates and Dave and his mates used to go down town to a [Basildon] bar called The Sherwood, because it was a trendy place, where all the trendy people used to go. But you wouldn’t have got Andy and Martin going in there.”

In common with his future bandmates, Gahan had a healthy interest in pop music. “I was buying 45s. I was listening to Slade, T. Rex-all that kind of [glam rock] stuff — and living for Top Of The Pops on Thursdays.” His adolescent good looks attracted no shortage of female admirers, as former neighbour Mandy Morgan gushed: “The main thing I remember about him was his good looks — all the girls were in love with him, and I don’t think anyone was surprised when he was a huge success. My friends and I used to sit on the grass outside his house, just waiting to see him come and go — very sad, but at 13 and 14, that’s what we did!”

Dave’s troublesome behaviour began to manifest itself in earnest when he attended Barstable School on Timberlog Close, near Bonnygate. “You get categorised into grades,” Gahan explained to No 1, in 1985, “so I resented the clever kids, started bunking off, got into bother with the law. I was suspended and ended up in Juvenile Court three times for things like nicking motors, setting them alight and spraying walls. I was pretty wild. I loved the excitement of nicking a motor, screeching off and being chased by the police. Hiding behind a wall with your heart beating gives you a real kick — ‘will they get you?’

“My mum did the best she could if the law would show up. I remember one time when this police car pulled up outside. She said, ‘Is it for you?’ and I said, ‘Yes.’ I distinctly remember her saying, ‘David’s been in all night.’ But I’d written my name on a wall in paint!”

Dave’s gratitude to his mother for standing by him, in spite of the fact that he “hung out with those sort of people”, remains with him to this day: “I didn’t know what kind of attention I wanted, but I wanted to be noticed; I put my mum through a rough time, to be honest — in and out of Juvenile Court and stuff; petty crap.”

Schoolmates Nik Barnes and Mark Levey recollect the teenage terror’s time at Barstaple.

Nik Barnes: “I remember an incident during a lunch break where we were in a sort of common room. I think Dave was winding everyone up so a few guys — possibly including Kevin King, Alan Hall, Gary Riddis and Gary ‘Nobby’ Hall — grabbed him by his ankles and dangled him upside down out of a second floor window in front of the teachers’ staff room. I remember a teacher named Mr Ward lookingup and asking him what he thought he was doing!”

Mark Levy: “He was loud, a bit of a lad with the girls. The only class we shared was Technical Drawing; he was almost as bad as me. He wasn’t exactly a scholar! I remember the Technical Drawing teacher, Mr Vanner, giving him and his best mate Mark Longmuir a tough time when he caught them smoking in the toilets — normal teenage stuff.”

Like Vince Martin before him, Dave couldn’t wait to kiss his schooling goodbye. “I left at 16-soon as possible,” Gahan told No 1. “My qualifications [O levels] in Art and Technical Drawing didn’t seem much use.” And like Vince, his post-high school jobbing experience was chequered to say the least: “I went through loads of jobs. In eight months I had 20 occupations, from Yardley’s perfume factory to labouring, and working at Sainsbury’s.

“I was bringing home good money, giving mum some board, going down the pub, pulling, being a general wide boy. Finally, I realised I had no career, so I went for a job as an apprentice fitter with North Thames Gas. My probation officer told me to be honest at the interview — to say I had a criminal record, but I was a reformed character. Of course, I didn’t get the job because of that. It cost me a lot of confidence, having been through so many IQ tests and been shortlisted.”

Gahan’s reaction? “I went back and trashed the probation office!”

Inevitably, such unacceptable behaviour eventually caught up with him, and he ended up in weekend custody for a year at a sub-Borstal “attendance centre” in nearby Romford. This experience was “a real pain in the arse,” according to the one-time tearaway: “You had to work — I remember doing boxing, stuff like that. You had to have your hair cut. It was every weekend, so you were deprived of your weekend, and it seemed like forever. I was told very clearly that my next thing was a detention centre. To be honest, music saved me.

“I was very much a follower; I wasn’t a dictator. I wasn’t the one saying, ‘Hey, let’s nick a car’ — that wasn’t what it was all about. I was always following someone else, going along for the ride. But I did enjoy the thrill of it all.”

As was the case with many of Gahan’s peers, punk’s revolutionary stance was a revelation: “I was drawn to it — probably because I was a bit of a troublemaker at the time. I hung around with kids who liked doing things that my mum [didn’t like me doing]. It was this alienation thing — I didn’t fit in. Seeing The Clash just made me think: ‘I can do that.’ I’ve always been a bit of an exhibitionist and when I was really young, the aunts would come round and I would entertain my mum by doing my best Mick Jagger or Gary Glitter impression across the room, making everyone laugh. I wasn’t really good at anything else, but I saw that that really got a reaction. I was a bit of a prankster.”

Soon, the teenager was toying with taking his musical ambitions further: “I rehearsed a couple of times with a few bands. There was one that my friend Tony Burgess played drums in. He didn’t actually have a drum kit; he played biscuit tins — never played a gig, just rehearsed after school. They were called The Vermin. They were very famous in that one area of Basildon. In our own minds we were going to be the next Sex Pistols.”

Before music actively entered his life, Dave Gahan undertook a Retail Display course at Southend College of Technology. Unlike Vince Martin, in returning to education, Gahan would find his niche — albeit temporarily.

Dave Gahan: “I liked art at school. The teacher was a nice geezer who let us smoke. After three years, I got the British Display Society award, which meant I could get a job doing display in a big store. That was around the punk period — 1977. Good times. I enjoyed college; I was designing clothes for mates, going off to see Generation X and The Damned. I had original Sex shop [the fetishist and rubber emporium on London’s Kings Road, co-owned by punk clothing designer Vivienne Westwood and Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren] gear. We used to stick labels on the outside and come down to the gritty London clubs like Studio 21.”

Gahan’s enthusiasm for The Damned (“I think the first album I ever bought was Damned, Damned, Damned”) stirred him into joining their fan club, and regularly attending punk gigs at Chancellor Hall, Chelmsford. The Clash made an equally forceful impression: “It wasn’t like I wanted to do what they were doing musically — it was never about that. But when I first went to see a band like The Clash, it was like, ‘I can do that!’ I’d been doing it in front of the mirror with a hairbrush for a longtime anyway. I really had dreams of myself doing it, and it wasn’t long after, that I found myself in that position.”

Fellow dreamer, Robert Marlow confessed to having “never been into the punk thing.” He had nonetheless bumped into Dave on occasion at Chancellor Hall: “We saw Ultravox!, X-Ray Spex and The Adverts, and he [Dave] was around then. So, briefly, there was a kind of link between that little crew — Debbie [Danahay], Dave and others — and me. Then I didn’t see him for a while because of the punk thing.”

Gahan later claimed Johnny Rotten came down to Southend College while he was there, as did the future Boy George: “George came to model and nick stuff. He got into trouble for that. They were flamboyant people, like [fashion designer] Steven Linnard, a big change after my rough and ready Basildon mates — rowdy, but artistic.”

While Gahan may have been studying Retail Display, fashion was quick to catch his roving eye, as former Southend College Fashion Design student Karen Ashley confirms: “He used to spend a lot of time in the fashion department as he was good friends with a guy called Ivor Craig from Canvey Island. There was a bit of a scene going on in South — end at the time as Paul Webb from Talk Talk was also on the course and Boy George — just plain old George at the time — hung around occasionally; he was also friends with Ivor Craig, and even modelled in our fashion shows.

“I remember (Dave) being quite shy, and he would often blush when spoken to.” This assessment differs from Gahan’s rather bold assertion that he learned about sex “pretty fast” from female friends of his elder sister, Sue.

“I wasn’t on the same course as Dave,” says former student Dee Dye, “he was in the year above me at college — but our paths crossed on many occasions. His Display course was usually situated in another college building called the Annexe. As part of my then — first year, we had four-week blocks of each aspect of art; this meant we had to study the display part in the Annexe, too. I can remember that Dave was always milling about, eating bags of Walkers, so we dubbed him ‘Crisp’ — this nickname was doubly apt as his hair at that time consisted of a very lacquered fringe that covered one eye! One day he came into college and his hair wasn’t so stiff. When I asked him, ‘Why the new look?’ he replied that his sister wouldn’t let him borrow her hairdryer!”

One individual who can vouch for the appeal of Dave Gahan’s early image is his first wife, Jo Gahan (née Fox), whose diary dates their first meeting as January 12, 1979. “My best friend at the time was Fran Healy, who went to school with Dave,” Jo recalls. “We were heading out to a party in Basildon, and as we were early we went to visit him at home first. I would have been 16, Dave the same. I thought he was OK. He was a good laugh. We went out in a foursome, as Fran started seeing Dave’s mate, Paul Redmond, a few times, though it was nothing serious. We used to go to the Double Six [public house] in Basildon and The Music Machine in London.

“We started seeing each other on August 14, 1979. We would have both been 17 by then. I was attracted to his sense of humour. He also had a rapport with women — he could relate easily to girls, he was just easy to be with. He was also a bit different from other guys. He was a cool fashion icon, willing to push the boundaries of fashion. I remember him wearing tan leather trousers, which were so risqué for Basildon! He took care over his appearance and it didn’t bother him if blokes thought he was slightly effeminate — especially with his hair. He would take forever to blow dry and lacquer it up into a peacock spike.”

Before long, Dave and Jo had become inseparable. “I was living back home in Billericay with my parents. He lived with his mum in Bas, so we were on the telephone to each other constantly. He was my best friend and I adored him. We were each other’s first serious relationship and often felt we were ‘one’ person. By November we had fallen in love; Dave asked me to marry him and on November 17, 1979 we got engaged, after just 12 weeks together.”

Perhaps to make up for those days lost as a result of his misspent youth, trendy Dave and his new-found college contemporaries lived for the weekend. “A gang of us hung out together, saving up for a bag of Blues [amphetamines], going without dinner all week,” Dave told No 1. “We’d go to London all night, end up at some party, then catch the milk train from Liverpool Street. It was a bloody long walk home! I got bored with that, but for a while it was exciting. I had a double life, mixing with the art school mob then going home to Bas. I’d go to the pub wearing make-up, but ’cos I knew the local beer boys, the spanners, I was OK.”

Rob Allen had been something of a trailblazer himself, partly responsible for opening up Basildon’s closed — shop mentality so that the likes of Dave Gahan could breeze into his local dolled up to the nines.

Deb Mann: “Rob Allen in particular was really into Gary Numan, and all the early electronic music. I remember going to the trendy electronic clubs to do our trendy electronic dancing to Fad Gadget and stuff. Rob was very trendy and used to get the mickey taken out of him because he was one of the first blokes in Basildon to wear thick black eyeliner.” Indeed, some of those hurtful individuals responsible were actually friends of Dave Gahan!

Social attitudes in Basildon, circa 1979, weren’t destined to change overnight. Dave Gahan took things in his stride, despite an omnipresent threat of violence which extended to non-individualists. Meeker mortals like Martin Gore shudder at the memory: “Even at the right places [in Basildon] you’d get into trouble, but if you strayed off the beaten track you were really likely to get attacked. When I was about 17 or 18, me and my friend were walking back from a party in Laindon, which is close to Basildon, and we heard this running behind us. We didn’t think anything of it, but suddenly we were surrounded by six guys saying, ‘Which one of you called my mate a fucking wanker?’ One of those, you know?

“So then they started punching and kicking us. My mate ran off down a side street with a few of them following. He managed to get ahead of them, jump the wall, and hide in someone’s garden, while I had this other massive guy punching and kicking me. So I went back towards this party and met some people coming out that I half — knew, and I told them what had happened. So they said, ‘Don’t worry about it, come back with us.’ So we walk back and this guy’s still waiting, saying, ‘There he is — the fucking wanker!’ So he comes at me again, and all these people just stood there doing nothing. And then one of them said, ‘I think you’d better run.’ Thanks a lot!

“They weren’t fun times. Dave [Gahan] used to get beaten up all the time for dressing out of the norm.” Small wonder that Martin Gore expressed a desire to escape from the town as soon as an opportunity presented itself.

Andy Fletcher: “To be honest, in Basildon there wasn’t much else to do. You had to either steal cars or go to church.”

Deb Mann: “Andy did an interview recently — I think it was in a local paper — where he said something along the lines of if he hadn’t gone to church, he would have been a criminal. That caused a big furore ’round this way. I don’t know what possessed him to say that, because it wasn’t true at all.”

For 17-year-old Dave Gahan, the real action lay beyond Basildon’s claustrophobic confines. “I’ve been a soulboy, I’ve done it all, I’ve been everything,” he once boasted. “I used to like soul and jazz — funk like The Crusaders. I used to go to soul weekends and hang around with the crew from Global Village [a disco held underneath the arches at Charing Cross, London] and I went to The Lyceum [on London’s Strand] on a Friday night.”

Gahan’s fiancée, Jo Fox, was also regularly out and about: “My diary says it all — Killing Joke, Joy Division, Echo & The Bunnymen, Siouxsie & The Banshees, Spizz, Orchestral Manoeuvres, Magazine, Wasted Youth, Only Ones, Adam & The Ants, Cure, Human League, Teardrop Explodes, Clash, Classix Nouveaux, Martian Dance, Psychedelic Furs, Damned, Ultravox. Every week I was at the Music Machine or The Lyceum, or the Electric Ballroom.

