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“The one rock star that makes me know I’m shit is Polly Harvey.
I’m nothing next to the purity she experiences.”

COURTNEY LOVE 1995



“I love PJ Harvey. I think her lyrics are brilliant.
She’s real tortured and I’m drawn to tortured people.”

MADONNA 1998





INTRODUCTION

THE PASSION OF
POLLY JEAN HARVEY


PASSION / n. 1. strong barely controllable emotion. 2. an outburst of anger (flew into a passion). 3. intense sexual love. 4a. strong enthusiasm (has a passion for football). b. an object arousing this. 5. (the Passion) a. Relig. The suffering of Christ during his last days. b. a narrative of this from the Gospels. c. a musical setting of any of these narratives.

THE CONCISE OXFORD DICTIONARY
OF CURRENT ENGLISH, EIGHTH EDITION, 1990



Passion is a strange and powerful quality that, in its broadest sense, is inextricably linked to Art, both being a visible expression of uncontainable emotion. It is a quality that is sadly missing from a great deal of music these days, having been largely replaced by the manufactured pop championed by programmes like Pop Idol and Fame Academy. And yet, in seeking to manufacture music, the industry executives betray a gross misunderstanding of the very nature of real Art, as it is, by this same nature, unfakeable. They are like those scientists striving to create Artificial Intelligence, bastardising the most basic concept of the soul in their obsession with the superficial. On the surface, the results of both these parties may well resemble something of spirit, of substance, but scratch a little deeper and you will find a foundation based on a set of predetermined formulae. And art is a sphere in which such steadfast rules have no home – the reason why a real Picasso will fetch millions and an imitation – no matter how perfectly executed – will only ever be worth a fraction of that amount. The true connoisseur of Art understands that an original passion, creation, can never be recaptured, hence its value.

This is one of the many reasons why Polly Jean Harvey is such an extraordinary artist. In an industry that thrives on bland commercialism, she has managed to build a career on an almost wilful dismissal of all that is popular and mainstream, only striving to be true to her own artistic passions. The results, seven studio albums which have confounded critics and defied classification with their visceral extremes of blues-drenched rock, have been uneasy listening – confrontational, angry, ethereal and baffling in turns. And yet they all have the spark of passion that defies ambivalent listening. The proof of this passion lies in the story of her artistic career, a career that has seen her battle with depression and dissatisfaction with her own work – a dissatisfaction that has spurred her on to explore many different directions, both musically and artistically, turning her hand to many other projects in the quest for that ever-elusive fulfilment. Film music, dance, poetry, sculpture and acting are just some of the avenues her pursuit of perfection has led her to try. And the results of all have been as captivating as her music, thanks to the soul that lies behind them.

Her earliest work has lumbered her with a reputation as a man-hating harpy thanks to lyrics that explored uncomfortable territory such as vengeance, mutilation, the pain of sex and the desperation of love. But as she herself has acknowledged, all of these works have centred on love and its incredible array of effects on the human psyche, so it isn’t too surprising that her last, and most commercially successful album – 2000’s Mercury Prize-winning Stories From The City, Stories From The Sea – showcased a romanticism that many found hard to ally with the image they had constructed around her. As she herself told Time Out in 2001, “Love songs aren’t always about being in a relationship. It can be the love of creativity or spirituality. I think of creativity as a loving thing. It’s passion, I suppose, more than anything.”

This artistic integrity has led Polly to eschew the publicity-seeking stunts that accompany most rock careers, jealously guarding her private life with a reclusiveness that is reminiscent of that other eccentric Great British talent, Kate Bush. Indeed, like Bush, Harvey has sealed the sanctity of her private life by surrounding herself with a group of musicians, producers and collaborators who are, first and foremost, friends, most of whom have been working with her from the very genesis of her career, which can make it extremely hard to pin down anything of substance about the real woman behind this stirring body of work. Fortunately for us, she has left tracks in many places, tracks which can be pieced together like a jigsaw to reveal something of her own drives and experiences. True, Harvey has hidden many of the pieces up her sleeve, and probably thrown others on the fire. But those that remain can give us a valuable insight into her life and career that may bring us a little bit closer to understanding the artist.

Those who know how fiercely Harvey guards her privacy may well view this book as an intrusion, but I would beg to differ, preferring to see it as a tribute to an artist and her work. In telling her story, I do not seek to lift the veil and rend the inner sanctum. Instead, I seek only to describe what lies behind the veil without directly showing it. Indeed, only Harvey herself could lift the veil completely. But until she does, I hope this book will stand as a testament to her talent, a tribute that even she may accept.

James R. Blandford
Valentine’s Day 2004




Chapter ONE

WEST COUNTRY GIRL


“I feel I have an advantage because of the life I’ve seen when I was brought up.

It’s so completely different from what I’m experiencing now. I’ve got that to measure it by - the countryside and what is important there. What you see is what you get in the countryside. People speak their minds and you know they’re not lying.”
POLLY HARVEY, ALTERNATIVE PRESS, 1993

“This is a local place, for local people. There’s nothing for you here.”
THE LEAGUE OF GENTLEMEN



Situated on the south-west coast of England, nestled among the cluster of counties known as the West Country, Dorset’s rugged landscape and vast bleak moorlands are as thick with phantoms and folklore as the fogs that billow in from the English Channel. The county’s strong pagan heritage still makes its presence felt in local custom and lore, nowhere more so than in local landmarks such as the brooding burial mounds which litter the landscape and the ancient 180-foot chalk-carved Cerne Abbas Giant. Carved on the side of Trendle Hill, this ithyphallic deity is said to be named after the Celtic horned god Cernunnos, and fertility rites were conducted on its site for many years. It is a fierce symbol of male virility with its raised club and enormous penis, and when a local clergyman demanded the offending member of the Giant be ploughed over, the villagers stopped him, convinced their crops would fail. Now owned by the National Trust, the figure was scoured every seven years accompanied by an orgiastic festival of love-making until the Church intervened. But local couples are still said to pilgrimage by the light of the Full Moon to make love on its phallus, thus ensuring a healthy pregnancy.

Yule festivities in some of the area’s smaller villages are still lead by the Dorset Woosers or Oosers, local men clad in animal skins and horned masks, keepers of ancient traditions that persist in spite of churchly condemnation. In fact, as recently as 1911 a Dorset newspaper carried a report of a local man being charged with frightening some young women while chasing them clad in a “bullock’s skin and wearing an ooser”. And a more grisly reminder of the county’s pagan past was provided by the excavation of a long barrow near the great Maiden Castle earthwork, which attracted widespread interest when it was found to contain human remains bearing all the hallmarks of ritual sacrifice and cannibalism.

Yet the area has a gentler aspect in its desolate beauty and imputed Arthurian connections, Morris dancers and scrumpy. Indeed, this is the home of Ham Hill, the part of England made famous by Thomas Hardy, factors which have long combined with its thriving surf scene to attract many settlers in search of rural bliss. A few miles to the east of Crewkerne and a stone’s throw from the Cerne Abbas Giant, Corscombe is one of the more traditionally beautiful of local parishes, a sleepy 600-strong community that lies between two hills and boasts the beautiful St Mary’s Church and a telephone box, as well as the charming 16th Century Fox Inn public house. The Fox Inn is an award winning thatched pub that boasts a slew of traditional features including flagstone floors, inglenook fireplaces, beams, slate-topped bars and polished copper in abundance. With a regular clientele, many of whom have been drinking there for decades, the Inn is the village’s social focal point, painted cream and covered with roses in the summer, the veritable epitome of the rustic village pub, serving local produce which has earned the proprietors a deservedly high reputation.

