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PASSION IS A FASHION

Pat Gilbert is a former editor of MOJO, the bestselling and internationally acclaimed music magazine. He has also contributed to Q magazine, the Guardian, The Times and the Sunday Times, and has produced radio programmes for the BBC. His new book, Shout It!, on the legendary TV series The Sweeney, is published by Aurum in 2010.



‘Impressively exhaustive’ New Statesman



‘What makes this book so special are the intimate, candid interviews – with the friends, fellow musicians, hangers-on and, of course, the four members of the group themselves’ MOJO



‘The closest you’ll get to a definitive history of the band’ Sun



‘A truly great band deserves a truly great account of them to be given. And that’s what the Clash have got’ Tribune



‘I thought Pat Gilbert’s book about The Clash, Passion Is A Fashion, was genius. I thought it recreated those days when you’d get your head kicked in for wearing your dad’s winkle-pickers brilliantly’ Ian Brown



‘First rate, written with a vigour and verve that its subject matter would surely appreciate’ Mojo



To my father:
Lewis Frederick Gilbert 1930–99



‘Nothing great in the world has ever been accomplished without passion.’

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I WAS ASKED to contribute a sleeve-note to The Essential Clash compilation in 2003, I wrote: ‘It’s a common thing to hear from Clash fans that “the group changed my life”.’ I knew what I was talking about. They changed mine.

As a schoolboy, my two favourite groups were The Clash and The Jam. There was a distinct difference between the two. The Jam pretty much described where I was at – drab, suburban and almost exclusively white southern England, where ‘Saturday Boys’ drove Ford Cortinas and dated check-out girls from Woolworth’s – while The Clash came from a place I desperately wanted to be: the colourful, leafy, dub-drenched streets of west London. To me, they seemed impossibly glamorous.

The Clash became an obsession: they were young, rebellious, cool, intelligent. They had that heavy, soulful punk-reggae thing happening. I always wanted to find out who they really were, and discover the reality behind the public façade.

A few Clash biographies have been published over the years, but nothing substantial until Marcus Gray’s The Last Gang in Town in 1995. Gray’s book provided the first road-map of The Clash’s early lives and an excellent overview of their career, but it didn’t change a basic fact: nothing I had read ever really began to explain the peculiar and unique relationships between Joe Strummer, Mick Jones, Paul Simonon and Topper Headon. It seemed that, for a group of their stature, there was also an alarming lack of factual detail about what was happening behind the scenes, especially for the second half of their ten-year career. To me, there was still an intriguing air of mystery around them. It was like Sherlock Holmes telling Watson that he sees but does not observe. I understood what happened but often I couldn’t figure out why.

One reason why the truth – or something like it – remained elusive was the reluctance of many of the group’s confidants to publicly reflect on the events of 1976–85. They weren’t the kind of people, it seems, to give up their secrets easily. Previous biographers had failed to snag important characters like Bernie Rhodes, Kosmo Vinyl, Don Letts, Micky Foote, Robin Banks, Pennie Smith, Roadent, Caroline Coon, Bill Price, Pearl Harbour. A conspiracy of silence seemed to prevail. In the old days, The Clash camp kept its own counsel. Old habits, and loyalties, died hard. As for The Clash themselves, they had talked candidly about their experiences for the first time in Don Letts’s 1999 film, Westway to the World, but there was a nagging feeling that some areas of discussion were still verboten or glossed over.

In 1991, I’d started writing about music full-time. When I joined the staff of MOJO magazine in 1998, I suddenly found myself with access to the group. Now I had the chance to ask them all the questions that had ever bugged me. Over the course of the past six years, I’ve interviewed each of them several times, often with the added bonus of booze (except Topper, where it was strictly tea). This gave me valuable and unexpected insights into their personalities: Paul’s humour, unshakeable opinions and spirit; Joe’s genuine compassion and cartoonist’s worldview; Mick’s wit and quicksilver thinking; Topper’s confessional honesty and obvious vulnerability.

Once I’d made the decision to write this book, friends of the band who’d never spoken on record before slowly began to avail themselves. The period coincided with Joe Strummer’s untimely death at Christmas 2002, which seems to have convinced many that it was time the whole story was told.

Naturally, perhaps, the more interviews I did, the more complicated the tale became. I quickly realised I was dealing with complex human beings, invariably with intelligence and insight that’s rare in rock ’n’ roll. A few clearly had an axe to grind; others seemed to be exploring their thoughts and feelings for the first time. A few struggled to understand their own impulses. Keith Levene arranged to be interviewed then mysteriously decided three hours before our scheduled meeting that he didn’t want to talk about his past. As a writer, it’s convenient when people have transparent motives: it makes the process of story-telling easier. But, more often than not, I found that people aren’t that simple. Nor is life. Nor is the story of The Clash.