“Dave wasn’t doing the same gigs, although he liked and bought the music. He was more into The Goldmine scene. Wasted Youth at The Bridgehouse [in London’s Canning Town] were big favourites of mine. Their singer’s best mate was a family friend, and as I was born and brought up in the East End I knew the area well-Wasted Youth were the big local band. At this time I still had relatives who I would stay with when venturing up for concerts. Dave couldn’t help but be drawn into this scene, and he soon became hooked. One big event Dave and I had to go to was the first Cabaret Futura weekender in Leeds, where Wasted Youth were on the bill, together with The Psychedelic Furs and Soft Cell.”

Robert Marlow: “Dave started turning up at Barons nightclub in Leigh — on — Sea. By now he was hanging out with a whole different crowd; they were all into a famous club on Canvey Island called The Goldmine, where they played lots of northern soul. Dave was in with this guy called Paul Redmond, who was like the ace face — he’d been in the Basildon Echo for being a punk rocker. He was a few years older than us, so he was someone we looked up to a bit.”

Dave Gahan: “I was hanging around with a bunch of guys who went to those [northern soul] nightclubs and listened to stuff like The Crusaders and Herbie Hancock — basically [being] Essex soul boys. And we’d go away on those soul weekends to [Great] Yarmouth and just have a riot. They were good fun, just getting drunk and sobering up a little bit, then getting drunk again, dancing and stuff. They were good times.”

Robert Marlow: “I remember when I started hanging out in the Southend scene everyone was quite into the Futurist thing. On Friday nights we used to go to The Cliff, which was a gay pub in town, and buy French Sticky Blues — uppers; three for a pound from this bloke called ‘Superman’, because he looked like Superman, all mild — mannered like Clark Kent. And that’s when I started seeing a lot more of Dave. He was always dressed in black — with black leather trousers and his black, spiky hair, he did look good. He took his persona very seriously.”

When exactly the ‘Futurist’ tag was first applied to electronic pop music is difficult to pinpoint, though Futurism itself is obviously well documented.* With the likes of Kraftwerk’s Trans — Europe Express winding its way across European dancefloors from 1977 onwards, modern electronic music’s connection to its Italian ancestry is plain to see.

Former disc jockey Steve Brown was arguably Southend’s main Futurist scenester: “I used to run clubs in Southend which were geared up to the alternative crowd — I was a greeter, so I chose who could come in and who couldn’t. That’s what I predominantly did, although I used to DJ at some clubs. In a way, we were really the first ever promoters; the only reason we did it was because the way we dressed and looked, plus the sort of music we were listening to, meant that we couldn’t get access to normal places.

“One particular little club we used to do was above The Cliff pub in Westcliff, which was quite a well-known place back then. We used to have the upstairs and put on gigs — not so much gigs, but just a regular Friday night. Anyone who was a … I absolutely abhor the term ‘New Romantic’, but all the weirdos of the area used to come on up. That’s when I got to know Dave [Gahan], though he was a relatively normal young chap at the time.”

It emerged that Dave’s college mate Ivor Craig formed the backbone of this mutual association. “Ivor would bring Dave, who’s now Ivor’s son’s godfather, along to our clubs,” says Steve Brown. “Not that it’s something to be proud of, but I was the first person to sell him what were known at the time as Speckled Blues — just for kicks. So he used to come up to me and buy his few little pills, but he’d never really done anything up until then. Anyway, none of us really started taking any notice until he started telling everyone that he’d put some band together, or joined a band.”

Dave had Rob Allen to thank for that. “Dave was hanging around with Paul Redmond, and that’s how he came to be involved with myself as our [French Look’s] sound mixer. He didn’t have a clue, but then none of us did back then — there wasn’t much to mix, to be honest! We used to rehearse in Woodlands youth club, which had actually been quite a seminal place in itself. They had The Who there in the Sixties — according to the bloke who ran it.”

With Dave’s swift musical transformation from passive observer to active participant, one of the final pieces in the Depeche Mode puzzle was about to slot into place.

Vince Clarke: “Dave Gahan was the local fashion accessory of Basildon; he was the New Romantic; he was rumoured to have attended Blitz [Visage vocalist Steve Strange and drumming sidekick Rusty Egan’s] club in London, so it was all very glamorous. So we decided to get him in as a frontman, because he was kind of flamboyant and extrovert, and very confident. So we auditioned him.”

By all accounts, Vince Martin was a reluctant frontman for Composition Of Sound. Deb Mann: “I know it sounds silly, but Vince didn’t really like the limelight — he liked it but didn’t, if you know what I mean.”

Gary Smith backs up this observation: “Vince never wanted to be in the limelight — never, ever. Here’s an interesting fact: we were walking back from Basildon town centre one day, and he said, ‘Do you know what? I’d like to be like The Buggles.’ I think he was trying to get across the fact that The Buggles were relatively successful as songwriters, but they didn’t have a big fan following. I think what Vince wanted was success without fame.”

Robert Marlow: “Vince had decided he needed a frontman and ‘Gahan — y’ had it all — he was from a different set. He was a lot more sort of worldly, in a way. He’d gone to clubs in London, whereas we’d just read about them and listened to all the music. He was a lot more street cred.”

“Dave was just one of the crowd we used to go to the pub with,” says Gary Smith, “and someone persuaded him to sing because his voice lent itself to their [Composition Of Sound’s] kind of stuff. And he had a bit of an image as well, did Dave — a young, trendy sort. I think that was probably part of the reason why they got him in.”

While remaining characteristically tight — lipped about his own supposed shortcomings, Vince Clarke recalls Dave Gahan’s ‘recruitment process’ during that infamous Woodlands School rehearsal:

“Because no one came to our gigs, we decided that because Dave Gahan was very, very popular, we’d get him in the band. He really looked the part, so we decided to audition him to be the vocalist. I remember the interview we did with him, and I remember him singing. We gave him three songs — two that I’d written and one cover of a Bryan Ferry song … a Roxy Music song. He sang both of the original ones badly, I remember, but he sang the Bryan Ferry one quite well, because he was obviously quite familiar with it. So then we decided that he’d be alright for the job.”

Somewhat inevitably, Dave Gahan has a different take on events, telling Stephen Dalton, in a 2001 interview:

“These guys were rehearsing — they were called Composition Of Sound, and Vince was in the band. I was humping gear for this band called French Look, and one night we were just messing around; we were doing some Bowie songs and we did a cover of ‘Heroes’. Paul [Redmond], my friend, was trying to get me to sing in this band [French Look]. There was a guy in the band whose name was Rob Marlow — at the time, I think his name was Robert Allen; he was a singer/guitarist/keyboard player, and he was pretty good at it. But Paul, my mate, was like, ‘Dave could sing, he looks good; he can sing-I’ve heard him!’ But this guy [Rob Allen] wasn’t having any of it. Anyway, on this particular evening I sang along to ‘Heroes’, and next door these guys were rehearsing. And so, about a week later, I got a phone call from Vince. He said, ‘Was that you singing?’ and I said, ‘Yes’ — it was actually a bunch of people singing, but I said it was me.”

In an earlier account (for No 1, in 1985), Dave had an even more embroidered tale: “Vince Clarke, I met one day outside a pub in the centre [of Basildon]. He looked up to me because he was a bit scared of the skins.”

Either way, with Basildon’s very own fashion accessory — “a good Futurist/New Romantic clothes horse,” as Robert Marlow deftly put it — onboard, Gahan became the band’s missing jigsaw piece, as Stephen Dalton put it: “Although a mere mouthpiece for songwriters Clarke and Gore, his laddish charisma sent a jolt of punky rock’n’roll through their electropop machine.”

“Futurist/New Romantic clothes horse” or otherwise, it appeared Vince Martin had made a sound choice in Dave Gahan, whose ‘rent-a-crowd’ tactics proved most useful in giving the Composition Of Sound bandwagon some much — needed momentum.

Dave Gahan: “We were lucky. Right in the beginning I had this bunch of friends who liked to dress up and go to gigs, friends that would sort of run various clubs — places in London, and places in Southend and Canvey Island; a little group of friends who were listening to music that was a little different to what everyone else was listening to: some electronic music, a lot of Bowie, Roxy Music, Kraftwerk, stuff like that — probably Iggy Pop. So we almost had this ready — made audience of about 30 people who were the cool people of Southend. Friday night people. The oddballs.”

Oddballs like Steve Brown, who was quick to sing the new recruit’s praises, offering an insight as to why having Dave Gahan fronting Com — position Of Sound was a wise move: “Dave was a lovely bloke and had a bit of style about him, whereas the others, we regarded as complete squares. We could understand that Dave was in a band with them, but they weren’t part of our scene. They were more like ‘the Basildon casuals’. Then, all of a sudden, they got into it as part of being in a group. Dave was the real thing, they weren’t.”


* Futurism: “… a far — reaching Italian movement that included poetry, literature, painting, graphics, typography, sculpture, product design, architecture, photography, cinema and the performing arts, and focused on the dynamic, energetic and violent character of changing twentieth — century life, especially city life,” as defined by the website: www.futurism.org.uk.
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What’s In A Name?


“I just thought they [Composition Of Sound] looked dodgy — dodgy New Romantics. I didn’t even hear the music at that point.

—Daniel Miller, 2001



Composition Of Sound’s inauspicious stage début, with 18-year-old vocalist Dave Gahan, occurred on June 14, 1980. The location? Nicholas Comprehensive, Leinster Road, Basildon. The modest hand — drawn poster, designed by Vince Martin’s brother, Rodney, billed their first performance thus: “Discotheque featuring French Look and Composition Of Sound at Nicholas School, June 14, 7.30 pm.”

Vince Clarke: “Fletcher and me had the posters made up, and we went around town sticking them up in subways and stuff.”

Reversing the bill from their earlier début performances at Deb Danahay’s party, French Look supported Composition Of Sound. Both bands featured an all — synthesiser line — up with Andy Fletcher leaving his bass at home, instead using Rob Allen’s beloved Korg 700 to play his parts, while Martin Gore again performed twice.

A year later, Smash Hits’ writer Steve Taylor reported: “Gahan remembers [when] he stood outside the venue for their first performance as a four-piece, Nicholas School, where Fletcher and Gore had been pupils. ‘You spent about half an hour outside trying to calm down,’ says Fletcher. ‘You had about ten cans of lager.’ All Gahan can remember is repeatedly saying to himself, ‘I don’t want to do it, I don’t want to do it.’ ”

As Gahan later conceded: “It’s a lot scarier when you first stand up there in front of people than what you imagine. So it took me a good few years to actually move a step to one side or something during the gigs.”

Vince Clarke remembered the Nicholas School performance as “being very good, actually, because that was the first gig we performed with Dave, and Dave had all his trendy mates there.”

One such trendy mate was Steve Brown: “A few of us decided to go along, so there I was, driving around Basildon without a clue as to where this school was. I saw this bloke who looked like he might be going, so I stopped and asked him if he knew where the school was. He said, ‘Yeah, I’m going down there now,’ so he jumped in the car and I said, ‘My mate Dave’s playing.’ Then, the next time I saw the guy he was up there, actually on the stage — it was Vince Clarke! He’d never said anything to me, but then he’s such a quiet bloke.”

Working the door was Nicholas pupil Robert Skinner, who, 22 years later, still remembers the gig well-if not the actual performances: “It was held in the upper school cloakroom. I didn’t hear too much of the music as I was helping my sister’s friend, Alison Jeffs, take the entrance money, which was 50p each!”

From an audience standpoint, Vince’s assessment of what later became known within Depeche Mode circles as “the Nicholas School debacle” would appear to ring true, judging by this additional eyewitness account by attendee Mark Bargrove: “The school, although on one campus, had upper and lower school buildings. The upper school cloakroom was a large hall where coats were hung on moveable racks, which were moved to the side for parties, gigs and such like. As for the [Composition Of Sound] gig itself, I’m sure they played ‘Ice Machine’, which was the B-side of [Depeche Mode’s 1981 début single] ‘Dreaming Of Me’. They went down pretty well as they were local and the place was fairly full of the area’s local New Romantic contingent.”

However, with several fragile egos jockeying for pole position, tensions ran high.

Robert Marlow: “I cannot for the life of me remember what the argument was about, but there was definitely a big argument at the Nicholas School gig. They [Composition Of Sound] accused us of messing up their [synth] sounds.”

Vince Clarke: “There was a bit of a falling out at the gig, because they [French Look] reckoned that we’d mucked about with their [synth] controls or hadn’t plugged their equipment back in properly!”

Whether one band deliberately set out to sabotage the other’s performance has never been conclusively proven, as neither the strong — minded Vince Martin nor his nemesis Rob Allen are prepared to stand down on the issue of the day. In actual fact, trouble had been brewing between the pair, prior to the school ‘battle of the bands’ clash.

Vince Clarke: “I think we had a bit of a falling out before that [gig]. In Basildon there were only a certain amount of players that could do certain things. There was only one drummer in Basildon, so every band had to have him! And it was the same with Martin Gore; Martin had the synthesiser, so it was all about us accusing each other of stealing him from each other’s bands. And Martin, being so non-committal, just did whatever people told him to do.”