But, like most of the area, Corscombe too has its own storehouse of local legend, including the story of one of the villages more peculiar residents, Thomas Hollis, a book editor, scholar and nephew of one of Harvard University’s principal benefactors. Hollis had a morbid fear of a lingering death, and for reasons best known to himself eschewed milk, sugar, butter and alcohol. It is said that when his house went up in flames, he emerged carrying only his portrait of John Milton and when he eventually died in 1774 – quite suddenly, fortunately for him, while issuing instructions to farmhands – he was buried according to his own wishes in one of his fields. A man of no religious convictions, he asked that his grave should be 10 feet deep and subsequently ploughed over, leaving no trace of his final resting place. Legend has it that his horse was shot and buried with him, and locals claim he lies either at Urless Farm, where he lived, or at Harvard Farm, just north of nearby Halstock.

Another former resident, Robert Fawn of Corscombe, is remembered for more ghoulish reasons. After the Battle of Sedgemoor in 1685, he was hanged with 12 other Monmouth supporters before being dismembered and boiled in pitch. The resulting gruesome mess was displayed in public, while George Penne – who owned Weston Manor and Oak Farm – was given 100 prisoners for his help in subduing the rebellion, prisoners he later sold to plantation owners in America and the West Indies.

The Corscombe of the late Sixties, however, was a much more peaceful locale and it was here that Ray and Eva Harvey settled shortly after marriage, taking over a small farm, or “smallholding,” just over the road from the Fox Inn, Mosfas Little Acre. Native West Countrians, the Harveys had met while working at the nearby Yeovil-based Westland Helicopters company before marrying at a young age, Eva being only nineteen. They shared a passion for music and decided that Corscombe was the perfect place to raise a family, soon carving themselves a niche in the local community thanks to their practical artistic leanings and love of music. They had a son seven years after settling, the unusually named Saul John Raymond, followed three years later by a daughter, the more conventionally named Polly Jean – a Libran who arrived on October 9, 1969.

The Harveys spent the next few years diligently building up their own cottage industry, Ray as a quarryman and Eva as a stonemason – the rather unimaginatively titled Harvey Stone – now specialising in new and reclaimed stone and masonry, fireplaces, flagstones and flooring. They had been attracted to the area by the proliferation of the native honey-coloured hamstone, a Jurassic sedimentary limestone named after the local Ham Hill where only one quarry remains and from which many of the ancient cottages that litter the villages and moors are constructed, and Ray worked solidly throughout the Sixties and Seventies salvaging and reselling any reusable materials he could find from demolition sites throughout the area. As Polly Harvey would later recall, they were “country people who came from that generation that had nothing, and built up and made something of their lives.”

Polly’s early childhood was blissfully idyllic, and she soon developed a natural love of performance, delighting in entertaining family and friends from the age of four or thereabouts with puppet performances and enacting stories such as Goldilocks and the Three Bears. “I always had a huge desire to perform,” she told the LA Times in 1992. “I had little string puppets and I’d build theatres and I’d get all my family lined up and I’d write plays and perform them.” The rest of her play time was spent with elder brother Saul. “He was the only person I grew up with, him and his friends,” she told Alternative Press in 1993. “There were no girls in the village. So I grew up with men. I learned with men.”

This wasn’t a problem at first, and she delighted in traditionally masculine childhood pursuits such as playing with Action Men. “I had three of them,” she would later tell NME. “I got one of those with the eyes that move but I didn’t like that so much. But one used to have the gripping hands, and all of their fingers fell off in about a week of playing with them.” She also indulged in war games with Saul and his friends. “We’d play the Germans versus the British and we’d dress up in all the right gear and everything – green boilersuits – and we’d climb trees and ambush each other.” The river also provided a rich source of entertainment for the Harvey children: “You would go down there every day,” she later recalled. “It would always find something for you to do.” Years later, she would recall “playing in the river for ages, and just lifting up the stones and seeing what was under there and listening to the different sounds the river would make if you just moved some stones around. And just building dams and things like that.”

Inevitably, Saul and his friends weren’t always ecstatic about Polly tagging along all the time, so when she found herself alone she would exercise her imagination, as she later recalled in the Observer. “Probably because of your lack of playmates, you create your own fantasies within yourself. It had the benefit of making me really explore my imagination as a child. I had imaginary friends and whole situations, and I did a lot of physically making things, making my own toys.” The woodlands that proliferate in the area also provided a rich source of entertainment for Polly’s fertile imagination. “A copse wouldn’t be a clump of trees, but a castle with a magnificent drawbridge.” Thus spake the voice of a child weaned on the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the younger Polly soon grew to emulate her brother to the extent of peeing while sitting backwards on the toilet, cutting her hair short and insisting he and his friends call her Paul. This led to a fairly traumatic experience when she realised she was, in fact, a girl and therefore expected to act, and dress, differently from boys. “I was devastated because I wanted to be a boy and I was a girl. My mum was trying to make me wear a dress. I ended up wearing the dress for a day, then took it off. I just really didn’t want to wear a dress. I couldn’t understand why I had to wear one and my brother didn’t. I wanted to have a willy like my brother and I didn’t have one.”

Despite this disappointment, Polly soon started to find a love of music, encouraged by her parents’ “huge and brilliant” record collection which would later flavour a great deal of her own work. These records were her earliest introduction to the likes of Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, The Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan and Captain Beefheart, though she also became fond of more mainstream staples such as The Bay City Rollers, Mud and Pan’s People courtesy of Top Of The Pops. Her mother was a particularly big fan of Dylan and Polly would later recall that her parents were always Stones fans rather than Beatles fans. However, coping with her parents’ love of music wasn’t always so easy for the young Polly, as she later recalled Captain Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica album being played through Sunday lunch – “It made me feel ill” – and, most upsettingly, Pink Floyd’s Dark Side Of The Moon: “It was frightening, it made me cry. Eventually mum and dad stopped playing it because it always had me in floods of tears.”

It didn’t stop there though, as Polly told Q in 1995: “My family are absolutely addicted to music. It is as important to them as eating, drinking and breathing. It was a natural part of my life and it wasn’t something that I questioned. Sometimes I found it a bit annoying, because mum and dad would come back home late and put records on and it was like the tables were turned. But I’m really lucky to have had a mother and father like that. I mean, they really are rockers, much more than I am. I now realise that I can still put on any record of their collection and know every single word, it’s just all in there. I’ve listened to the blues since I was zero years old.”

A rare glimpse into this legendary record collection was provided in 2003, when Polly donated a snap of Ray and Eva posing with their twenty favourite albums for a feature in The Sunday Times Magazine titled ‘Starfish In Their Eyes’. The piece previewed a project called On The Other Side Of The Lens, which had been sponsored by Canon to raise funds for the Red Cross. The aim of the project was for celebrities to contribute one or more photographs that reflected a little of their personal life, and the images were to be used in a book and an exhibition which ran at North London’s Tram Studios for the last two weeks of November. Among the records proudly clutched by her parents are The J Geils Band’s 1972 Fullhouse Live LP, The Who’s Who By Numbers, Trini Lopez’s Greatest Hits, Bob Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited and The Band’s eponymous second album, as well as titles by Bill Haley, Little Richard and The Rolling Stones. Any records of their daughter’s were only conspicuous by their absence. As well as the shot of her parents, she contributed a stark self-portrait.