This book was originally going to be called He Who Fucks Nuns, after the line in the Clash song ‘Death or Glory’: ‘I believe in this and it’s been tested by research / He who fucks nuns will later join the church.’ Joe was conceding that young rebels are ultimately doomed to become part of the establishment they once railed against. It suggested all revolutions, including his own, will ultimately end in failure.

But did The Clash ever entirely ‘join the church’? Their initial, hard-line punk creed aroused so much righteous passion in their fans that any deviation from the script was bound to result in angry cries of ‘sell out’. But it was the fact they tried so hard, and for so long, to keep true to their original vision, slowly bending it out of shape till it was almost unrecognisable, that makes what follows such an extraordinary story.

It’s worth noting that when The Clash split up, Joe, the oldest member, was thirty-three years old, while Paul, the youngest, wasn’t yet thirty. They were young men, and their ambitions, judgements and decisions occasionally reflected that. The writer and broadcaster Clive James, after seeing Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, interviewed on TV in the 1970s, said something to the effect that we should never judge people adversely unless we were absolutely sure we’d have acted differently in their shoes. Maybe we ought to bear that in mind while reading this book.

The historian Simon Schama said: ‘Histories are written not to revere the dead but to inspire the living.’ The Clash is history – it happened, it can’t be changed and people’s memories of it are already browning into sepia tones. And, like all great histories, there’s much to be learned from it. Somewhere in this book I mention that the story might be construed as a revenge tragedy, but it isn’t. Really, I think, it’s a morality tale, the moral being that great deeds exact a heavy price.



Pat Gilbert

London

August 2004


1

THE UKULELE MAN

‘First say to yourself

what you would be;

and then do what you have to do.’

Epictetus



‘Woody Guthrie was a ready-made identity

for a young man in search of a strong image.’

ANTHONY SCADUTO, BOB DYLAN



It’s 7 June 2001, general election day in Britain, and all the indicators say Tony Blair’s going to get in again. London is warm and muggy. Joe Strummer is sitting in a private room on the first floor of the Groucho Club on Dean Street. I’m ushered in to meet him: he clasps my hand in both of his and enthuses how it’s good to see a familiar face. The last time we met, or at least the last time we’d had a serious, sit-down conversation, things hadn’t been quite so chummy. A piece I’d written for MOJO magazine had included a quote from The Clash’s former manager, Bernie Rhodes, referring to Joe as ‘a coward’. Naturally, Joe was upset by this; not so much, it seemed, because Rhodes had said it as because the then editor of MOJO had drawn it out as a headline quote. Joe described it as the equivalent of being ‘slagged off by an old girlfriend’ and having her point of view presented as fact in huge 24-point type. Today that episode is apparently forgotten, absorbed no doubt among the million and one other spats and hurrahs that make up the public and private life of Joe Strummer.

Joe re-lights the charred brown stub of his tiny spliff and leads me to the balcony window. He points out a bum sitting outside on the pavement on a pile of newspapers. He tells me how they’ve become best mates over the years. He gurgles a hurgh-hurgh laugh and his brown eyes sparkle through thick cow-lashes.

I spritz Joe – in town to promote the second Joe Strummer and The Mescaleros album, Global A Go-Go – with some deliberately spiky questions. The idea is to rile him up a bit, treat him as a contemporary artist rather than a cherished souvenir of the punk era whose past glories mean he can get away with saying anything. And so it starts:

Why is punk’s cheer-leader sitting in the Groucho Club when there are race riots in the north of England?

He says: ‘Do you think it’s down to one man for ever? Time doesn’t tick by in your world, I’ve taken steps to live in the real world.’

It’s election day in Britain; you obviously haven’t voted, have you?

‘Where I live in Somerset me voting wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference.’

Why did you chuck Topper Headon out of The Clash?

‘It never crossed our minds to help him. Stop living in the past!’

We spar like this for a couple of hours. Joe tackles most of the stuff thrown at him head on but, rather frustratingly, even after a few drinks he greases past the thornier questions with the expertise of a seasoned politician. It’s a skill that has been honed over twenty-five years of relentless interrogation; not just by journalists but by autograph hounds, Clash nutters, pub bores, the man in the cornershop who knows him off VH-1.