Ever the gentleman, Robert Marlow agrees with the latter’s assessment of the situation: “There was a kind of rivalry [between the two bands] — basically, it was over Martin. And Martin being Martin, there was split loyalties. Martin sort of floated between the two camps for a while, and Vince and I had a little spat where we didn’t speak to each other, even though we’d see each other every day. I think it was about two weeks before we spoke again; I remember walking along the street, we saw each other, and we just burst into fits of laughter! In hindsight, they had a lot more going for them in that they had Vince actively seeking gigs and really putting his mind to it, so in the end Martin went with them, though he did make occasional guest appearances with me in another band I had, called Film Noir.”

Gary Smith: “Robert Allen had a different band every week! Martin played in both bands [French Look and Composition Of Sound], but I think Vince was also playing in more than one band. There were an awful lot of bands around Basildon, and they were always trying to steal each other’s talent.”

Having made up, Vince Martin and Rob Allen moved out of their respective parental homes — into what the latter temporarily termed a Basildon “squat, although that sounds insulting to the guy whose place it was!”

Their new-found landlord was ex-No Romance In China drummer Pete Hobbs. Vince Clarke: “He had a council bedsit, so all three of us lived there.”

No doubt such cramped conditions made Vince, who was by now signing on the dole, all the more determined to move onwards and upwards.

Robert Marlow: “Vince wasn’t there a lot, because he was out every day. I’m not taking any thing away from Martin as a musical force, but in those early days it was definitely Vince’s personality and pragmatism that got them the gigs. He would be on the train every day up to London, looking for gigs. As for the rest of us in the flat, I wasn’t really going to college much and sort of sat at home smoking dope, but Vince was up, washed and out-doing it.”

With Martin Gore and Andy Fletcher still committed to their day jobs in the City, Vince Martin had the most time on his hands, and, by that same token, the least to lose. Nevertheless, landing gigs as a relatively unknown band was no easy task. Vince was quick to realise that having a demo tape to hawk around potential venues would be advantageous. Soon after Dave Gahan’s recruitment, Vince set up the future Depeche Mode’s first recording session at a small studio in Barking, Essex, with the unlikely name of the Lower Wapping Conker Company!

Some 22 years after the event, Vince Clarke’s recollections of the session are fairly vague — all the more so since he no longer has a copy of the recording in question. “I was the experienced one, because I’d been in a studio once before. From what I remember, we did four songs in the demo studio. But none of us knew what reverb was, so we couldn’t work out why it didn’t sound as good as the demo I’d done before, which did have reverb on, making everything sound great.”

Gary Smith accompanied the band to the recording session, and reputedly, retains the only existing copy of the demo: “They [Composition Of Sound] paid £50 for one tape at the studio and I was the only person with a tape — to — tape recording machine at home, so I made a copy for each of the band members, so there were originally five tapes in total. Talking to Fletch, he thinks they’ve all gone and seems to think mine is the last one. He hasn’t heard it for years. Anyway, if you hear the demo, it’s very … raw.”

When quizzed by Stephen Dalton as to what the demo might sound like today, Andy Fletcher replied, “I suppose we’d be like a dodgy Cure or something! It’s quite good.” Is it? “Well, possibly.” Clearly, the spectre of Robert Smith’s contemporary gothic outfit was still hanging over Composition Of Sound.

Martin Gore’s memory of the band’s first collective studio visit focused on his ongoing naivety at navigating his perplexing Yamaha CS5 synthesiser: “You know that sound that goes — WAUGH? I was stuck on that for ages. And when we made our first demo all the tracks have the same sounds [on them].”

Whatever the outcome of this first session, at least Vince Martin now had something supposedly representative of Composition Of Sound that he could play to potential promoters; both on his increasingly regular London jaunts and on what Gary Smith termed “the local circuit” — in and around Southend. Another surviving Rodney Martin — designed poster — this time featuring a more futuristic typeface than the previous week’s Nicholas School offering — advertised a Composition Of Sound show at the Top Alex on Saturday, June 21, 1980. Quite what a biplane and various bicycles signified was open to interpretation, but the poster was duly photocopied (most likely by Andy Fletcher at work) and plastered across town.

According to Robert Marlow, “There wasn’t a lot around Basildon in terms of places to play,” a fact backed by Andy Fletcher. “Because there wasn’t anywhere to play in Basildon, we played mostly in Southend. In Southend, there was a great tradition of R&B and also a soul scene — the Goldmine and all that sort of thing. Southend was a really great place — the Feelgoods, R&B mixed in with all the soul.”

The temporary rift between Vince Martin and Rob Allen must have already healed by June 21, 1980, as the latter was indirectly involved in this early Composition Of Sound performance, as their lighting operator. “The Top Alex was in a Southend pub called The Alexandra,” Marlow explained. “They had a room there at the top — Top Alex, see? I did the lights for that one-on or off! ‘What do you want for this song? On or off?’ ”

Steve Taylor’s Smash Hits report throws yet more light on this particular performance: “[Dave] Gahan remembers their four-piece début at the Top Alex, a Southend pub that’s normally an R&B stronghold: ‘We went down really well-they were banging their heads to our pop.’ ”

With only three eminently portable monosynths and a drum machine to their name, Composition Of Sound travelled light, putting into practice Andy Fletcher’s assessment that “you didn’t need an amplifier, because all you did was stick it [the synthesiser] into a PA system.” With little or no money in the kitty, there were no posh keyboard stands for the fledgling Basildon boys.

Robert Marlow: “They didn’t use those X — stands because, I suppose, they would have had to buy them. Chairs were what they used, I think — chairs, barstools, or beer crates, with a bit of cloth thrown over. There would have been some nod to some sort of sartorial elegance!”

Composition Of Sound might not have had a flash stageshow, but they were rapidly becoming a winning combination with an eye — catching frontman in Dave Gahan and, more importantly, a healthy selection of catchy, mainly Vince Martin — penned, songs.

Robert Marlow: “The good thing about them [Composition Of Sound] only using monophonic synths was that you had to have a tight arrangement if you wanted to have that sound. Vince was writing all the songs. When you look at them now, they’re no great shakes, lyrically or whatever, but they were good songs; they are good songs. To me, they’re just fantastic! The closing melody of ‘Dreaming Of Me’ fits in with the chord on which it’s based. Vince would spend hours sitting there saying, ‘Right, Martin, you do this.’ ”

Marlow also made allowances for Andy Fletcher’s keyboard technique — or lack of it: “He did play, though a lot of it was just constantly repeating notes. In the general sound, you didn’t really notice whether Fletcher was playing or not — that was another good thing about Vince’s arrangements.”

In self — defence mode Fletcher later claimed: “You didn’t have to be a great musician at that time; you just needed to have decent ideas. We started off with just bass and guitar, trying to make new music. Everyone was young, and because of punk and new wave, everyone was just trying to make something that was different and interesting. Of course, by the time synthesisers came on the market very cheaply it was just really exciting, because you had the possibility of making really interesting sounds very cheaply.”

When not performing or looking for gigs, Vince Martin busied himself honing his composing and arranging skills in readiness for the group’s regular garage rehearsals, at the Martin family home in Mynchens.

Various acquaintances occasionally dropped in on proceedings, including Robert Marlow: “It was a three-storey place, with a garage at the bottom. Vince’s mum obviously didn’t like the noise. She was a very talented seamstress, and used to make up these raincoats for racing car drivers. So she’d be upstairs on the top floor, in her sort of sewing room, and all these various mates would call round so she’d have to keep running all the way down to let them in! We’d go into the garage and there’d be these four guys standing around with headphones on, because Vince’s mum had put the mockers on them rehearsing in the day and disturbing the neighbours and disturbing her, because it could get quite loud.

“So all you could hear was their fingers clicking on their keyboards and Gahany’s voice whispering ‘Light switch, man switch …’ [opening lyric to ‘Dreaming Of Me’]. You’d sit there for a little while, then go, ‘Right, Vince, see you later,’ because you couldn’t hear anything! At first it was quite good going along there — everyone used to hangout, but then it got a bit more serious. I do remember I added a bit to ‘Photographic’ — Vince was looking for a middle-eight, so I put in a little bit there.”

Despite Robert Marlow’s latter-day assertion that Vince Martin was responsible for penning all of Composition Of Sound’s set, including a number of never — to — be — recorded titles like ‘Reason Man’ and ‘Tomorrow’s Dance’, the band’s increasingly popular shows were still peppered with a motley selection of cover versions — including The Everly Brothers’ ‘The Price Of Love’, Gerry & The Pacemakers’ ‘I Like It’, The Beach Boys’ ‘Then I Kissed Her’ and Lieutenant Pigeon’s ‘Mouldy Old Dough’, many of which harked back to the group’s Pre-Gahan outings.

Robert Marlow: “Martin’s instrumental ‘Big Muff’ was in there, as was ‘Ice Machine’. I think ‘Dreaming Of Me’ was performed differently to its eventual recorded version, because once they started adding sequencers to things it all became a lot more tidy. ‘Photographic’ was a very popular number of theirs; I remember everyone was originally just playing octaves for most of its duration, but it sounded really good — really fresh, and really exciting.”

One Composition Of Sound anomaly was ‘Television Set’, of which, an early Depeche Mode Information Service song booklet reported: “‘Television Set’ is a popular song played by Depeche Mode, but it was not written by any of its members.”

Robert Marlow partly solved the mystery: “There was another local band at school at the same time as Norman & The Worms that Martin also played in with two hippies. I can’t remember their names, but one of them wrote ‘Television Set’. The lyrics to that song were really good: ‘Did you see them running to me, babe; did you see the light in their eyes; I’m just a mass of communication; I sell what everyone buys … I’m just a television set.’ Martin wrote a catchy synth riff for that, so it ended up in their set.”

Regardless of its merits, Vince Clarke saw to its exclusion from the band’s set list: “ ‘Television Set’ was written by a friend of Martin’s; I don’t know how or why we got it, but we used to perform it. I think we decided not to record it because we weren’t getting any publishing for it, otherwise we would have probably recorded it for the first [Depeche Mode] album.”

The band’s collective £50 demo tape investment was paying off, and one fantastically named venue in particular proved lucrative for all concerned.

Robert Marlow: “They used to play very regularly down at Crocs in Rayleigh. It was so cool because they had a live crocodile there! It was a real old Seventies place, tailored to disco.”

Vince Clarke recalls that Composition Of Sound played several shows, billed as being part of Crocs’ so-called Futurist Night: “The building is still there; it’s called The Pink Toothbrush now! It’s a dive, but back then it was quite nice. They had a crocodile in a tank in a cage. I think the RSPCA got it in the end, but we used to play quite regularly on those Saturday nights. We played with Soft Cell there once.”

Steve Brown was instrumental in organising these Futurist Nights; indeed, it’s likely that his ongoing association with Dave Gahan played a part in landing Composition Of Sound their first spot at Crocs on August 16, 1980. “Back then it was called the Glamour Club, and Dave used to be quite a regular down there while I was on the door. Culture Club had their first ever gig there, as did Soft Cell. But Marc Almond didn’t go down too well, and when he wrote his autobiography he said something like, ‘They called it the Glamour Club, but there’s more glamour in a fried egg!’ We were all mortified!”

Perhaps Soft Cell’s poor Essex reception was down to parochialism, or perhaps Composition Of Sound were simply the better of the two bands on the night. Certainly COS always went down a storm at Crocs, though Steve Brown remains at a loss to explain why: “They got a fantastic response, because it was as if one of your own had got a band together and done really well. Crocs was their testing ground, really — they knew they would get a good response there. The Southend crowd was notoriously difficult to please; everyone just used to stand around and say, ‘Go on then, impress me.’

“When other bands supported them, no one would bother to watch, but when Dave walked on-stage, everyone would go over to the dancefloor and start singing along and joining in — all the girls used to know exactly what was coming next and dance accordingly, which was a totally alien response to anyone who was regularly down there, because that just didn’t happen normally.”

All told, COS played Crocs’ Glamour Club five times. Steve Brown described a typical performance: “Dave always used to roll up at Crocs with his girlfriend [Jo Fox], and she used to stand at the front taking photographs. It was a bizarre spectacle: Dave used to do his little swaying dance upfront, hugging his microphone, but as time went on, he got himself a little bit of an image. Vince would just look studious and really involved, and the others just sort of stood there — in fact, you really got the impression that earlier on Vince had put little labels on the synths telling them what to press and when!”

Watching from the sidelines at Crocs one night was none other than Gary Numan, who was by now at the height of his all — too — brief synth-stardom: “They [COS] were on the edge of the dancefloor — no stage, no risers. I thought they were brilliant, but didn’t talk to them at the time as something happened and I had to leave. I had an idea that Beggars Banquet might be interested in them, and thought it would be cool to try and get them a [record] deal. Unfortunately, I can’t remember now if I ever mentioned it to Beggars, although I think I did.”

Ironically, Beggars Banquet was one of several labels to give Vince and Dave the proverbial cold shoulder, on the sole occasion the pair hawked the band’s demo around London in a valiant attempt to secure a recording contract.