The family’s eccentricities weren’t limited to their love of music though. Mrs Harvey made a good deal of her living carving headstones, a Gothic pursuit by anyone’s standards, and Polly would later describe her as “completely eccentric, an extrovert.” She elaborated on this theme, perhaps apocryphally, to Alternative Press, claiming that “my mum drinks bleach because she thinks it does her body good.” Her father, meanwhile, “goes out and quarries rock all day and comes home covered head to floor in stone dust.” But in spite of their somewhat left-field tendencies, they managed that peculiarly rural British paradox of being Conservative in their political ideals, as Polly explained to Spin in 1995: “I think my dad would protest to being a hippie. For instance, my mum and dad are Conservative and loads of other people I know are too. Conservative artists, there you go. A lot of country people are. A lot of farmers are.”

Despite their conservatism, the family were not religious and, accordingly, Polly remained unbaptised with no religious education save that afforded by the typical primary school assemblies and bland recitation of the Lord’s Prayer and Grace. In earlier centuries this would certainly have marked her out as different. It’s worth remembering that in rural folklore an unbaptised child is the property of the Devil, certainly a witch and quite likely subject to lycanthropy and vampirism. On death, she would have been buried either at the crossroads or in some lonely unconsecrated patch of churchyard. But this is the 21st Century, and fortunately for the Harveys it’s a long time since Dorset was bothered with unwonted outbursts of vampirism.

In spite of the outwardly idyllic country life, living on a farm meant that the young Harvey wasn’t spared the realities of Nature, red in tooth and claw, by her parents, who may claim some degree of responsibility for the adult Polly’s strong stomach. Although collecting eggs, milking the cows and the occasional sheep-dip don’t sound too traumatic tasks, there were sides of farm life that were less than pleasant by anyone’s standards. “I’ve had to deliver lambs and stuff when I was younger,” Polly revealed to NME in 1993. “I used to ring all the lambs’ tails and ring their testicles. I’d clear up dead lambs when they came out in bits – because sometimes they’d decompose inside the sheep and you’d take them out bit by bit. And I wonder if it’s hardened my stomach to things like that.” She was also exposed to a weird side of nature when the family cat went missing, only to turn up six months later in an outhouse in an advanced state of natural mummification. “He was shrunk a bit,” she told Dazed & Confused, “and his skin cured. But we could tell he was ours because his right ear was bent like ours.” The family apparently still proudly display this ghoulish spectacle on a shelf in the front room, which at least rendered the services of a taxidermist happily unnecessary.

The family’s cattle and poultry were an equally unusual lot, and the Harveys eventually stopped taking the sheep to the market as they had, by Polly’s own account, become too much like pets. Polly would later tell NME that they had rescued 15 damaged and traumatised chickens from a battery farm, most of whom had gnarled and atrophied feet from their confinement and had stopped laying eggs. Thanks to their rescue, some apparently recovered, and slowly but surely their feet began to heal thanks to their new-found freedom and copious amounts of food. They began to lay eggs again, too. One chicken had gone blind and had to be kept and fed separately as she couldn’t see to feed herself, but even she began to lay again – strange, double-pointed eggs with unusually fragile shells, but edible eggs nonetheless which the family enjoyed.

But the young Polly Jean had a more traditionally feminine relationship with animals, harbouring equestrian tendencies, as she would reveal years later in Q magazine. “I’ve always loved animals and still do. From the age of four to about twenty I rode horses. I competed in one day eventing: that’s showjumping, dressage and cross-country. Mild competition when I was four, of course, but then you progress and go into gymkhanas, and then eventing later on. I could have gone into purely working with horses and competing. I’m a very competitive person. If I’m going to do something, I want to be the best at it.” For a time, this wide-ranging and valuable experience of animals and their various quirks led Polly to consider veterinary work as a very real career possibility.

Polly was also inevitably influenced by the semi-mythical surroundings where she grew up, near to the alleged site of Camelot and highly aware of the area’s pagan past thanks to her mother’s collection of books on folklore and superstition. “There are a lot of burial grounds and Iron Age forts,” she later remembered. “And big old hills where they used to stand castles and whole living complexes, always at the very top of the hill so the Druids could defend themselves. Magic bumps are these big humps in the landscape that are actual tombs, there are a lot of them.” Also these bumps are said to be entrances to fairyland, and Polly may well have been aware of the 1566 legend of John Walsh from nearby Netherbury, who was accused of witchcraft and whose tale was told in The Examination Of John Walsh. “He, being demanded how he knoweth when any man is bewitched, he saith that he knew it partly by the fairies, and saith that there be three kinds of fairies, white, green and black, which, when he is disposed to use, he speaketh with them upon hills whereas there is great heaps of earth, as namely in Dorsetshire. And between the hours of twelve and one at noon, or at midnight, he useth them, whereof, he saith, the black fairies be the worst.” It isn’t known whether Polly ever spoke to these multicoloured fairies in this unusual fashion, but although she has never specifically referred to it, the shameless phallic figure of Cerne Abbas must have played its part in what would later become an almost in-your-face attitude towards male sexuality. She can’t have been the only girl who wanted to scream every time she saw the Old God’s enormous phallus winking down at her.

She also developed a sharp sense of otherworldliness thanks to the atmosphere of the ancient farmhouse they lived in. “There were certain rooms in my house that I absolutely would not go in,” she told Dazed & Confused magazine years later. “Because I could sense that there was something else there. My mum and dad did say they’d seen a ghost when they first moved in. I think you can sense those things when you’re young. Still, though, I wouldn’t go in there now.” Harvey has frequently complained in adult life of the twee portrait painted of country life, and certainly anyone who has ever lived in a small village will know that the night sky is very clear, but with a strange star-spotted clarity that only emphasises the darkness of unlit country lanes. “Living in the countryside is not idyllic,” she once told i-D. “There are just as many problems as you get among people in the city. Some people have a picture of the countryside as being an ideal fairyland where everybody eats healthy food and loves each other and goes out skipping in cornfields. It’s just as hard in lots of ways.”

At the age of 11, Polly was given her first saxophone and her burgeoning musical interest was greatly influenced by her mother, who had started to organise R&B gigs in the area, often putting musicians up in the family house for the night. They were visited regularly by friends from London – including the late keyboard player and “sixth Stone” Ian Stewart – and would gather en masse on the beach, jumping off the pier or simply drinking until the small hours if the weather was inclement. In the spirit of the time, they dubbed themselves the “Flowers”. It was everything they had hoped for, and Polly would later recall in Select magazine that, “Everyone was into the music. Stewart would get them all into gigs. It was a real hippy freedom thing. I’ve seen some amazing photos from that time. The area was a landing point for lots of hippies.” Eventually the Harveys had to build an extension to house the steady stream of wandering minstrels who included the Stone’s drummer Charlie Watts on more than one occasion as well as Ian Stewart’s band Rocket 88, who would drop in before gigs at the local village hall – which also doubles as a cinema. “Being surrounded by music made me want to play music,” she told Alternative Press in 1993. “A lot of times the musicians staying at my house would want to repay my mum for her hospitality, and say, ‘Does Polly want a saxophone lesson? Does Polly want a guitar lesson?’ And I’d say, ‘Yeah.’ “

At the age of 13, Polly was ripped from the quiet seclusion of Corscombe life and enrolled in Beaminster Comprehensive School in nearby Newtown, Beaminster, a mixed secondary school that can also claim responsibility for spawning the footballing talent of Mark Hughes. Formed from the 19th Century Beaminster and Netherbury Grammar School – an amalgamation of two 16th and 17th Century foundations – the school is nestled in 30 acres of open countryside on the edge of Beaminster itself, surrounded by hills and greenery. Although it accepts pupils of all religious persuasions, it does operate on an underlying set of Christian principles, something that eventually encouraged Polly to start dipping into the Bible.