The question I really want to ask I leave till last. It’s about Joe Strummer and his relation to his alter ego John Mellor, the son of a Foreign Office diplomat, the private-school boarder, the prospective art student whose brother took his own life at nineteen. The two, to officialdom, are but one and the same person, of course. But what of it? Is Joe still in touch with his former self? Has John Mellor been buried beneath so many years of being Joe Strummer that he now no longer exists?

‘I do it because I’m half crazy,’ he butts in, half answering in that slurred, mid-Atlantic grunt of his. He looks out of the window and hurgh-hurghs to himself, then continues: ‘It’ – and this I take to mean ‘being Joe Strummer’ – ‘allows you to do stupid things like write ditties on the back of fag packets. If you were rational it would be a stupid thing to do. But it’s about being irrational. I never stop thinking about life, asking, “Why did I do that?” Kind of blundering through life is my method.’

I tell him I want to know more about his … I end up describing it as his ‘inner-core’, the bit that deals with tragedies like his brother’s death, the bit you feel you’re not always getting to in interviews. He pauses. ‘The core is where you write, or do your thing. It’s where artists come from.’ There are a few seconds of silence. He scans his mind, looking for a quick exit. ‘I really think it’s a sin to bore people. I’ll only really share my thoughts once I’ve got them into a coherent bundle. I don’t really like to talk about myself.’

Joe is clearly unhappy discussing who he is or isn’t and why, and I’m not entirely happy asking him about it. Implicit in the questioning is the suggestion, intentional or not, that Joe Strummer isn’t an entirely real person, that the cosmic ball of rock ’n’ roll energy sitting opposite me, with white T-shirt and oily quiff, is a front, armour-plating picked up in his early life that’s been customised and adapted down the years to protect him and to make us feel we’re getting top Joe Strummer value; a convenient deceit for both parties.

But one look at Joe, lost in thought again for a moment, struggling to give you an honest answer, tells you that it’s all a hell of a lot more complicated than that. He takes all this very seriously. The problem is that Joe isn’t any corny show-biz reinvention like Liberace, Gary Glitter or Billy Idol. He’s not even an elaborate tangle of personas like Marc Bolan, or a collection of other people’s experiences like David Bowie. He’s something else that hasn’t yet been seen before or since in rock ’n’ roll.

Later, when the interview is over, we’ll end up in a Soho pub with Joe’s press officer, Tony, and the entire staff of the magazine that sent me on this assignment, throwing back Tequila slammers and pints of lager. Each of us will sidle up to Joe in rotation to hear morsels of wisdom and rollicking stories of ‘the old days’. Little did we know that within eighteen months he would be dead.



The raw material that evolved into Joe Strummer came into the world in Ankara, Turkey on 21 August 1952. His given name was John Graham Mellor. The exotic location of his birth was due to his father Ronald’s occupation as a clerical officer in the Foreign Office. In the punk years, Joe would get endless stick about his father’s job, to the point where he would fib to the music press that Ronald worked for the (rather less glamorous) Public Records Office, where he was indeed based in the mid-’70s. In the 1950s the Foreign Office was, and still is, one of the most elite and snobbish departments of the Civil Service. Its employees are expected to embody the stiffly conservative values of old Empire and their personal conduct is required to be beyond reproach. In The Clash’s story, attitudes towards social class – within the group itself and from those outside observers – were to prove hugely important. Joe’s parents would have been described by most people as middle-class, a detail that would have repercussions for him throughout his life.

Ronald Mellor was neither posh nor a high-flier, and his work as a cipher clerk sending coded messages (the secretive nature of the job may have been one reason Joe was never specific about it in public) meant he was regarded, in Strummer’s words, as a ‘junior bum’. The son of a British-born official on the railways in Lucknow, India, he was raised by relatives after his father died. The effect of his formative years under the Raj was, according to Joe, to make Ronald ‘more English than any Englishman’. He worked hard and won a scholarship to university in the mid-1930s, before serving as a major in an artillery regiment for the duration of the Second World War. While still in India, he met a divorcee nurse called Anne Girvan, originally from the west Highlands in Scotland. They married, and had their first child, David, in March 1951.

Not long after the family had settled in England at 22 Sussex Gardens in Paddington, Ronald – now at the Foreign Office – was posted to Turkey. It was one of a series of assignments that put the Mellors in the frontline of the Cold War. As a child, Joe felt the tremors of dramatic world issues firsthand – a convenient explanation, perhaps, for his fascination with global politics in The Clash. In 1952, Turkey joined NATO, an event many believe prevented an all-out American–Soviet war in the Middle East. Two years later the family was sent to Cairo, Egypt, where Ronald would find himself lunching with the infamous double agent Kim Philby, and stayed until the Suez Crisis, the pivotal post-war conflict that exposed Britain’s diminishing clout as an international power-player. Next, they lived in Mexico City, experiencing the devastating earthquake of 1957, then moved to Bonn in West Germany.