Dave Gahan: “Me and Vince went everywhere, [we] visited about 12 companies in one day. Rough Trade was our last hope. We thought, ‘Surely they’ll like it; after all, they’ve got some pretty bad bands.’ But even they turned us down. They were all tapping their feet, and we thought, ‘This is the one.’ And they went, ‘Hey, that’s pretty good. It’s just not Rough Trade.’ ”

Vince Clarke: “It was quite exciting. We were all dressed up in our Futurist gear and stuff. The nicest people were at Rough Trade; they were prepared to sit and listen to the tape. Those were the days when you could still do that — you could go in with your tape and say, ‘Will you play this?’ So they’d listen to it in their office and say, ‘No.’ Even that would be nice now; I don’t suppose people would even get through the door. Anyway, Rough Trade said, ‘Look, we’re not interested in this particularly, but maybe this guy [Daniel Miller] might be, because he’s just started this new label [Mute Records].’ And Daniel only listened for about five seconds and then said, ‘No!’ ”

Daniel Miller remembers that initial, fleeting introduction: “I was at the Rough Trade shop [at 137 Blenheim Crescent, London W11] and the late Scott Piering — who became very well known in radio promotion, and a very important part of the independent music industry — said, ‘Daniel, come over and meet these guys; you might be interested in these guys.’ And there was these horrible, spotty, little New Romantics — and I hated New Romantics with a vengeance at the time. I had some technical problem with the printing of a Fad Gadget sleeve, and I just looked at them and thought, ‘I don’t need to listen to this stuff right now,’ and went off to do whatever it was that I had to do.”

Dave Gahan’s response to Miller’s snub was characteristically cutting: “We were at Rough Trade with our tape and at the end they went, ‘Pretty good, but it’s not Rough Trade, though I know someone who might like it.’ And Daniel [Miller] walked in and he said, ‘What do you think of this, Dan?’ And he [Daniel] turned round, looked at us, slammed the door and walked out. And we thought: ‘Bastard!’ ”

Alongside their regular performances at Crocs, Composition Of Sound inadvertently landed themselves another residency.

Gary Smith was present when this breakthrough occurred: “I had a friend whose mum and dad ran a pub in Deptford [South East London], and they used to regularly put bands on. So Vince and myself traipsed all the way to Deptford with this [demo] tape and played it to them. They listened to the music and said, ‘That’s not really what our clientele are interested in, but we have a friend who runs another pub who may be more interested; here’s the number, give him a call.’

“When she wrote down The Bridgehouse name, which we already knew, we didn’t believe it. But she was a fairly decent lady, so we rang this guy and he said, ‘Yeah, by all means come along’. He only gave them a chance for one night, so we got as many people as we could to go down there, and they were a big success! This guy said, ‘At least you filled the place out; you can come back next week!’ ”

The guy in question was Terry Murphy, a promoter at The Bridge — house in London’s Canning Town. In its time, this small, 350-capacity venue was one of the most popular live gigs on the London pub circuit, previously playing host to the likes of Generation X and The Buzzcocks. Composition Of Sound’s lightweight synth pop went down well with Murphy’s discerning punters, thanks, in no small part, to the continued success of Dave Gahan’s ‘rent-a-crowd’ tactics.

A Bridgehouse performance — on September 24, 1980-saw COS supporting The Comsat Angels, from Sheffield. “They were actually much better than us,” Vince Clarke admits. “When you’re that sort of age, you say you were better, but actually they were probably a lot better. They went on to do a couple of albums.” A bootleg recording of a COS Bridge — house performance from October 30, 1980, revealed a punky edge to songs like ‘Television Set’, not necessarily indicative of what was to come.

Radio DJ, Robert Elms, was witness to another early COS gig — in the strangest of locations: “This place was above a greengrocer’s or a drycleaner’s, or something; it really was a room only eight-foot by 10, with about 10 people in it, with silly haircuts and baggy trousers. I thought, ‘There can’t be a band playing here.’ And then these four fright — eningly young boys … I mean, I was only about 18 or 19, and these looked like my little brother! These were skinny school kids, basically, standing around some sort of Bontempi keyboards! I thought, ‘God, this is really good; they’re going to be terrible,’ which is what you hoped, because it was like the sport of going to see the opposition football team. And they started to play, and they weren’t terrible.”

Deb Mann: “They’d built up quite a little following by then. In the early days there was quite a few Goths in their audience — fashionable sort of people. And Dave was very fashionable.”

Martin Mann recalls another vintage Bridgehouse show: “I was in the dressing room with them before they went on. There was a band on before them called Industrial News, and they were really heavy. I remember saying, ‘They’re a bit too industrial for me, this lot’ — sort of like a punky, heavy — metal — type band. Then Composition [Of Sound] came on, which was totally different. They started the old drum machine up, but it was playing up and stopped at one point, and someone at the back shouted, ‘Put another 50p in the machine!’ But they were great; I can still remember some of the songs that they played that they never went on to record. In those early days they still had the full make-up job; I remember Dave [Gahan] with his spiky hair — that was the image they had before they became successful.”

Robert Marlow: “Those early gigs were always fun — packed. A guy called Laurence Stewart used to drive them around in his big, white Transit van. I remember, after one of the gigs at The Bridgehouse, a load of people clambered into the back of the van because The Bridgehouse was in the middle of nowhere in East London somewhere. The band had played this rollicking set, so we were all cramped in the back in all our finery, and could just see Vince’s suitcase with his synth edging towards the back of Laurence’s van. Anyway, the fucking thing fell out on the road! We stopped the van, and you should have seen Vince — all the blood had drained from his face. We ran back down the road, expecting to find a case full of broken wires and keys, but it was fine!”

“It’s more likely that we were falling out the back of the van,” Vince Clarke chortled, while nonetheless confirming Marlow’s anecdote. “He [Laurence Stewart] was a builder and had a Transit, so when we had all these London gigs, he used to take us up there.”

Gary Smith: “I think Paul Redmond was involved as their manager for a while. One of his friends had a van, and anybody who had a van was a valued friend back then — for carting gear around!”

When questioned about Paul Redmond’s supposed managerial role, Vince Clarke responds: “Ah, the infamous Paul Redmond! He was involved with Dave — he was a mate of Dave’s, so he was more into managing Dave. Again, he was one of those guys who used to go to the Blitz — I think he probably introduced Dave to Blitz. Anyway, he was a brickie and back then, brickie’s were quite well paid, so he could buy a lot of equipment — he had two synths when he used to play with Rob Allen’s band!”

By now the seemingly easily manipulated Andy Fletcher had graduated to an instrument ideally suited to his supporting bass parts. “He’d bought a bass guitar, but we persuaded him to buy a proper synth,” claims Vince Clarke. In Fletcher’s case, what constituted a proper synth was the keenly priced — £295 in 1980-Moog Prodigy, a beefy two-VCO, nonprogrammable monosynth.

Other changes were afoot within the ranks. For their October 29, 1980 appearance, upstairs at Ronnie Scott’s jazz club, in London’s Soho, as part of the venue’s Rock Night, the clunky Composition Of Sound moniker was dropped in favour of a (literally) fashionable replacement: Depeche Mode.

Martin Gore: “The name Depeche Mode came from Dave. He was doing fashion design and window display, and used the magazine Dépêche Mode as a reference. It means hurried fashion or fashion dispatch — I like the sound of that.”

Dee Dye: “Dave [Gahan] used to get rattled when people pronounced the band Day — pech — ay Mode — Essex twang a must — and insisted it was Depeche with a silent ‘e’. He’d got the name from a [French] fashion magazine gracing the shelves of the college library.”

Dee Dye attended that début Ronnie Scott’s showcase: “We travelled to the gig in the back of the van with their equipment. The mood (at Ronnie Scott’s) before the gig was quite tense — Dave getting anxious because he knew that there were record company people about; Vince being cool and more concerned with his ‘electrickery’ as he called it. There seemed to be plenty of pacing about, beers flowing. From what I remember, the gig itself was as good as it should have been. We danced our jerky dances, whooped and cheered at the songs, and encouraged a few others in the audience to sway and tap their feet. Looking moody was the order of the day. After they did their set, Dave was pretty hyped up — he had a good feeling about that night, he said.”

Vince Clarke: “Things were really starting to happen now — one minute we were playing at Crocs, the next [minute] we were getting these London gigs. It all started taking off very quickly!”

Jo Gahan also sensed the tide was turning in Depeche Mode’s favour: “I was with Dave when Depeche began to play their early gigs at Crocs and The Bridgehouse. They were amazing nights, packed full of admiring friends — a real good atmosphere. Depeche were so cool, so different. After a few shows word began to get ’round and then many new faces would appear in the audience. It was kind of a shame that their mates then couldn’t get a look in. But people like Steve Hill still drove us around in his van, lugging the equipment from gig to gig.”

While Dave Gahan was still studying at Southend College of Technology, Larry Moore, who was part of the Student Union, organised a night of live music there on November 14, 1980: “Top of the bill were The Leapers, of whom great things were expected and who were regularly featured in the [Basildon] Evening Echo’s music column. No. 6 was also on the bill somewhere …

“Depeche Mode was third from the top of the bill; they were by far the best. After the gig, I was handing out the curry takeaway riders in the sports changing room and I asked Dave Gahan if, as they were so good, they would like to come back and do another gig. Gahan glared at me and said that they would, but only if they were the headline act. ‘Huh,’ I snorted, as I turned away. ‘You’re not that good!’ Hence, I became the guy who knocked them back as not good enough to headline Southend College. I think I had a point!”

That same month, Depeche Mode received their first ever press in the Evening Echo: “Posh clobber could clinch it for Mode — some of these perfumed, ponced — up futuristic pop bands don’t hold a candle to these four Basildon lads. They are Depeche Mode, who could go a long way if someone just pointed them in the direction of a decent tailor.”

Robert Marlow felt the writer had a point: “The Evening Echo, which was the local rag, once ran a great headline: ‘Posh clobber could clinch it for Mode.’ These local rags always have hook lines like that — ‘This bunch of fresh-faced chaps will go all the way with their snazzy dressing,’ or whatever, but we all looked like complete dicks! We were ridiculous — all that make-up and hair. I remember a girlfriend of mine at the time saying, ‘Men are terrible at putting make-up on, because they always look straight at the mirror; they never look one way or the other.’

“It always made me laugh that Martin and Fletch were still working. So when they were doing their early gigs as Depeche Mode, at The Bridgehouse, or whatever, they’d have to take their suits off and get into their Futurist garb. I remember going shopping one day with Fletch when the craze at the time was wearing sort of ballet pumps — I was quite lucky; I had to have them for my drama studies. Anyway, we couldn’t find these in Basildon anywhere. You only have to look at Andy — he’s got huge plates of meat [feet]! So I remember him having to go on-stage wearing his football socks and a pair of furry slippers!”

Dave Gahan was likewise quick to laugh at his bandmates’ sartorial disasters: “Andy used to wear these plus-fours, slippers and football socks. It was so funny! And Martin had half his face painted white. And Vince looked like this Vietnam refugee — he’d tanned his face, had black hair and a headband!”

Vince Clarke: “Fletcher, Martin and myself didn’t know anything about it at all. Dave was the man — the style — master! I can remember at the time people had this thing about wearing karate shoes — black, soft, strapless things. So we all had a pair of those, apart from Fletcher. He couldn’t get any to fit him, so he went on-stage in a pair of slippers in the end!”

At this juncture, Vince Martin took it upon himself to change his surname. From now on he would be known to the world as Vince Clarke. It transpired this was an expedient measure to avoid a potentially sticky situation: “When we got our first review, I wrote to the paper, and sent a photograph from a session that Paul Crick did in my garage where we were all dressed up in these grey overcoats. We did the interview, and suddenly I realised that if my name appeared in print, there could be a problem, because I was still signing on. So I phoned up the people at the paper in a panic, saying, ‘Please don’t print my real name.’ ”

But why choose Clarke? “At the time, Dave Gahan’s friend, Paul Valentine was into Fifties Americana, and there was a guy called Dick Clarke [sic] — a famous Fifties/Sixties DJ. I thought, ‘Well, I can’t call myself Dick Clarke [sic], because no one will believe that my name is Dick! So I just changed it to Vince Clarke.”*

Quirky songs, an eye — catching frontman, and a distinctive name; all that the band needed now was a recording contract.


* Actually, the correct spelling for Vince’s inspiration is Dick Clark — the host of top — rated US TV show, American Bandstand from 1956 onwards. In an understandable panic to avoid being detected, Vince had little time for fact checking.
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Going U.P.


“Daniel Miller’s been very, very instrumental in our success. I think if we’d have been on a major label we wouldn’t be here now.”

—Andy Fletcher, 2001



Although electropop rivals Soft Cell had fared badly on Depeche Mode’s Essex home turf back in August 1980, the Leeds duo had taken an early lead, recording — wise, when synth player Dave Ball’s mother funded their privately issued, limited — edition Mutant Moments EP début that same year. Despite failing to chart, the record’s DIY charm didn’t escape the entrepreneurial attention of Stevo (a.k.a. Steven Pearce), an illiterate school-leaver who, as a 17-year-old left — field London — based DJ, was making a name for himself compiling a weekly Futurist Chart for the British inky Sounds.

Soon after, Stevo formed his own bizarrely misspelt record label, Some Bizzare, with grand designs on releasing a compilation album of unsigned Futurist bands, including Soft Cell. Stevo also set his sights on Depeche Mode, possibly meeting them for the first time as a result of Soft Cell’s unlucky support slot at Crocs. “Soft Cell were obviously managed by Stevo, so that’s probably where we met him,” reasons Vince Clarke.

On November 11, 1980, the still label — less Depeche Mode were gigging at The Bridgehouse, supporting Mute act Fad Gadget, the recording/ performance pseudonym of Frank Tovey, who’s performance art had gained him a certain notoriety.