School itself was something of a shock to the system for Polly, unaccustomed as she was both to female company and large numbers of other children. As she later pointed out, in the village she could “go days without seeing anyone from outside the family,” so she was poorly equipped for social interaction. Although Newtown wasn’t exactly a bustling metropolis, it was huge compared to her home village and she found little in common with her school companions, factors which led to an exaggerated sense of the typical teenage image-based insecurities. “Coming from a small village like I do, and then when you’re moving into a bigger world, where there’s a lot of people around, you start to think, ‘Oh do I fit in? What do I look like compared to these people?’ Not having a lot of confidence in yourself either, just being a shy sort of person, you need to kind of reassure yourself that you do look all right: ‘No, you haven’t got a bogey hanging out of your nose, you haven’t got a bit of food stuck there.’ “

She also started to feel the drawbacks of living in such a small community rather acutely, something she felt only exacerbated her problems, as she later explained to The Times. “My teen years were a difficult time. It was very isolated and cut off. There wasn’t even a shop. I wasn’t very streetwise and I’m still very naïve. I’m not prepared in a lot of ways to deal with the world because of that. It made for late development.” These feelings manifested themselves in various ways, not least of which were lengthy spells of depression which she described to Dazed & Confused in 1998. “I was a tortured adolescent, a troubled child. My mum would often refer to me as a ‘troubled child’. I used to enter black holes of depression for months on end and be incredibly angry with everyone. I had a tough time. I always felt ugly. I can’t ever remember feeling gorgeous. I spent a lot of time feeling like the back of a bus. I used to get very lonely.”

Certainly Polly has features that can best be described as striking, having been variously likened to those of someone of Hispanic or Baltic origin. But while her dark eyebrows, wide eyes and large mouth and nose have become sensuously attractive assets in adulthood, schoolchildren are notoriously intolerant of any degree of physical difference, a situation that can’t have been helped by Polly’s tomboyish image, something she found difficult to shake as she recalled to Option magazine years later. “I remember clearly when I went to secondary school, standing in the dinner queue and getting told off by the headmaster for not wearing a tie. I said to him, ‘But I’m a girl, I don’t have to wear a tie.’ And he said, ‘Oh, sorry.’ It was at that point, when I used to have trouble going to the girl’s loo without people saying, ‘Get out.’ I thought I’m going to have to start looking like a girl and doing girl things.”

To deal with these feelings of alienation, Harvey put up barriers which further separated her from other pupils, meaning that she wasn’t often invited out and, when she was, she was deemed “too shy” or “unapproachable”. Consequently, she didn’t attract boyfriends and shied away from the social whirl that would have provided such encounters. She later wondered if she “would have been a more well-balanced child if I had been going to school discos and snogging and having a different boyfriend every week like my friends were,” but remained aloof, an attitude that she would carry into adult life. “I go out of my way to avoid speaking to people,” she told Melody Maker in 1993. “I don’t encourage people to be scared – I don’t have to. I’ve always been like that. My mum’s always told me I was unapproachable long before there was any public idea of me. I used to wonder, ‘Why don’t people talk to me?’ or ‘Why don’t I have a boyfriend?’ It’s because I put up a ‘Don’t come within five feet of me’ barrier or something.” She was also “more interested in working hard than dating,” something that can’t have helped when she was more keen to meet deadlines than secure a boyfriend. “Other reasons were to do with where I lived,” she later explained. “There really weren’t that many people around.”

It’s more than likely that her isolated childhood had bred quiet independence, an attitude that also manifested itself in a desire to be the leader in any social group with which she became involved. “I was always the bossy one,” she would later recall. “We’d break up into groups, and off I went. ‘You do that, you do this, and I’m going to do that!’ So many creative people that I know can produce incredible pieces of work, but in the end you can see that nothing is going to happen because the person is just not organised. You have to be incredibly practical as well as creative, and it’s those people who have the right combination that get places.” Still, teachers and friends alike remember her as “extremely shy,” though she soon found a means of expression through her own blossoming love of music, which provided a beautiful escape from all this angst, an escape perfectly symbolised by the life-size poster of Elvis Presley which dominated her bedroom wall and provided so many teenage fantasies. “I was completely in love with Elvis when I was younger,” she told The LA Times in 1995, “and I was devastated when he died. I love his singing, his passion, the depth in his vocals.”

“Music was a release,” she would later claim. “It was everything to me. It was both the physical and the emotional side that I was lacking in other areas.” She began to study the saxophone – the sound of which she has since claimed to find “quite nauseating” – under the tutelage of one Mr Knightley, a stand-in drama and music teacher remembered by pupils for his allegedly rather amusing hairstyle. She also joined the school orchestra, where she apparently relished the chance to tackle Glenn Miller standards and she even continued her childhood love of performance, dipping her feet into drama by taking part in several school plays.

At the age of 15 she joined an eight-piece instrumental group named Boulogne, the plaything of future Mike Leigh musical collaborator Andrew Dixon and apparently not dissimilar to a latter-day Portsmouth Sinfonia, though that association was short-lived. She also found a release in art, influenced by her mother’s stonemasonry, turning to sculpture and finding particular satisfaction in wings as a subject. If Harvey felt “trapped,” as she would later claim, then it doesn’t take Freud to work out the significance of those wings …

Inspired and influenced by the musical tastes of her more mainstream schoolmates, she enjoyed a brief rebellious teen fixation with the likes of U2 and the Police, also learning to love Blondie and The Boomtown Rats courtesy of Saul’s record collection, though such throwaway pop couldn’t satisfy such an intense soul for long. “I went through phases,” she would explain. “When I was 13, 14, 15, I wanted to be like my friends so I was listening to the music that they were listening to. I was listening to Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet, Tears For Fears, Soft Cell – who I still like, so there was one good thing about that stuff – and U2, who I also still like. Then I got out of that again and got back into the music that I had grown up with. I was able to explore my parents’ record collection for the first time, instead of just having it played at me.” Indeed, Soft Cell’s Tainted Love remains one of Harvey’s all-time favourites, while from her parents’ collection, Captain Beefheart, in particular, was to become a major influence on the young Polly who, it would seem, was no longer driven to tears by Trout Mask Replica. She also became very fond of the blues music her parents loved.

At the age of 16, in May 1986, Harvey travelled with friends to Dublin’s Self Aid benefit concert, which marked the final Boomtown Rats gig. “It was interesting to see that … I managed to get to Ireland at that point. I wanted to see Boomtown Rats, U2, Van Morrison. It was a miserable day and I’d had quite a long trek of a journey to get there so that kinda spoiled it a little bit. But I enjoyed the music.”