Vince Clarke: “We did the gig with Fad Gadget, and Stevo came backstage and said, ‘Look, we’re doing the Some Bizzare tour, are you interested in doing it? And are you interested in signing to Some Bizzare?’ Then Daniel [Miller] came back as well; we kind of knew him because of ‘T.V.O.D.’ [the B-side of ‘Warm Leatherette’]. It was a case of [going with] either. Stevo said, ‘Look, if you sign with Some Bizzare, I can get you a support slot with Ultravox.’ So it was a real heavy — duty decision, you know! But we decided, for some reason, that we’d go with Daniel. And then Daniel said, ‘We’ll just do a single.’ ”

“We would have signed any deal, we just wanted to put a record out,” said Vince. “The band unanimously conceded that Daniel Miller was the first one that we could trust; he said that if either party didn’t like the other, we’d call it a day.”

Daniel Miller’s recollection tallies with that of Clarke’s: “I think it must have been within weeks, or a matter of months [of first seeing Clarke and Gahan at the Rough Trade shop]; Fad Gadget was playing down at The Bridgehouse in Canning Town, and Terry Murphy, the guy who booked The Bridgehouse, had booked Depeche Mode to support. The two things hadn’t clicked in my mind at all. But, anyway, that’s the connection with Fad Gadget, and that’s when I first saw Depeche. I went backstage and said, ‘Let’s put out a single,’ and they said, ‘OK, then, alright.’ And that was it. There was some kind of conversation, probably, where I said, ‘You could be a really big pop band. I think what you’re doing is fantastic; it’s really new, but it’s still pop. We’ve never had a pop hit, but I really believe in what you do. Let’s put out a single and see how it goes. I don’t want to tie you down to anything more than that, because I don’t know what I can do.’ So that was it, really; it was pretty much as simple as that.”

When viewed from the perspective of today’s hard — nosed corporate — driven music industry, Miller’s laissez — faire attitude seems hard to believe.

Andy Fletcher: “He was offering nothing — no contracts, but, at the end of the day, we trusted him, liked him, and liked the music on his label. For some bizarre reasons, we didn’t have any money; we were all still working — well, Vince was unemployed; Dave was still at college.”

“I didn’t see why we should have a contract,” says Miller in hindsight. “I thought that if you’re fair with an artist — if you pay them — and you give them freedom, [and] you do your best to promote their records, [then] why would you want a contract; [why] get lawyers involved? It just seemed impure, in a sense.”

NME’s Paul Morley concluded that “meeting Daniel Miller was the sort of lucky break that can be turned into legend” but Depeche Mode’s label situation wasn’t quite as “simple” as Miller maintained. Stevo was still sniffing around the band, and made them an offer too good to refuse. With his planned Some Bizzare Album about to happen, he desperately wanted Depeche Mode to contribute. The band were apparently only too happy to oblige.

Over two decades on, Vince Clarke’s youthful excitement still shines through: “The next thing we know, it’s like, ‘Can you do a track for this compilation album?’ which was amazing!”

Dave Gahan: “We had no recording activities going on at all. Stevo approached us and asked us if we’d like to put a track on this compilation so we thought it would be a good idea.”

Meanwhile, Miller and Stevo supposedly struck an informal verbal agreement. Miller went on to produce ‘Memorabilia’, Soft Cell’s first single on signing to Phonogram in 1981, and Depeche Mode’s début recording, ‘Photographic’ for Stevo’s Some Bizzare Album in November 1980.

Daniel Miller: “When I first worked with them [Depeche Mode], they’d never been in a studio before. To be honest, at that time I’d hardly worked in one either! I felt like I was a really experienced producer compared to them, but I wasn’t really. I think I did help them get the sounds they needed with the very small range of technology at our disposal. I was trying to show them the possibilities open to them.”

Vince Clarke: “I remember the studio [Tape One in London]; it was very impressive. I remember it being quite dark. Apparently, Stevo turned up to listen to it [‘Photographic’] and was sick on the mixing desk! I don’t remember actually seeing it, but it’s so locked in my memory that it seems like it happened.”

Stevo thinks that Vince could be confusing this incident with Miller’s Soft Cell production: “I walked into this little East End studio at 10.30 am. I was drunk. It was Daniel Miller’s birthday and he’d been up all night, so I said, ‘Happy birthday, Daniel,’ and he spewed [vomited] all over the floor. It stank. I reckon that’s what gave the record its raw edge.”

Stomach complaints aside, it was Miller’s technological skill that impressed Vince Clarke. Miller consequently claimed that his recording protégé was smitten with his much-loved ARP 2600 synthesiser — a more complex, Seventies — vintage semi-modular affair, enabling individual sound modules to be externally patched together by the user for added flexibility — which he’d bought cheaply from Elton John, and its attendant analogue sequencer in particular.

Daniel Miller: “I had my ARP Sequencer synched to tape and Vince just couldn’t believe it! It only had 16 steps [‘notes’], but was a tremendously creative tool. I remember the first time I showed it to Vince; he was mesmerised by it, and so the ARP [sequencer] became crucial to the early development of Depeche Mode. They immediately got into it. In terms of structure and arrangement, I left their ideas alone, because I thought the songs were great and wanted them to go down [on tape] as faithfully as possible.”

Vince Clarke: “We had the song [‘Photographic’] off to a tee, obviously, because we’d been playing it live. I remember we used the sequencer, so Fletcher no longer had to play the bass. The sequencer could lock up with the drums, which was cool, and all the other sequences. Martin still played — he’s a proper player who can play in time, whereas Fletcher and me used the sequencer to trigger the notes.”

Chances are Vince Clarke was forced to sequence his parts using one of Miller’s synthesisers, on account of his own Kawai K100FS resolutely refusing to co-operate when he attempted to hook it up to the ARP machinery, much to his horror.

Vince Clarke: “When we first met Daniel, he introduced us to sequencers, so I thought, ‘That’s good; I’ll try and trigger the Kawai [K100FS].’ But nothing happened! So I took the thing apart one day and [discovered that] none of the trigger input sockets were connected to anything! It was just a con.”

In discussing Depeche Mode’s contribution to the Some Bizzare Album, following its January 31, 1981 release, journalist Pete Silverton commented: “There seemed to be a lot of optimism in your track compared to the other stuff, which all seemed to be about gloom in Barnsley.” Dave Gahan: “Well, it’s not us, really. Vince doesn’t write gloomy songs.”

Certainly from the moment that Daniel Miller’s faithful Korg KR55 — “a very cool drum machine with auto-fill on it,” according to Vince Clarke — instantaneously kicked in, what became known as the ‘Some Bizzare Version’ of ‘Photographic’ was fast — paced, akin to how the group performed it live — only tighter, and with Dave Gahan being credited with electronic percussion. As fellow Basildon pop star wannabe Robert Marlow posited, “That’s when it lifted off a level — when they got the bass lines and a lot of Daniel Miller’s sequenced stuff onto tape. Before that, it was literally bum notes and all that, but they still sounded really good; I was jealous as hell!”

NME’s Chris Bohn concluded that Depeche Mode’s début recording was “very assured, neatly structured, with entwined synth melodies which are partially marred by the Thirties Futurist lyrics, but saved by the persistent quiver of a melody line.”

In revealing his modus operandi to The Face, Vince Clarke admitted that his main lyrical interest was in the sound of words rather than their meaning: “I like the way words fit together and rhyme. For instance, when I write a phrase or something, I think about how easy it is to sing, to fit in with the melody. I think in the sort of stuff we’re doing, it’s good to use certain words. I think words are very fashionable. I’ll give you an example, right? Words to use in a good electronic song-‘fade’, ‘switch’, ‘light’ — anything like that. ‘Room’, ‘door’ — words like that. ‘Fade’ — that’s an excellent word. It’s the word for ’81-it’s got to be!”

Despite appearing among a full line — up of allegedly Futurist acts on Stevo’s album Dave Gahan was keen to distance Depeche Mode from the movement: “All the bands involved with it are in one bunch together and they’ll never escape from it. Soft Cell are about the only ones with a good chance. I don’t like to bitch, but Naked Lunch have been going for years. We write pop music — electric pop, so we couldn’t get tagged by appearing on that album. Once people hear the single, they’ll change their minds!”

Before the divisive Some Bizzare Album was released, Depeche Mode were back in the studio with Daniel Miller — recording the single that Gahan had mentioned in the band’s first major Sounds’ feature interview.

The venue this time was engineer Eric Radcliffe’s Blackwing Studios, sited in the deconsecrated All Hallows Church at 1 Pepper Street, South London — the scene of Daniel Miller’s earlier recording excursions as The Silicon Teens. Miller had originally chosen this relatively low — cost facility because of its sizeable control room being more suited to his unorthodox recording methodology; with no live instruments to speak of, he simply needed space to set up his collection of analogue synthesisers — which, at the time, included the same Korg 700S so admired by Robert Marlow — close to the mixing desk. Blackwing and Depeche Mode were a well-matched pairing, with the group’s resultant single, ‘Dreaming Of Me’ and B-side, ‘Ice Machine’ being completed within a couple of days.

Vince Clarke: “It was an exciting situation because it was another proper recording studio — a 16-track, in fact, because when Daniel did his first record there it was still an eight-track. I remember in — between recordings we had a big party in Basildon, so when we arrived to do the B-side we were quite hungover!”*

Even the normally subdued Vince Clarke was not immune to the thrill of finally committing two of his compositions to vinyl: “I remember walking in London and being afraid of being run over in case I missed out on all of the excitement, thinking, ‘Wouldn’t it be a bummer if I got run over now.’ I was extra careful crossing the road; it was that exciting!”

As to who was responsible for choosing the tracks that would make up Depeche Mode’s début 7”, “that was down to Daniel,” Vince Clarke clarified. “We were like, ‘Whatever you say!’ ”

It has been theorised that Daniel Miller initially viewed Depeche Mode as a way of making his ‘fictional’ synth group, The Silicon Teens, reality. Understandably, this cuts no ice with Miller himself: “The Silicon Teens was kind of appropriate for what I hoped might happen — not that I wanted to force anything; I never tried to make them into The Silicon Teens. They already had their own sound when I first saw them — before I met them; they blew me away when I first saw them playing. I certainly didn’t make them in my own image, but they fitted very much with what I was hoping for.

“I had this kind of vision of how things might go with electronic music at that time; I had this kind of hope that, because I was so into it, the synthesiser would be the first instrument [that new bands would turn to] — before guitar and drums. There were lots of possibilities that hadn’t been explored, whereas rock — apart from a few exceptions — was going around in circles since the Sixties. There were so many more possibilities of moving things forward and doing interesting things with pop and more experimental areas. [We] had some kind of … what I was looking for in my dreams — an epiphany, I think it’s called.”

Stevo’s temporary hold on Depeche Mode was about to play itself out with his Bizzare Evenings tour, promoting the Some Bizzare Album, taking them north to Leeds (Warehouse, February 2, 1981) and Sheffield (Limit Club, February 3, 1981). Vince Clarke doesn’t remember the tour as being particularly salubrious: “It was about four or five dates, though we’d moved on from travelling in the back of a Transit to the back of a box van with the PA, trying to get some sleep!”

Perhaps this sleep deprivation affected Andy Fletcher’s outlook, telling Look In, shortly after the tour: “Up North it’s such a struggle; they’re so different to Southern audiences. They don’t react because they don’t know our stuff. They go wild at the end, though.”

Dave Gahan: “I think it’s just the way Northern people are. They listen to it more; take it in more. But in London they just go mad from the start!”

When later asked why Depeche Mode chose to go with Daniel Miller and Mute as opposed to Stevo and Some Bizzare, Vince Clarke replied: “Maybe we even felt that Stevo was a bit creepy, but bear in mind there wasn’t a deal as such — there was nothing signed. It was just a case of an agreement: ‘Do you want to do a single? Let’s go into a studio.’ He booked it, and we turned up and did the single.”

Clarke’s character assessment of Stevo was not far off the mark as the Some Bizzare supremo’s plush London Mayfair offices were rumoured to feature a chapel and confessional box for future signings; unconventional behaviour that would hardly have sat well with the former churchgoers.

Still booking gigs, Clarke managed to secure Depeche Mode’s first prestigious London show (which Daniel Miller believes to be the first major New Romantic concert), supporting the now Midge Ure — fronted Ultravox, at The Rainbow on February 14, 1981, as part of Steve Strange and Rusty Egan’s fanciful ‘People’s Palace Saint Valentines Ball’. Other eclectic electronic acts performing at the event included the robotic dance troupe Shock and the unfashionable — and generally unheard of — Metro.

Depeche Mode held their own; the buzz of playing to bigger audiences overrode any intimidation that their chief songwriter might have felt at going up a level, as Vince Clarke confessed: “We were doing lots of speed as well, which made it even more exciting! It concentrated your nerves. You see, it wasn’t just a case of doing the gig and then analysing it all afterwards, saying, ‘Oh, didn’t we play shit?’ The whole thing was just so exciting — people liked you!”

Martin Gore: “I knew about drugs, but I used to be quite pious. I was quite anti — drugs; if I saw anyone doing them around me I would walk away. I just didn’t want to be involved. It was kind of a moral thing at that time — I don’t know why. Maybe it was fear, because I’d been quiet, sheltered and never done it. I just didn’t want to get involved.”

Other than stimulants, as far as Vince Clarke was concerned, the formula hadn’t really changed: “We were still playing in the same way as we always had, [playing] along to a Boss Dr Rhythm drum machine — Fletcher was always on bass, because he used to play bass guitar with the band; Martin used to play all the lead riffs, because he could play keyboards; and I used to be the man in — between.”