Like any artist, Harvey was thirsty for inspiration by now, and having exhausted the possibilities offered by that famous record collection, she started to travel to gigs in Bristol with friends, taking in performances by the likes of the Screaming Blue Messiahs and The Cult. “Friends of mine took me,” she would tell Select years later. “They dragged me along!” Closer to home was the Electric Broom Cupboard, a regular live music club in the nearby town of Yeovil, where Polly would also regularly record shop at Acorn Records, whose owner now proudly displays signed copies of her first two albums. But Polly found herself less than impressed by most of the acts that strode across the stage. “Often I thought the music you’d go and hear was shallow, was silly. There was no soul to it, there was no feeling to it, and it just made me want to go up to people and shake them. And then there was so much of that feeling in the blues music, whether it was good or bad.

“That feeling, that roughness – there was more depth to the music that my mum and dad were putting on, and I thought, ‘Yeah, you can have both. You can be young and have this incredible guts to what you’re doing. You can say strong things. You don’t have to sing about the washing up or the kitchen sink – you can think about really important things in a really honest way.’ “

At the age of 18, Harvey’s mother presented Polly with her first acoustic guitar, a Yamaha acquired from one of the visiting musicians, and Polly immediately started to teach herself to play, using Police and Bob Dylan songbooks as pointers. She was understandably excited, “Because I wanted to sing and write words too, as a way of expression.” Polly’s answer to this dissatisfaction was to form her own groups, the first of which was a trio dubbed The Stoned Weaklings who entertained school friends with covers of The Cure, The Cult and The B-52’s. She then formed another trio, this time featuring a bassist and flautist, a folksy group named The Polecats who played local pubs for about six months, churning out covers including Bob Dylan’s ‘Oh Sister’ and ‘Mozambique’, before deciding to call it a day. She had also started to write her own songs, mostly about love, which tended to be inspired by Irish folk music. “I don’t know if I could say that it was the actual extremes of Irish folk music that appealed to me, because I never thought about that at the time. I just used to enjoy playing it because of the melodies.” Tellingly, she would later state that one of these “deeply embarrassing” compositions was “about a journey, some girl on a journey. But it was done in a very young sort of way, very naïve, very sweet. I wrote a lot of songs that will never see the light of day.”

Almost inevitably, the young Harvey also experimented with marijuana to alleviate the boredom of village life, though her own attempts to cultivate a decent crop were fruitless, as she later told Select magazine: “I tried to grow once. It was a disaster. I think perhaps it was just me. There’d be a few leaves and we tried to smoke them. I’d be asking my friend, ‘Is this working?’! I think you need two plants to cross-pollinate or something. My uncle gave me a plant and told me how to keep it, but I didn’t understand.” So that put an end to her fledgling drug experimentation.

Despite her bohemian background and inclinations, Harvey’s parents did well to instil in the youngster a strong work ethic, as she later pointed out to i-D magazine. “My mum and dad have high expectations of me. It was expected of me to work hard at whatever I did, and to be good at it. I always wanted to do something that people would recognise and appreciate.” Her father, in particular, was a strong influence on the young Harvey, and although they went through a bad patch when she turned vegetarian, she later maintained that, “I have spent my whole life wanting approval from my dad. I have so much respect for him and so much love. He has very high morals, so it’s a matter of living up to that, and wanting the approval in his eyes as much as anyone else’s. He is a wonderful man and he works really hard. Both my parents do.”

Their influence paid off in terms of educational achievement, and at the age of 17, having passed nine ‘O’ and two ‘A’ levels – in the unsurprisingly artistic fields of English Literature and Music – she left school to focus on her future. “I didn’t know which way I wanted to go, really,” she later recalled. “So I took a year off to decide where I was going to go. I applied to some different colleges to do an English Literature degree and got a place. Then when it came to doing it, I decided I didn’t want to do it.” Still unsure as to where her future was leading, she was about to make contact with a group of people who would shape her artistic and musical development for years to come.


Chapter TWO

AUTOMATIC DLAMINI


“Music is all I think about. I don’t think about the next sculpture I’m going to make, though I did write songs about flying around the time I was making a huge pair of wings …”
POLLY HARVEY, TIME OUT, 1991



In July 1987, the 17-year-old Harvey found herself talking to one Jeremy Hogg at a local party. Hogg, formerly a member of Bristol band Grape, was now playing with local avant-garde rock outfit Automatic Dlamini, a well-established band with several records to their name and a strong musical pedigree, particularly in the band’s two founder members, John Parish and Rob Ellis. Automatic Dlamini had gone through several incarnations by 1987, and although their history is a complex one, it is worth recounting in detail as it introduces many of the key players in Harvey’s later musical career.

Parish and Ellis were considerably older than Polly, and Parish’s first musical foray was at the age of 20, when he founded a group named Godot in his third year of school back in 1979 – when Polly was a mere 10 years old. He was inspired to pursue a musical career after being blown away by David Bowie’s Bristol date of his 1973 Aladdin Sane tour, which John was lucky enough to witness at the age of 14. One year later, in Yeovil College – where Harvey would later embark on a foundation Art course – Ellis was instrumental in founding a group named New Series. This group actually went through several name changes in its short history, first becoming Surface Tension before stabilising as Strange To Behold. Strange To Behold comprised Ellis on drums, Chas Fritzlan and Dean Carter on guitar, Mark Vernon – later briefly Harvey’s manager – on keyboards and James Earls-Davis on bass. Vocal duties were shared by all five members and in the one year they were together the group played several gigs and recorded two demos containing songs Earls-Davis now describes as “unlistenable” and including the amusingly titled ‘Amateur Dramatics’.

After the departure of Carter and Earls-Davis, Ellis, Fritzlan and Vernon continued playing as a trio under the moniker Techniques Of Persuasion, even moving to London for a few months in search of fame and glory. It was a short-lived quest for fame – unfortunately for them, nobody was really very interested so the band returned to Dorset where Ellis found himself a job in a Somerset record shop. It was there, in late 1980, that he hooked up with regular customer John Parish, recognising him as being the drummer in one of the only local bands who had actually released a record. This band, Thieves Like Us, were named after Robert Altman’s 1974 film starring Keith Carradine and Shelley Duvall, and had two indie singles to their name, the first of which, the Mind Made EP had been released on Earlobe Records in May 1980. They also boasted an appearance on Top Of The Pops in Holland, factors which seemed like an incredible pedigree to Ellis. Some of their songs have circulated in the PJ Harvey fan market for some time now, including ‘Golden Handshake’, ‘One Man’s Beat’ and ‘Trampoline’, but their major press reviews were less than favourable, including a memorable Record Mirror slating of a gig they played supporting Doll By Doll at West Hampstead’s Moonlight Club. “Thieves Like Us are the sort of cabaret stock-rock I thought had become extinct years ago,” fumed Chris Westwood. “They attempt to stab and parody rock’n’roll rigmarole, showbiz, theatre pop, all that stuff, but look like nothing more than a symptom of the problem, whatever it is they’re poking at.” The short-lived New Music News had been similarly scathing, likening their performance to witnessing open-heart surgery on a teddy bear.

The duo struck up a friendship, and when Parish formed another group – the Headless Horsemen – in January 1981, he called on Ellis to handle drumming duties when their original drummer walked out during the first rehearsal. The band then comprised the Spiderman-sweater-clad Parish on guitar and lead vocals, Dave Dallimore on bass, John Brett on saxophone, keyboards and additional vocals alongside Ellis’ former sidekicks, Mark Vernon on keyboards and Chas Fritzlan on guitar. This line-up gigged throughout 1981, before being slimmed down to just Parish, Ellis and Dallimore, Ellis now going under his nickname of “Rabid,” earned thanks to his frenetic drumming style.