Reviews following the February 20, 1981 release of ‘Dreaming Of Me’ were generally encouraging. Sounds’ Betty Page called it “Deep, meaningful, heavy and arty” whereas NME’s Chris Bohn countered with “Despite the narcissistic title, ‘Dreaming Of Me’ is as sweetly unassuming a slice of electronic whimsy as anything by Orchestral Manoeuvres In The Dark. Deadpan vocals, programmed rhythm rejoinders and a candyfloss melody make for a pleasant three minutes.”

Over in the glossies, Smash Hits were equally supportive from the outset, favourably reviewing Depeche Mode’s — “frozen” (according to NME’s Paul Morley) — London performance at Cabaret Futura on February 16, 1981, before lavishing praise on ‘Dreaming Of Me’: “On the fringes of the Blitz Kids scene by virtue of their electronic music and evident taste for makeup and flash clothes, Depeche Mode in fact far outshine many a better known name by virtue of their ability to write great tunes and treat them right — like a cross between the bright synthetic pop of The Silicon Teens and the more weighty personal song stories of Foxx/Numan, etc.

“Two of these gems have now been committed to vinyl and the simply wonderful ‘Dreaming Of Me’/‘Ice Machine’ is unreservedly recommended to absolutely everybody. Tasteful and tuneful, danceable and intelligent, it deserves to be utterly huge. Buy it!”

The photographs accompanying the article — which describe Depeche Mode as “looking scarcely a day over 14 but claiming to be 18-plus” — reveal that, despite having ‘signed’ with Mute, the band were financially no better off than before. Vince and Martin are pictured standing side by side their respective Kawai K100FS and Yamaha CS5 monosynths, sharing what appears to be a sizeable removal chest.

‘Dreaming Of Me’ started picking up radio play, courtesy of BBC Radio One DJs Peter Powell and Richard Skinner, and several weeks after its release, the single peaked at number 57 on the UK Singles Chart — not bad going considering Mute Records lacked the financial clout and distribution of a major label. That said, ‘Dreaming Of Me’ did top Sounds’ independent singles chart; moreover, it was still holding out at 27 as late as September 26, 1981-enough to secure its rightful position as the number one independent single of the year.

When quizzed about his ‘Proudest Achievement’ for publication in an early ‘Personal Facts’ sheet produced for the Depeche Mode Information Service — effectively the group’s first official fan club (run by Vince Clarke’s then — girlfriend Deb Danahay from her parent’s Basildon home with assistance from Jo Fox and Anne Swindell) — Dave Gahan’s response was fitting: “Hearing ‘Dreaming Of Me’ on Radio One.”

On the other hand, the replies of his bandmates under the same category make for revealing reading: “Passing driving test” (Vince Clarke); “Getting Gold in Junior Section of Boys’ Brigade” (Andy Fletcher); and “Not much” (Martin Gore). Equally edifying are their apparent ambitions: “To be successful” (Dave Gahan); “None” (Vince Clarke); “To be a better keyboard player” (Andy Fletcher); and “To be a millionaire” (Martin Gore).

“When Depeche [Mode] started to break, it took on another dimension,” Daniel Miller told Sound On Sound in 1998. “I had never had anything like a hit single, and this was the band being chased by every label in the country very soon after I started working with them. They were very young, and they had all these labels banging at their doors, so I felt a sense of responsibility to get it right for them. Also, all the majors said that Mute [Records] could never have hits, so I wanted to prove them wrong! It made me very focused.”

Smash Hits’ Steve Taylor reported, “The fact that the formerly indifferent majors have suddenly started finding Depeche Mode’s demo tape and phone number is a great confidence booster for both the band and [Daniel] Miller.”

Andy Fletcher: “In the first year we were taking these demos around — couldn’t get anyone interested; and it went from that to every single A&R person chasing us, but, for some reason, we went with a guy that was offering us no money at all, and no contracts, but we liked the music on his label.

“It was funny, because when I was in New York I met Roger Ames, who was involved in Island [Records] — now he’s the chairman of Warners worldwide, and 20 years ago he came down to have a pint with us in a pub in Basildon, to try and sign us with Chris Briggs and a guy called Martin Dean. Martin Dean later signed Wham! to the worst deal of all time, and we could have been signing that worst deal of all time!”

This meeting stuck in Martin Gore’s memory for the same reason: “Some of the people after us were [from] Polydor; one of the people after us was Martin Dean, who went on to sign Wham! — that whole fiasco.”

Vince Clarke: “That was after the Some Bizzare Album. They were suddenly interested when we had a release and the whole Futurist thing started taking off. People started knocking at our doors.”

Martin Gore: “At the time we were being courted by quite a few major labels, and they were offering us ridiculous amounts of money — sums that we just couldn’t have comprehended at the time. Vince was on the dole, Dave was at college, and me and Andy were working to survive to the next payday.”

Vince Clarke: “All these people from London Records and stuff started coming to our gigs, and chatting to us. But we didn’t have a lawyer; we didn’t have a manager, so there was no one doing deals for us. At the time it seemed like silly money. It sounds terrible, but I remember having a conversation with a publisher, and they were offering me £10,000 for all of my work for the rest of my life — I thought that was amazing! I just couldn’t believe that!”

Daniel Miller’s tiny independent operation, which, only the previous year, had been run from the Golders Green flat that he shared with his mother, moved to a small, one-room office at 16 Decoy Avenue, North London, just in time for the release of ‘Dreaming Of Me’.

“We just felt we wanted to make a record,” said the songwriter, in rationalising Mute’s appeal. “The excitement of actually releasing a record was enough. We didn’t want to get involved with a big record company, and Mute Records, at the time, was incredibly credible; they had Fad Gadget, The Normal and The Silicon Teens — all the kinds of records that we were listening to, whereas all [of] London’s records weren’t particularly brilliant. Everything that Mute did — even if it wasn’t successful — was really cred, so I suppose we were always conscious of that.”

Martin Gore: “There was a lot of soul — searching going on; I think it was mainly Vince who decided we should go with Mute — I give him credit for that to this day. We went along with what he was saying, because we were fans of Mute as well. But I think he was the main person pushing for us to do that, and we were very lucky that we did.”

Deb Mann: “It was Vince’s choice to go with Mute. There were other record companies that were interested, but Vince chose Mute. As I remember it, Daniel was prepared to let Vince have a say in it all, rather than going with a major label, who would just tell them what single they had to have out or what songs to have on an album, or whatever. Vince didn’t like that.”

Vince Clarke was correspondingly complimentary about the Mute man in Depeche Mode’s first ever Sounds interview (dated January 31, 1981): “We’ve got a better chance on Mute. Daniel’s been good to us and we like the way he operates. We listened to a few other companies, seeing what they had to offer, but we decided to stick with him. He had a big success with The Silicon Teens, and we’ve got that same sort of lightweight feeling to us. Daniel’s got a good nose for things like that. He’s an underestimated man.”

The enigma that was — and is — Daniel Miller was further elaborated upon by a non-credited band member, during an NME interview in August: “We emerged just as all the big labels were searching for their Futurist group. We came very close to signing with a major. But we can do anything we want with Daniel. We could, if we wanted, just do a record that’s just a continual noise for three minutes and he’d release it as a single. The people he’s got on his label, like Boyd Rice, really are out of order. He puts out a single even though he knows it’ll only sell 1,000. He does it just because he likes it … I still don’t understand Daniel Miller. I don’t see how he’s made any money until us.”

To give Daniel Miller credit, the initial one-off deal he offered Depeche Mode was very fair indeed — all the more so since it was consummated with a simple handshake; no written details; no formal contracts. “It’s basically a 50–50 deal, so Mute put up half the costs for the recording, manufacturing, and everything else,” Vince Clarke openly clarified. “Then the record is put on sale, and, after paying off all the expenses, whatever’s left — the profit — is split 50–50, which is the same as I still have it today. Daniel based it on Rough Trade — that’s how their deals used to be.”

Andy Fletcher [Look In, dated October 24, 1981]: “We have a 50–50 deal, so everything’s shared equally between us and the record company. We share all the costs, but you end up with a lot more.”


* The group’s collective exhilaration during the December 1980 ‘Dreaming Of Me’ recording session was inadvertently revealed on the CD reissue of Depeche Mode’s long — playing début, Speak & Spell. Thanks, in all probability, to an error on the part of a hapless recording engineer, someone can clearly be heard whooping for joy during its extended fade — out-together with one or two of those troublesome “bum notes” to which Robert Marlow refers.





PART II

Just Can’t Get Enough


“To be honest, we never really saw ourselves as being on Top Of The Pops. We were enjoying playing gigs; it was just a bit of fun among friends. We never really saw ourselves as being hugely successful, and certainly didn’t think we’d still be here 20 years later.”

—Andy Fletcher, 2001
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“The Beatles Of The Indies”


“We didn’t have to work at it, you know? It was really fast. I went round to mum’s and said, ‘Mum, I can’t believe it; I’m on fucking Top Of The Pops next week!’ It was just unbelievable.”

—Vince Clarke, 2001



The fact that Depeche Mode and Daniel Miller waited until May 1981 — six months after their initial visit to Blackwing Studios — to record a follow — up to ‘Dreaming Of Me’, suggests band and producer were happy to ride on the success of their first independent chart run.

Andy Fletcher and Martin Gore were both reluctant to quit their regular City jobs in favour of committing themselves full — time, and were happy to continue living with their parents, as, apparently, was Dave Gahan.

“We didn’t want to stay in garages, but we never thought it would happen. It just has!” Andy Fletcher told Sounds (November 7, 1981). “We’ve never struggled and we haven’t been gigging for years and years. When we first took our plugger [Neil Ferris of Ferret Plugging] ‘Dreaming Of Me’, and he said it was amazing, we didn’t really believe him.”

Vince Clarke celebrated Depeche Mode’s recording breakthrough by moving into a third — floor, one-bedroom local authority flat on Vange Hill Drive in Basildon. Yet he could hardly be accused of living the highlife. In a valiant effort to stretch his social security payments to their limit, Vince was thrifty out of necessity during this period, as Andy Fletcher confirms: “He was unemployed and he used to get thirty quid, and he used to save £29.86! He used to get one loaf of bread a week! Vince was always the ambitious one; he was the driving force behind the band initially.”

Reading between the lines, those much — needed royalty cheques had yet to start arriving. Andy Fletcher: “We didn’t get paid for ‘Dreaming Of Me’ — you only got paid afterwards. There was no advance at all. I think Vince got a small publishing advance, and we got a hundred quid, so we didn’t have any money; that’s not to say we didn’t have any money at all, because we were working. All we ever wanted was our beer money and to give our mums ten quid a week, and that was it.”

Deb Mann: “Vince obviously was very channelled, and very ambitious — that was his dream, but for the others, it just sort of happened, really.”

Robert Marlow: “Vince didn’t have a lot to lose, whereas the other two just kind of floated along — I think Martin and Fletch were definitely best pals. Gahan-y was keen, but I can’t say too much about him, because I’ve never really known him that well. He was always aloof.”

Vince had been far from idle as Depeche Mode were still gigging consistently, playing some 15, mainly South Eastern, shows during the lead up to their next recording session. These shows included a headlining return to Southend College of Technology (from which Dave Gahan had by now been “politely urged to leave” because of a poor attendance record — due in no small part to Depeche Mode’s swelling diary dates) on April 2, two triumphant nightclub performances on their Basildon home turf, at Sweeneys and Raquels, on April 28 and May 3, and a prominent slot supporting The Psychedelic Furs at Hammersmith Palais on June 2.

Reviewer Winston Smith waxed lukewarm: “Depeche Mode added some sparkle to the proceedings with a laudable display of futuramic dance music. Their drum machine patterns and keyboard catchphrases are repeated much too often for their own good, and one’s attention inevitably tends to wander.” Still, at least they fared considerably better than opening act Siam, whose singer’s stage movements were harshly slated for being “akin to those of an epileptic stick — insect on angel — dust.”

In May, Depeche Mode returned to Blackwing, with Daniel Miller and several new Vince Clarke compositions.

Daniel Miller: “Vince learned really fast about technology and was very keen. He was starting to lay down the tracks, and I was helping him with the sounds and stuff. Then Fletch and Martin Gore would come in with a takeaway from their City jobs, and Martin would go down and play on a [games] machine, and say, ‘Do I have to go down into the studio? Oh, alright, then.’ And he’d do a little riff or something.

“Martin was obviously very musical; you could get him in the studio for five minutes and he’d play something that would bring a track to life, even if it wasn’t the lead line. It’s such a classic [story]; I remember him with his Chinese takeaway in one hand, playing the synth with the other hand — just wanting to eat his meal, really; not wanting to do anything!”

Already the unconventional band dynamic that remains Depeche Mode was beginning to take shape. Vince Clarke: “I was in the studio most of the time with Daniel, I suppose. I’d written the songs, and they [Andy and Martin] both used to turn up after work. Everybody played on the record; although Fletcher was never a brilliant keyboard player — and probably still isn’t, it wasn’t a case of someone taking over and saying, ‘I’ll play the bass for you.’ That was his role.”