From 1982 to 1983, the trio gigged solidly around the West Country, recording several demos and appearing on no less than three indie compilations distributed by the Bridgewater-based Sheep Worrying fanzine. A cassette, Burnt Offerings, featured ‘Wet Lunch Hour’, ‘Drive My Car’ and ‘Hopeless’, and was followed by another cassette titled Magical Mystery Sheep which included ‘Junctions’. They also contributed a cut called ‘A Glimpse Of Heaven’ to the 7” Sheep Worrying EP. Dallimore then upped sticks and moved to Paris in early 1983, leaving Parish and Ellis to form the curiously named Automatic Dlamini, for which they were joined by Jamie Anderson – one of John’s guitar pupils – on bass. The genesis of their name is the subject of some confusion, though it apparently lies in a visit made by one of John’s friends to Swaziland where it would appear that Dlamini is an extremely common surname, the equivalent of Smith. According to legend, one family deciding on a name for their newborn baby chanced across a fridge of Western origin and were enchanted by the name Automatic. Thus, Automatic Dlamini was born.

The band wasted no time in setting up gigs around the West Country, and although their name seemed bizarre, it wasn’t half as strange as their performance which could kindly be described as a touch contrived. Wearing headset microphones – later to become a staple of choreographed dance pop acts, including Steps and S Club 7 – they made use of a variety of agricultural implements as percussion, implements which included a ploughshare, a battered Castrol can and a pig trough. Their garb was equally arresting, consisting either of tracksuit bottoms held up with braces or yellow boiler-suits à la Devo. Parish, meanwhile, had now taken to using the moniker Scott Tracey, thanks to his alleged resemblance to the said puppet.

The band’s first break came in 1983, when one of their early demo tapes found its way into the hands of Richard Mazda thanks to the efforts of Thieves Like Us’ old manager, Oliver Gray. Mazda, primarily known for his work with the Birthday Party, the Fall and Wall Of Sound amongst others, was impressed enough by their material to embark on a professional relationship with the band, who had also just appeared on a West Country compilation LP, The Class Of 83. In June 1986, after three years of sporadic gigging and studio recording with Mazda, Automatic Dlamini released their first record, the Crazy Supper EP, on their own label DforDrum Records. The record featured ‘What Price Loss Of Wonder’, ‘Me And Judy’, ‘Crazy Supper’ and ‘Cover Girl Fall Over Boy’, and although it didn’t trouble the charts or earn them a coveted Top Of The Pops appearance, they did earn praise from Sounds, who voted it their Single Of The Week, giving the band their first taste of success.

At this point, Parish branched out and developed a sideline career as an independent record producer, working with other local and notable bands including The Becketts, The Chesterfields, The Brilliant Corners and Basinger. He also continued teaching drums and guitar in a private capacity. That November, the band recruited a fourth member – Giles Smith, formerly of Cleaners From Venus and soon to become rock correspondent for the Independent On Sunday – on keyboards, guitar and backing vocals. At the start of 1987, Rob Ellis was taken ill and took a six-month sabbatical from the band, during which time they undertook their first overseas gig, at Forum 18 in Tours, France, and even made an appearance on the second stage at the Glastonbury Festival. Andy Henderson, later of Echobelly, took over Ellis’ role for these appearances. They also released another single, ‘I Don’t Know You But …’, backed with ‘I’ve Never Been That Colour Anywhere Before’, which was largely overlooked.

That July, the band underwent its most radical line-up change thus far when Jamie and Giles departed and were replaced by returning prodigal, Rob Ellis, and Ian Olliver and Jeremy Hogg, formerly of Grape. So when Harvey found herself talking to a bona-fide member of a record-releasing band she wasn’t slow in recognising the networking opportunity staring her in the face. Impressed by the band’s credentials and sensing the opportunity to further her own awakening musical aspirations, she begged Hogg to persuade the band to play at her 18th birthday party two months later, and although the request was turned down – apparently due to Ellis being ill – the other band members did attend the party and quickly formed a strong friendship with the would-be singer.

Polly, in turn, became one of the band’s staunchest followers, showing up at all their local gigs and deluging frontman Parish with home-made tapes of her own compositions which he initially dismissed as “a bit seventeenish” – hardly surprising given the fact she had only just turned 18. Nevertheless, he was duly impressed both by her vocals and her guitar-playing and Polly wasn’t one to be fobbed off too easily. That November, ‘Me And My Conscience’ became the band’s third single, released on Idea Records and featuring remixes both of the A-side and the B-side, ‘Love Smarts’. It achieved Record Mirror‘s accolade of Single Of The Week, a glowing review that described the act as “brilliant – the William Burroughs of pop”. Underground‘s review was similarly enthusiastic, deeming it “the wittiest self-analysis this side of Woody Allen,” setting the scene nicely for the release of their debut LP, The D Is For Drum, which followed shortly afterwards. Unfortunately, a projected fourth single, ‘Johnny Pineapple’, set for release on Red Rhino imprint Roustabout in June 1988, was aborted when Red Rhino collapsed while the band were still waiting for a test pressing. Still, the band had now built up a strong live following and continued to gig in and around the area, taking in venues as far afield as Winchester’s Railway Inn and Southampton’s Joiner’s Arms.

Meanwhile, Polly Harvey’s persistence was about to pay off. June 1988 marked the departure of Rob Ellis, who left to form a band called Up alongside a guitarist known as Head, Mike Partington on guitar, Jason Rowe on vocals – now a solo artist known as Jai – and Andy Henderson on drums, who also took over Ellis’ duties with Automatic Dlamini. In need of a backing vocalist, John thought of Polly and gave her a call. She was duly auditioned and found herself joining the band on guitar, saxophone and backing vocals the very next month. Suddenly she was a member of a real record-making group, an opportunity she did not intend to waste. It was to be a baptism of fire.

That autumn, Automatic Dlamini embarked on a European tour, playing at the Independence Days Festival in Berlin before moving on to Warsaw for a week’s recording stint, which climaxed with a gig at the University’s Riviera Remont Club. The tour proved to be an invaluable education for Polly on many levels. “The first band I was ever in, we went to Poland,” she told Q in 1993. “It was the first time I’d ever left the country. I got there and realised not everyone has decent soap and toilet paper. It sounds daft, but it was a thing I’d never really realised. When I got home I appreciated things a lot more.”

Another Berlin gig on the way home clinched a German licensing deal for The D Is For Drum LP. The band were joined on this tour by Jerome Ball on bass, synth and drum machines before taking on another two members in January 1989 – a “crazy” Japanese drummer called Ichiru Tatsuhara and Ben Groenevelt on bass. The new, expanded Dlamini set off on a five-week European tour which spanned June to July 1989, including a three-week stint in East Germany, the most extensive tour of an Eastern Bloc country ever undertaken by a Western band at that stage, and several dates in Spain. It wasn’t without its hitches, though, as Ichiru Tatsuhara was refused re-entry into Britain on their return thanks to work permit problems, an uncomfortable situation that took three long months to resolve.

On her return to England, Polly was wise enough to realise that her musical future was anything but guaranteed, and she accordingly signed up for a place on the Art and Design Foundation Diploma course run at Yeovil College, a post-18 course which was then considered a prerequisite for anyone wishing to later embark on an Arts based degree in any of the country’s major Art Schools and Universities. Unfortunately for the world of show-jumping, and painfully for Harvey, the move to Art College forced the sale of Polly’s beloved horse. “I didn’t have time to look after him anymore. That was a decision I had to make.” But her career direction was starting to become increasingly apparent, so it was a worthwhile sacrifice.