On this occasion, the songs in question were ‘New Life’ and ‘Shout!’ — the former destined to become Depeche Mode’s second single. The latter track — musically, a simplistic, meandering bass drone and occasional harmonious chorus, set against a backdrop of clattering analogue percussive tones courtesy of Miller’s sequenced synths — would make for its B-side. Music journalist Ian Cranna was present for part of the recording session, reporting in the June 1981 issue of The Face: “Depeche Mode like to laugh a lot. Tonight, in a small recording studio in South London, a good deal of laughing is being done — mostly at the expense of non-vocalist member Andrew Fletcher who is struggling to find and hold his note in the four-part harmony which the band are laying down for their latest single, ‘New Life’ … ‘From the heart, Andy,’ calls producer Daniel Miller helpfully over the studio intercom. ‘I’m trying to do it from the lung,’ replies the beleaguered Fletcher.”

The troublesome four-part harmony that appears towards the end of ‘New Life’ is remarkably reminiscent of The Beatles’ throat — shredding version of ‘Twist And Shout’. As for any possible Pre-meditated parallels with Liverpool’s finest in this regard, Vince Clarke replied, “Probably. We were taking stuff from all sorts, you know? In the studio you can overdub and try these things.” Indeed, when quizzed by early Mode champion Betty Page for Sounds about “that riveting little synth riff” peppering ‘New Life’, Vince simply said it was “just an old R&B riff”.

Certainly the new single was more upbeat than its predecessor. In keeping with Daniel Miller’s assessment of Vince Clarke’s increasing technological prowess, the arrangement featured a complicated pattern of melodic, seemingly sequencer — driven synths lines vying for attention in the highly danceable mix. “I think Daniel knew his equipment a little better by then,” stated Vince Clarke

Dave Gahan was typically succinct: “We learned a lot from ‘Dreaming Of Me’, came in here [Blackwing Studios] and just did a better job on ‘New Life’.

‘New Life’, featuring an effective black and white sleeve showing an obscured individual unzipping himself from an egg (designed by Vince’s younger brother, Rodney, who was studying art at Southend College of Technology), was released on June 13, 1981.

Two days previously, a Depeche Mode session for the Richard Skinner Evening Show was broadcast on BBC Radio One. Bizarrely, considering it was their new single, ‘New Life’ was conspicuous by its absence. Instead, the band performed live versions of a Vince Clarke song, ‘Boys Say Go’, ‘Photographic’, plus two Martin Gore compositions, ‘Tora! Tora! Tora!’, and an instrumental, ‘Big Muff’ (possibly named in reference to a popular American — manufactured distortion effects pedal).

While Gore’s contributions contained virtually the same melodic ingredients as Clarke’s, he later expressed misgivings: “I don’t really consider them to be songs of mine. What I was trying to do was fit in with what Vince was doing at the time.”*

The music press reviews for ‘New Life’ were largely positive: “This is the way that honest synth pop should sound,” raved Steve Rapid for Hot Press; Sounds’ Edwin Pouncey was nearer the mark: “Tinkly bonk excursion groping in the dark for the switch that will hopefully turn on the torchlight of success.”

Three weeks after its release, ‘New Life’ breached the UK Top 30; ironically being broadcast on BBC Radio One alongside ‘Computer Love’ by Teutonic electro pioneers, Kraftwerk. Dave Gahan was moved to rank this melodically moving song at third place in his Smash Hits ‘All Time Top 10’ of 1981: “The beauty of Kraftwerk’s records is that they’re so simple and still so great.”

The first verse of ‘New Life’ was lauded by none other than John Foxx as “Young, fresh electronics; good fun”. It was the sound of the words rather than their meaning again. “In fact, Clarke is just about the ultimate in constructionists,” wrote Ian Cranna, in The Face (June 1981).

Dave Gahan winced when recounting an incident involving ‘New Life’ to Smash Hits: “I remember walking through the town in Basildon one night and I saw these two girls following along behind me. I knew they’d recognised me. And they start singing, y’know, (high — pitched squeak) ‘I stand still stepping on a shady street.’ And I start walking a bit faster, turns up me collar! And then … (wails) ‘And I watch that man to a stranger.’ And I’m thinking: ‘Oh no, this is embarrassing! Do they understand these lyrics?! Perhaps they do and we don’t!’ ”

The ambiguity of Vince Clarke’s primitive lyrics were unintentionally exposed when, in late-1981, Smash Hits published the rhyming couplet: “Fused and saw a face before … Like association whore” (from ‘Dreaming Of Me’) as “Views that saw a face before … Like association hall” –thereby dramatically altering their meaning — if indeed there was any to be had in the first place.

Martin Gore: “I never understood what Vince was writing about-often the grammar was a mystery to me, let alone the meaning!”

Vince Clarke: “There were no meanings in the songs at all — nothing! They were very stupid lyrics, you know?”

The chart placing for ‘New Life’ was enough to secure the group their television début on Top Of The Pops — the UK’s most nationally monitored music show — on July 16, 1981. That same day, Basildon’s Evening Echo proudly reported: “Way back in May [1981], the Echo reported that Depeche Mode, from Basildon, were being hailed as leaders of the latest cult movement, the New Romantics. This week, more than two months after we tipped them for fame, the foursome of synthesised music are in the charts — and rising fast. And this evening they are on TV’s Top Of The Pops.”

While being interviewed for Smash Hits in The Highway public house (Basildon), on the afternoon before their first TV appearance, Dave Gahan asked, “When Simon Bates introduces us on Top Of The Pops, he makes a special point of saying we come from Basildon — why?”

Martin Gore: “Because nothing good ever comes out of here?”

With ‘New Life’ streaking up the independent charts long before ‘Dreaming Of Me’ had exited, in the same Smash Hits interview, Andy Fletcher couldn’t help but crow, “We’re going to be The Beatles of the indies!”

“I didn’t sleep a wink the night before,” Martin Gore admitted. “We were young — 18 or 19-and Top Of The Pops was the programme at the time. I was absolutely nervous. I can’t remember very much about the performance; I think I just kept my eyes down and prayed that it would soon be over — and that I didn’t look like I was shaking too much!”

Dave Gahan: “We couldn’t really believe that it was our record that was going up the charts. It was a pretty nerve — wracking experience watching it creep up every week. Even hearing it on the radio thrilled us! Every time we heard it and we weren’t together, we’d phone each other up to make sure we were listening! But doing Top Of The Pops was the best. Once you’ve appeared on that you feel like you’ve [got] a hit on your hands. It’s terrifying being in front of the cameras knowing that all those people are watching you.”

Vince Clarke: “We rehearsed a few times, and we’d obviously never done that before, so I was making sure that when a note sounded on the speakers, my hand was hitting the key. That [to me] was important; I thought that people would notice that kind of shit — probably after watching Top Of The Pops myself I’d be looking at my fingers, but no one else cares!”

Andy Fletcher: “I felt a bit like a prune, pressing a keyboard and singing into a mike with a lead going nowhere — halfway through you think, ‘God, what am I doing here, looking like a prat in front of millions of people?’ ”

While major label — funded, successful contemporaries like Duran Duran and Spandau Ballet were being chauffeured about-Depeche Mode and a small circle of close friends — arrived at the Top Of The Pops studio in London by public transport. Practising his self — imposed policy of separating business from pleasure, Vince Clarke forbade girlfriend Deb Danahay from attending, much to her dismay: “I wasn’t allowed to go to Top Of The Pops, because Vince didn’t want me getting in the way, because that was a business thing. Anne [Swindell] and Jo [Fox] went — can you imagine how gutted I was when I heard about that? But that’s how Vince was — business first.”

“We got up really early to get the early train,” recalled Vince Clarke. “We took the synthesisers on the train; because when we lost our various drivers we had to get trains.”

Andy Fletcher: “We were on Top Of The Pops with [former Deep Purple vocalist] Ian Gillan, and people like that — rocker pap. We travelled in on the tube with our synths and things. We used to get off at the tube station down Wood Lane, and they’d say, ‘Well, who are you, then?’ And we’d say, ‘We’re on Top Of The Pops,’ and they didn’t believe us! We’d have our fans waiting, saying. ‘They are in the group!’ Meanwhile, these limos are pulling up.”

Deb Danahay relates an amusing account of someone joking with the Basildon boys on the train to Top Of The Pops: “Not long now until you do a greatest hits album and play at Wembley!”

Another apparent discrepancy was Depeche Mode’s dress sense, with Dave Gahan admitting (to Look In) that he bought most of his clothes from junk shops: “I also shop at Kensington Market in London, and places like that. My girlfriend also gets some cast — off shirts for me … It’s no good going on in a pair of jeans.”

With this thought in mind, Depeche Mode toned down their earlier penchant for heavy make-up in favour of a leather biker’s look for their first Top Of The Pops appearance. Dave Gahan was undoubtedly the driving force behind the move, yet, reading between the lines, it looked like he had turned to an old associate for inspiration.

In habitually tuning in to the show, trendy Southender Steve Brown couldn’t believe his eyes that particular Thursday night: “We were a pretty extreme and very high — profile group of people — I’m talking about white faces and full make-up here, and then we took to wearing all — leather gear, because no one else was. We all dressed up like leather queens; even though we liked to think we were very macho, it was all body harnesses and leather caps, and what have you. No sooner had we adopted that look, then, lo and behold, they did as well.

“Dave sort of said, ‘I hope you don’t mind, lads, but where did you get your leather hats and stuff, because we’re going to get some.’ We used to get this stuff from some little sex shop down in King’s Road, and the next thing we knew, there was Depeche Mode on Top Of The Pops wearing all — leather gear! I didn’t fall out [with Dave Gahan] over it because he asked our permission, and he didn’t actually need our permission, but then we felt we couldn’t go out wearing that kind of thing anymore, because, all of a sudden, people would say, ‘Who do you think you are? Depeche Mode?’ ”

Such are the vagaries of fashion. And fashion — at least a lack of a coherent look — would soon become a thorn in the side, not that this immediately troubled either Andy Fletcher or his bandmates: “After we did Top Of The Pops I had to go into work the next day — everyone gave me a standing ovation!”

Dave’s former Southend College tutors were likewise suitably impressed. “They sent me a note the other day, saying congratulations on the success,” he gloated to the NME, soon after leaving.

The time also arrived for Andy and Martin to leave the comparative security of their day jobs to give Depeche Mode the attention it now warranted. According to Fletcher they were faced with a “very peculiar” scenario: “We had to give a month’s notice! I think that was when we started to get our first [royalty] money, and gigs were getting a little bit of money in. It was good fun — great days.”

News of Depeche Mode’s Top Of The Pops appearance had an instant effect on their Basildon hometown in more ways than one; Robert Marlow professed to having mixed feelings about his best pal’s runaway success: “It’s really hard to put your finger on the pulse, because while I was really pleased that someone I knew was doing so well, I couldn’t help thinking, ‘Why isn’t it me?’ But then all of us have our moments of self — loathing; I was thinking that I hadn’t tried hard enough.”

Martin Mann: “None of us knew that it was going to take off as it did; it was amazing when ‘Dreaming Of Me’ charted, but then came ‘New Life’ and that was it — they were away!”

Depeche Mode were indeed on the road to somewhere, for the latest single’s sales were being bolstered by the release of an accompanying 12” version; though this wasn’t intended as a specific marketing ploy that would become particularly prevalent in the Eighties and beyond, when endless extended remix permutations flooded the marketplace.

Vince Clarke: “We recorded 7”, and Daniel [Miller] made them into 12”.12” in those days weren’t about joining tape together — extended mixes weren’t even in our vocabulary at that point; 12” were about making the record louder, because on a single you could only cut the groove so deep. But the deeper the groove is, the louder the record is, so [at first] we made 12” to be played in the clubs. What we used to do was mix stuff in and out-drop the bass drum out for a couple of bars, or whatever.”

A typical gig from this time would often open with Martin Gore’s ‘Big Muff’ instrumental, then continue with ‘Ice Machine’, ‘The Price Of Love’, ‘Dreaming Of Me’, ‘New Life’, ‘Television Set’, ‘Reason Man’, ‘Photographic’, ‘Tomorrow’s Dance’ and ‘Addiction’, before closing with Gerry & The Pacemakers’ ‘I Like It’.

With Daniel Miller tagging along, it was fitting that Depeche Mode’s first live show after recording ‘New Life’ was at Rayleigh’s Crocs Glamour Club on June 27, 1981 in what proved to be their farewell appearance at the Essex venue that had nurtured them. “We must have played at Crocs 15 times,” Andy Fletcher told Smash Hits, “and that gave us a lot of encouragement; we weren’t really nervous anymore.”

Rob Allen relates another side to the normally reserved Daniel Miller from that night. Robert Marlow: “I’ve never been very impressed by the fact that Daniel Miller, who was The Normal, wasn’t a pop star — he’s a completely normal fellow, I suppose! He struck me as being painfully shy — it was bad enough with Vince, but here was somebody I didn’t know being painfully shy. But the bloke who ran Crocs, who was a bit of a ducker and diver, wouldn’t pay Depeche Mode. They’d pulled a lot of people in there, so Daniel apparently pulled him over the bar! I just can’t imagine it, because Dave was always the one ready to give someone a dig, but Vince swears it’s true!”

Following a spectacular 15-week chart run, ‘New Life’ peaked at number 12 on August 1, 1981, having shifted over 500,000 copies. Dave Gahan was quick to praise his producer: “All the majors [record labels] told him [Daniel Miller] that he wasn’t going to make it and he’s proved them wrong. And as for us, so far things have just happened — and at this rate we’re happy to just let them keep happening.

“We would much rather have points [higher royalties] than big advances, and we’ve got that with Daniel. He’s proved he can get us what we want; there’s nothing he can’t do!”