The Art and Design course at Yeovil was based around a series of training workshops which were centred on finding the students’ strengths and later artistic focus. Polly’s days were spent in a variety of workshops including graphics, sculpture, photography and print-making. While there, she came under the tuition of head of Department Ian Robertson – a sculptor by trade – and Jim Mitchell, now head of Department and then tutor of the graphics workshop. As Mitchell describes it, “At the end of the first term, they would choose which areas they wanted to specialise in, and then they would work for the next two terms in that specific area, having made their application at the end of the second term. So they would be putting together a portfolio in their specialist area between around January and April, and then they would take that out for interview. And then, between April and July, when the course finished, they would be completing work which formed part of the assessment for the foundation course.”

Mitchell tutored Polly in the graphics workshop, and although he remembers her work as “nothing outstanding,” she soon found a passion for sculpture which became her specialist area, and spent a great deal of time with Ian Robertson who “used to feed her ideas and discuss things with her. She made several pieces of work while she was here – I’ve still got one of them up the corridor – and one of them used to be hanging on the staircase, but the caretaker threw it in the skip a while ago because it was deteriorating and I think they thought it was a health hazard. It was a sort of plastercast. She used to work with things like plastercasts of her face and bits of dead wood.” Other pieces she worked on included huge pairs of wings made from debris and plaster, and the remaining sculpture – “a series of boxes with tins and plaster of Paris” – still attracts visitors to the College. However, although she was certainly passionate about her work, there were concerns among certain members of staff regarding her rather unconventional approach to certain aspects of the course. “She had the advantage over other students in that she got other people to do her stuff for her,” says Mitchell. “Her parents, I believe, were from a building background and consequently if she wanted something made, they would supply some men and some bricks and concrete and a van, which always struck me as fairly out of order. But there you go.”

Although the course spanned only a year, it was here that Harvey first experienced the artistic malaise that would haunt her throughout her adult career, feelings of “negativity rather than positivity” that would “just come in from somewhere else and invade me.” These feelings did seem to be inherently tied up with her work, as she later told Q. “I’ve always been prone to stress through feeling unsatisfied with whatever I’m doing. I got very ill at college in Yeovil because I was unhappy with my work. I didn’t know what was going on at all.” Certainly, she felt this dissatisfaction so acutely that she actually left the course three times, and was only coaxed into completing it through the efforts of her tutors who, according to Harvey, “had a real job keeping me there.” She later elaborated on this to Hot Press, saying that, “I could have been really good if I’d worked hard. Whatever I’d have been doing, I’d be working very, very hard, because otherwise I’m just not very satisfied with myself. I can’t live with myself like that. If I’m not pushing myself, I’m not happy. It’s quite a hard way to be. At college, I overworked all the time and I still do.”

These worries weren’t immediately evident to many friends and tutors, though Jim Mitchell remembers getting the impression that she had “other things on her mind”. Certainly, her continued involvement with Automatic Dlamini indicates that those “other things” may well have involved the direction her musical career was taking, along with the uncertainty of which artistic path she would later pursue. Although she complained that she didn’t have the chance to sing as much as she would have liked in the band, she later pointed out that she was “just happy to learn how to play the guitar,” and the live and studio schedule was providing an invaluable grounding for her musical evolution. She was obviously torn between the two paths open to her, though it was starting to become apparent that music was rapidly proving the more attractive one. “Music is so much more moving, physically moving,” she later told Hot Press. “I find that artwork involves too much intellectualising. I’d rather if it just affected me in a way that I don’t really have control over than rationalising a painting or a piece of sculpture. That’s why I chose to do sculpture. It’s more of a physical thing. It affects the space around you, it’s a little bit closer to what music does.”

Polly spent November and December 1989 in Oxford’s VM Studios with Automatic Dlamini recording the still unreleased but heavily bootlegged album, Here Catch, Shouted His Father. The sessions yielded a revamped ‘Johnny Pineapple’, now structured as a duet between Polly and John, as well as one of Harvey’s own original compositions in what was her first official solo recording. The song, titled ‘Heaven’, fails to appear on many bootlegs of the album for some strange reason, but it does provide an important early insight into her lyrical preoccupations, betraying a fascination with the temptation of Eve and mankind’s fall from grace, themes that would be developed further on her first solo album. “If Heaven is a place on Earth, then I must be on the moon,” she sings to a folksy percussion-led backdrop before asking, “When she took the apple and gave it to him, did she know what she was doing?” The song wouldn’t have been out of place on her debut LP. The band were joined in the studio by Alan Hodgson, who replaced Tatsuhara as he was still out of the country, and additional backing vocals were supplied by Jerome Ball, Sarah Parish and Vic Worsley.

Automatic Dlamini were intensely busy for the next few months, recording four songs for a live Radio Orchard session in June and even filming an appearance for TSW youth Arts programme Tongue N’ Groove in September 1990, a film that was eventually broadcast in January 1991. By now, Harvey’s musical confidence was growing and having completed the foundation course at Yeovil she decided to move things along herself, teaming up with drummer Rob Ellis, who had recently become a father, and bassist Ian Olliver, both of whom had been heavily involved in Automatic Dlamini’s history. The duo were currently gigging with Mark Vernon as part of Big Vern, a band who had released one single called ‘Premonition’, featuring Rob handling the very Dlamini-esque percussive “kitchen utensils,” supported John Otway and been photographed with John Cale who even contributed to their ill-fated album, Lullabies For Lager Louts. They were mightily impressed with Harvey’s original material, which included an early version of a song called ‘Sheela-Na-Gig’, and the trio promptly disbanded at Harvey’s request with Mark Vernon taking on the mantle of manager.

In January 1991, they began gigging under the name PJ Harvey, a moniker that clearly indicated this was Polly’s own project, though according to Q magazine, their first gig – held in the skittle alley of Sherbourne’s Antelope Hotel – was less than successful. No sooner had the band taken to the stage and started belting out their material than the audience started to drift slowly but surely towards the exits until only a handful of punters remained. Naturally alarmed at the rapid disappearance of his beer-swilling patrons, the proprietor is alleged to have sidled up to the band and begged them to cease and desist, even happily paying their full fee in return for silence and the return of his customers. Despite such an inauspicious start, the band took this failure in their stride and continued undaunted, setting up more gigs around the area including support slots with local band The Family Cat, and slowly but surely building up a sizeable following among their local haunts. But Polly was convinced they were destined for greater things and felt that success and recognition “couldn’t come fast enough,” and that to achieve that ambition they would have to be gigging elsewhere. That elsewhere was London, where Polly knew a number of her acquaintances had managed to secure gigs and who might even be able to make some inroads for them.

One of these bands was The Becketts, who had been playing gigs at a club called the Sausage Machine in Hampstead’s White Horse pub. These gigs had been organised by Paul Cox and Richard Roberts of independent record label Too Pure, which boasted artists including Th’Faith Healers on its roster. Polly wasted no time in passing a demo tape to the band and asked them to see if they could use it to secure them a gig. So it was that in May 1991, Paul Cox came into possession of PJ Harvey’s first three-song demo tape, which included the first recordings of three songs called ‘Dress’, ‘Happy And Bleeding’ and ‘Sheela-Na-Gig’. “To be honest, I didn’t play it for quite some time,” Cox remembers today, “because the name put me off. It wasn’t a band name, it sounded a bit too singer-songwriterish for me, that it would be a bit bedroom folky. Also, I didn’t know that it was a girl rather than a boy. And the artwork didn’t do much for me – it was a hazy, abstract kind of photo folded into the cassette case.” For the moment, Cox put the tape to one side and focused on the bands with which he was immediately involved.