Depeche Mode’s first low — key European show was a solitary outdoor appearance at the ‘Parkpop Festival’, held in the Hague’s Zuiderpark on July 25, 1981, with the hands — on Daniel Miller presiding over the soundcheck.

Besides Miller, a select group of individuals were working hard in breaking Depeche Mode outside Britain.

Rod Buckle of London — based publishing company Sonet had signed up Vince Clarke from the outset — hence the songwriter’s “small publishing advance”, of which Andy Fletcher had made mention.

Vince Clarke: “When Daniel formed Mute Records he got his advice on how to set companies up and do deals abroad via Rod Buckle; Rod [had] sort of sorted out The Silicon Teens’ licensing. Then he obviously signed myself and Martin [Gore] individually as writers; he did publishing deals with us.”

In assisting Miller in setting up various overseas licensing deals, Buckle was indirectly responsible for extending the longevity of ‘New Life’ well beyond the summer of 1981.

Another influential catalyst who would become crucial to Depeche Mode’s American success was New York — based music industry figure, Seymour Stein, the founder of Sire Records. In 1981 Seymour had begun taking business trips to the UK in the hope of making his next big discovery.* On one visit, Stein befriended Daniel Miller whom he often used as a sounding board. Inevitably, Stein got to hear about Depeche Mode; making the journey out to Basildon to catch their Sweeneys club show of April 28, 1981-later regaling all with outrageous music industry tales from a seemingly different world over a slap — up meal.

Vince Clarke: “When Daniel was sorting out different deals for us in Europe, Mute wanted to get an American deal, so Seymour flew over to a gig in Basildon. He said, ‘By the way I like that song ‘The Price Of Love’ that you do — it’s really good!’ Again, it was all so fast and so exciting. Everything was positive, you know? There were no negatives at all.”

Stein was impressed enough to strike a deal with Daniel Miller there and then. Vince Clarke: “Who’s the guy who plays the director in Young Frankenstein? That’s who Seymour Stein looks like — Mel Brooks!”

Having branched out solo in December 1979 after working for various record companies for nine years — including a stint in EMI’s promotions department — by 1981, 27-year-old Neil Ferris was successful in his field, with UB40, The Human League, and Heaven 17 among his charges. By taking on Mute Records act, Fad Gadget, Ferris regularly received calls at his Regent’s Park office (or on his in — car phone) from Daniel Miller, a move which invariably led to Depeche Mode joining Ferret Plugging’s roster.

As a synth-based pop act, Depeche Mode were in good hands, for it was Ferris who had transformed The Human League into a successful singles chart proposition. “It is really great to see [The] Human League doing so well now,” Ferris told Record Mirror in 1981. “When I first started work on them about the time that ‘Boys And Girls’ [their first single after the departure of founder members Ian Craig Marsh and Martyn Ware] was released it was very difficult to get anyone’s interest going. With each single it became progressively easier.”

In such a moderate musical climate, the way was clear for Ferris to convince radio programmers that Depeche Mode were to be the next synth pop sensation.

On August 22, 1981, Depeche Mode featured in a documentary focusing on Essex’s past and present music scene, broadcast as part of London Weekend Television’s weekly magazine show Twentieth Century Box.

During an advance meeting with one of the film — makers, Dave Gahan joked, “You can film my usual Saturday morning routine: have a sauna, go to a brothel, then a commando course … Nah, it’ll be Andy waking up at 6 am, having his toast and going down the newsagents for his paper round — boys next door!”

That Gahan had already picked up on the band’s press image is worthy of note. “If you pick up the write — ups from the time, it was always ‘the nice boys from Basildon’,” pointed out Deb Mann. “But that’s really how they were. They were innocent, as we all were. None of them had groupies, because they all had steady girlfriends; Fletcher was very quiet — he didn’t have a girlfriend at all. He was very shy, actually; Fletch just used to bring along Rob Andrews as his partner, sort of thing. Martin was very subdued. The loudest would be Dave, but even he wasn’t loud!”

Depeche Mode’s segment in the resultant half — hour documentary began with a close — up of a Space Invaders arcade game being played by a grey track — suited Dave Gahan, before moving on to shots of all four casually dressed band members playing Ten Pin bowling, overlaid by the opening narration: “Depeche Mode show just how much Futurism has changed now it’s hit Essex. They don’t fit into the London Futurist pattern. Andrew Fletcher worked for an insurance company; Martin Gore had a job in a London bank; Vince Clarke did a series of casual jobs; and Dave Gahan was in technical college in Southend.”

Of most interest from a historical viewpoint is documentary footage of an early performance (June 27, 1981) at Crocs nightclub, set to a pounding ‘New Life’ soundtrack. Dave Gahan could be seen hugging his microphone stand for dear life, while the others did their level best to introduce whatever movement they could — not an easy proposition when riveted to the same spot behind their individual keyboards.

Also readily apparent is the intimacy of this Crocs gig, with the band performing almost at eye level with an audience that couldn’t have numbered more than a couple of hundred jubilant supporters.

In all probability, the Crocs show was booked in advance of ‘New Life’ climbing the charts, yet in the eyes of some, Depeche Mode were a letdown by virtue of failing to tailor their performances to suit their newfound celebrity.

Dave Gahan recounted one such encounter with an air of disbelief: “There was this bloke come to see us the other day and he said to me after the show, ‘I think it’s really bad the way you have all your friends in the audience talking to you and that, and then we’re over here and you don’t react to us.’ I said, ‘Well, what do you mean?’ He said, ‘I think it’s really bad that you have, like, all of your friends in the changing room.’ I said, ‘Well, what do you want me to do? Say, “C’mon all the audience into the changing room!”‘ He thought that we should be like Gary Numan and have the distant lonely look and image. Because we play synthesisers and that, we’re supposed to look strange at people, and not smile. The bloke didn’t like the way I smiled at people!”

Like Vince Clarke, Dave Gahan remained an admirer of Numan — if not necessarily his musical attitude. “I think he’s very good, but like so many other synthesiser groups, he has a morbid sound. Vince calls it ‘B&I’, standing for ‘Bleak and Industrial’. We’re ‘U.P.’, standing for ‘Ultrapop!’ — bright, melodic and cheerful.”

Vince Clarke: “I think the word ‘pop’ is really good, because it’s light and happy. I think it’s a nice word.”

This early assessment is echoed by outside commentators.

Steve Malins: “[Depeche Mode] were the first teenage electronic band; they were kind of a synthesiser boy band, really.”

Paul Morley: “They looked about 14, but it was so modern. They made the most intensely sweet pop music, and they were just so cuddly.”

Still lacking professional management to guide them, Depeche Mode were learning the game as they went along. “We’ve got no transport costs really, all our gear goes in the car [an old Renault belonging to Daniel Miller, who often drove the band to their shows]” Dave Gahan told Smash Hits. “We don’t employ any roadies. So if we get paid £250 for a gig and £50 goes on hiring the PA, we can come out of it with a reasonable amount each. Everything about us is independent, even the promotion of the new record [‘New Life’] we hired ourselves.”

Smash Hits’ Mark Ellen wrote: “Rocketed from virtual obscurity to fair — sized hit singles in a matter of months, they [Depeche Mode] readily admit that they hadn’t the time to adjust the live act accordingly. One minute, Crocs in Basildon; next, the Lyceum Ballroom in London — six times as big and no way to fill up the vast empty space behind them. No film, no slides, no backdrops. It speaks volumes about their music that they still set the whole place on its feet.”

Melody Maker contributor Robert Colbert, shared Ellen’s views when reviewing one of Depeche Mode’s first headlining performances at The Venue, in Victoria (July 23, 1981): “They haven’t adjusted to staring down intruding Top Of The Pops cameras because their single is scrambling up the charts. They haven’t learnt how to end songs, only reining them to a clatter-hoofed halt when the taped drums run out … But at least after Thursday they must have a clue about dealing with two tiers of The Venue dancing itself stupid on tables, chairs and any clear space. And they sure know how to put out sheer pulsing pop and slap a pretty face on.”

Although ‘New Life’ had been a fair — sized hit, only Vince Clarke had invested in better equipment, shelling out around £1,800 for a Roland Jupiter — 4 [JP — 4], a rather cumbersome, programmable polyphonic analogue affair, capable of sounding four notes simultaneously — not that this mattered much to Vince, who resolutely remained a player of the one-fingered variety.

Although not necessarily the best synthesiser around, the 1978-vintage JP — 4* was nonetheless a step forward from the diminutive Kawai K100SF monosynth that Vince had struggled so hard to finance a year earlier. Compare this change of fortune with that of Duran Duran’s keyboard player, Nick Rhodes, who was by now readily flaunting Roland’s latest and greatest flagship analogue polysynth, the mighty eight-voice Jupiter — 8, boasting 16 oscillators, 64 memories, and a hefty £4,000 price tag to boot.

The group were also aware of the need to improve their simple stage setting, but, as Martin Gore stated, implementing change was easier said than done: “We used to have this idea of having rails on-stage and we would be on platforms so that we could be moved backwards and forwards on-stage although we didn’t have to actually move! We really want to make our show good but we haven’t had a chance to sit down and think about it …

“We’ve had loads of ideas since then, but ended up using none of them. One idea was to have these drum majorettes on-stage. Another was to have someone up top operating these life — sized puppets. The thing is, you can’t have films and slides and things like that because it’s all been done before and people’ll say: ‘Oh, it’s not as good as The Human League,’ or whoever!”

Whoever might well have included Kraftwerk, who, that very same year, tackled the perennial problem faced by motionless synthesiser bands by incorporating both showroom dummies and synchronised slide films — courtesy of four large, expensive video screens custom — built in Japan by Sony — into their latest state — of — the — art technological tour deforce.

Vince Clarke was evidently also already thinking ahead in this regard: “We don’t want to get like Kraftwerk; we don’t want to use tapes live anymore,” adding, not without a hint of sarcasm, “We’ve got a rhythm unit [drum machine] with a TV screen that plays Space Invaders as well!”

Back in Basildon, Deb Danahay was keeping a diary in which she chronicled Depeche Mode’s increasingly event — packed schedule. With the assistance of Jo Fox, Deb formed the Depeche Mode Information Service from her parental home at 521 Long Riding.

Deb Mann: “The band just started getting letters. If anyone had written in to Vince then I took the letter and answered it from home, and Jo took Dave’s. That’s how it worked. It was all very basic.”

That it was. An early information sheet, typed by Jo Fox, was sent out to all contactees précising Depeche Mode’s brief history which read, literally, as follows: “Depeche Mode were originally a three piece band playing guitars and one synthesiser under another name until June 1980 when Dave joined, the name was changed to Depeche Mode and they switched to three synthesisers. A demo tape was made with the new lineup and taken to various record companies and venues without much success except a gig at The Bridgehouse in London in September supporting The Comsat Angels.

“Meanwhile, back home in S.E. Essex a club called ‘Crocs’ was opened and Depeche Mode were asked to play there on the opening night and subsequently played there six times until Christmas. On the 12th of November a gig was arranged at The Bridgehouse supporting Fad Gadget, it was here that they met Daniel Miller of Mute Records and this is where things really started happening for Depeche Mode.

“A track was made — ‘Photographic’ — with the help of Daniel for the Some Bizzare Album which didn’t meet with much success, and so in February 1981 ‘Dreaming Of Me’/‘Ice Machine’ was released on Mute Records, this reached number one in the independent chart and number 54 in the BBC UK Chart. The band were now becoming so much in demand that Andy and Martin began to contemplate giving up their fulltime jobs.

“With the taste of success not far from their grasp they went back into the studio to record ‘New Life’/‘Shout’ on both 7” and 12”. It was released at the beginning of June and got to number 11 in the BBC UK Chart and stayed at number one in the independent chart for many weeks.”

Pete Swindell designed the first official Depeche Mode T — shirts, available in small, medium or large sizes, priced at £3.50, including package and postage, and available by applying in writing to: P. Swindell, 10 Hawksway, Basildon, Essex SS16 5YQ. “It was all very incestuous — first with friends in Basildon, then with Daniel [Miller], Eric [Radcliffe] and Rod [Buckle] when it all began to take off a bit,” Deb smiles, more than two decades after the event.

The Danahay Diary dates the band’s first photo session, arranged especially for the fan club, as being June 21. Deb Mann recalls the photographer, who worked for a local photographic shop, as being called Tim: “He was Depeche’s first ever ‘number one’ fan. He was really excited to be involved with it all, and he took some pretty good photos as well.”

The location of this début photo session was outside Vince’s flat on Vange Hill Drive, with the four posed in front of Deb Danahay’s father’s beloved Morris Marina. Tellingly, in one of the photos, Vince Clarke is seen to be standing back from his three colleagues — nor was he looking the camera in the eye.


* That Depeche Mode have time and again denied the BBC an opportunity to officially release this much — requested archive session speaks volumes of Depeche Mode’s fastidious quality control.

* That same year, Stein discovered and signed an unknown female singer called Madonna to Sire Records.

* “Pretty much of a preset synth on the cusp of organ synthesiser. Single — oscillator design makes for thin tones, but good filtering, arpeggiator [an electronic musical feature that replays the individual notes of a chord in a predetermined sequence — often up, down or up/down] and the chance to store [sound] modifications in eight memory locations. Four-voice polyphony. Hip at the time.” Julian Colbeck, Keyfax Omnibus Edition.
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