Back in Dorset, Harvey continued gigging as a trio and remained involved with Automatic Dlamini who had been temporarily disbanded while Parish worked with his old Wall Of Sound friend Marc Moreland and his French group the Ensenada Joyride who were in the United Kingdom for four months. Afterwards, three videos were shot to accompany the unreleased Here Catch album and an aborted 12” EP titled Water, while the final Automatic Dlamini gig comprising Parish, Hogg, Harvey, Groenevelt and Tatsuhara took place at Bristol’s Malaap Club on June 7. James Powell, son of Georgie Fame and another ex-pupil of John’s, then took over drumming duties when Automatic Dlamini went on the road. Harvey also joined the band for a Studio Orchard FM session on June 24 which yielded three songs destined to appear on Dlamini’s final album the next year including ‘Yell Hollow’ and ‘Putty’. She also took the opportunity to expand her CV by lending backing vocals to two songs from West Country band The Family Cat’s Furthest From The Sun album, appearing on ‘Colour Me Grey’ – later released as a single that September – and ‘River Of Diamonds’.

Meanwhile in London, a few days after receiving the tape, Cox found himself with time on his hands and decided to give it a whirl. To his evident and extremely pleasant surprise, it was miles from the banal bedroom doom and gloom he had expected. Even more surprisingly for a man who had seen it all on the contemporary music scene, it sounded like nothing he had ever heard before. “This was 1991, and at that time, musically, things were so indie,” he recalled in 2003. “The sounds that bands were using were washes of sound, very affected guitars. You know, the shoegazer-type scene. Affected vocals, less about straight songwriting. And it struck me that this was so much more primitive, straightforward, naked, raw and unaffected. It was straight-sounding guitars and actually it didn’t sound indie at all. It didn’t sound mature, but it sounded like classic stuff. Like Bob Dylan, or a blues thing.”

This unique quality, however, had its drawbacks when it came to securing a gig, as Cox remembers. “There was immediately something that separated it from the sound that was going on at the time. And that was appealing and off-putting at the same time, because if you had a demo tape of a band wanting to play a gig and they sounded like a punk band, you’d put them on with the Megacity Four and Snuff, or if you thought they sounded like My Bloody Valentine you’d put them on with Slowdive. So you’d end up being able to pigeonhole things. It was hard with that tape to do that.” Nonetheless, Cox was intrigued enough by the tape to play it to his flatmates of the time, all of whom were equally struck by the strength and originality of the material. Cox’s partner at Too Pure, Richard Roberts, was similarly taken and, aware that the group were desperate to start playing in London, Cox quickly got in touch and booked them as a support act for Moonshake’s set at West Hampstead’s Moonlight Club. The band went down a storm though Cox himself was on holiday that week and missed the set, so he immediately booked them again for August, when they supported Midway Still and Harvey’s friends The Becketts at the Sausage Machine Club at The White Horse.

Watching the gig that night was Laura Lee Davies of Time Out, who was so impressed by the band’s powerful yet understated performance that she was prompted to give them their first major media profile in a September edition of the magazine, gushing, “Harvey’s voice smirks and scowls; her guitar chords drive the bass and drum along a bumpy path at full speed. The inevitable swerving and crashes only add to the sweet chaos, leaving the audience more exhilarated than carsick.” The piece also included a few sound bites from Harvey in what must be considered her earliest interview. Talking about their music, she observed that, “I wanted to experiment with time signatures, create complex rhythms held together by a groove. Other people do really interesting things but when they put them together they don’t move me, they don’t flow.” She also spoke revealingly about her stance on the relation between her lyrics and her performance, commenting, “I like to watch people when I’m singing. I get completely into it because I’m singing what I am. The lyrics are about me, what I’ve experienced. As long as it’s truthful I hope other people will relate to that. I hate it if I go and see a band and they’re just looking at the floor. They should be aware that I’m there.” She also took the opportunity to name-check her influences as Tom Waits, Nick Cave and The Rolling Stones, though she was quick to emphasise that, “As well as capturing perhaps the feeling some of those people have got, I want to try something different.” In Davies’ eyes, Harvey was already succeeding in this aim, concluding that, “This is the beginning of a thinking music that talks to those who don’t like to be told what to think.”

Although everyone who watched their sets was excited by their obvious potential, the trio themselves seemed largely oblivious to their own power. Almost modest – they certainly didn’t possess any of the cocky arrogance or self-certainty beloved of so many underground bands. “I think nothing was striking about those early gigs, because she was so unbelievably quiet, shy and unassuming,” Cox remembers, “and just pleased to be playing in London. There was nothing really in the performance or about how they approached dealing with people that was ever so sure about themselves. There was obviously a kind of confidence in their performance, but it was very akin to putting any other band on really.” Obviously, one of the main fascinations lay in the diminutive frontwoman, so petite and reserved but so loud and angry at the same time, a contradiction that lent that all-important “something else” to their performance.

“When you did speak to Polly in that period, she was charming, witty and fun to talk to when you could sit in the pub with her. But she wasn’t the most chatty performer, she just got on with it. And while the band made a fantastic sound, played great and everything sounded brilliant, there was no real presentation. There wasn’t a huge amount of star quality persona coming over, she didn’t talk her way through the set, she didn’t charm the pants off the audience. She was more charming on a one-to-one basis in the pub than actually in the performance, she was quite a shy performer really and just let the music do the talking. A real roar of a performance.”

Polly’s role in the band as leader was apparent even back then, as Cox remembers. “I think the guys in the band kind of went along with that, it affected them as well. Maybe if they had been playing in another band they would have been a bit more rock’n’roll, but right from the start it was Polly fronting the band. I always thought it came across that they were not in her shadow, but conscious that she led the way. And it wasn’t very long before we had meetings with her that were with her and Mark Vernon, her adopted manager. And they were never with the other two guys, though that was never thought strange, we just had a more straightforward relationship with them frankly. So right from the very start it was her thing.” Despite this, the input of her musicians was also extremely evident to onlookers. “I believe that the two guys were incredible, especially Rob. Steve was an intriguing bass player, really unorthodox and had his own style, but I think Rob had a really strong influence on how it sounded back then. And PJ Harvey would have sounded very different with other musicians playing. So in the early days the gig was very much a band, and then it changed, I think, and the band changed.”

Certain factions of the music press were already paying close attention to this simmering phenomenon, and the band’s September gig at The White Horse gained a rapturous review from the Melody Maker, which raved, “This time next year you’re going to wonder how you lived without PJ Harvey. It sounds clichéd, I know, but even the toughest Maker boys will be on their knees for this combination, or collision, of music and charisma … Then there are the songs, with moods that seem to cup hell in their hand, just for a while. Christ, this would be a new kind of country music if it wasn’t so alternative.” Cox and Roberts were wise enough to realise they had cottoned on to something that had the potential to explode, and quickly agreed to put out a single on Too Pure, exactly what Polly had been waiting for. The three years of tutelage under the wing of Automatic Dlamini had paid off. Now she just had to hope the rest of the world would be as impressed as Cox and his cohorts. She didn’t have to wait long to find out.
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