To the young John Mellor, born in the summer of 1952 amid fragrant date trees and political intrigue, his father’s work meant little more than constant upheaval and an ever-shifting backdrop of tastes, smells, languages and climates. It was during these early years that he first began to feel like an outsider, a foreigner everywhere he went, including his father’s adopted home of Britain.

‘I had a life moving around different places,’ he explained. ‘In Mexico, I even went to a Spanish-speaking school for two years. In every situation we were freaks. I’d had an eye and earful of some very strange places. I saw some very weird things as a child.’

John Mellor was eight before he finally came to live in the UK, the country he would galvanise into punk rebellion sixteen years later. As London geared up for a decade that would make it the centre of the Swinging universe, Ronald and his wife bought a small bungalow at 15 Court Farm Road in Warlingham, a small village twenty miles out of central London and a few miles south of Croydon, Surrey. Its modest size reflected the Mellors’ income and peripatetic lifestyle. When his father received another posting – this time to Iran, amid growing fears that the Shah might be deposed by a Communist revolt – John and his elder brother were packed off to a boarding school (fees paid by the Foreign Office) in nearby Ashtead. The City of London Freemen’s School was housed in an elegant Palladian villa set in fifty acres of beautiful parkland. A typical private school, it modelled itself on the public school example, promoting sport, academic excellence, individual achievement and social conformity. There were around a hundred boarders, divided roughly equally between boys and girls.

The boys’ first term at school was the beginning of a nine-year drought in which John and David would see their parents only once or twice a year. Karl Marx’s quip ‘blessed is he that hath no family’ would have amused John. The experience scarred him deeply, and presumably his brother, too. The school’s initiation rite, according to an interview Joe gave to Record Mirror in 1977, involved a choice between being beaten up and lying in a bath of used toilet paper (‘I got beaten up’). Other occasions, such as birthdays, were celebrated in similar style. Joe would later describe how boarding school taught him to be independent; to cope with his deep feelings of abandonment, he ‘had to pretend my parents didn’t exist’. Aged nine, there was an early signal of John’s unhappiness: he tried to run away one lunchtime with an older pupil called Paul Warren.

Simon Cowell (no relation to the Pop Idol judge) knew John during his early years at CLFS. ‘We were goody-goodies then,’ he explains. ‘John was a great artist – he drew cartoons. He was shy and extremely nice, but somehow I felt sorry for him. He was touched with a kind of sadness. I don’t know why. Maybe it was because he was a boarder and his parents weren’t around.’

Gentle and dreamy, John tended to hide his finer feelings behind a brusque, diffident front. Chris Reynolds, another pupil, recalls John as ‘a hard nut, a handful for the teachers’. This is possibly an exaggeration but it’s clear John was no wimp. In the Lord of the Flies environment of the all-male dorm, where bullying was normal, his wit, sarcasm, ability to fight his corner and fondness for practical jokes made him popular. ‘I shared a study room with him,’ recalls Ken Powell, one of John’s closest schoolfriends. ‘He was a good guy to hang out with, very funny and artistic. He wrote poems and made his own Christmas cards. He always came at whatever he did from an original angle.’

Ken Powell’s background parallels John’s: his father was in the diplomatic service and, like Ronald, held a fairly lowly position. He is keen to impress that, in a school where there were children from extremely well-to-do families, he and John were considered to be from relatively humble stock. Powell also described Ronald and Anna, whom he met several times, as ‘reserved’ rather than ‘strict’ and liberal enough to allow parties at their bungalow, where the male and female boarders did what teenage girls and boys do when left alone for the evening. Oddly, considering his job, Ronald had staunchly left-wing views.

It was while he was in his early years at CLFS that Johnny, as he became known, discovered rock music. It appears to have hit him with the force of a meteorite. In 1964, aged eleven, he heard The Rolling Stones’ ‘Not Fade Away’ blasting out of the big valve radio in the school recreation room. ‘I was at a really brutal boarding school where they filled you with crap,’ he told the NME’s Sean O’Hagan in a 1988 Clash retrospective. ‘It sounded like the road to freedom. Live! Enjoy life! Fuck chartered accountancy!’ His interest in school withered; he became one of the school rebels. ‘Music was more important than lessons, it was all we talked about,’ explains Ken Powell. ‘Every new Beatles, Dylan and Stones album was crucial to us. They were the backdrop to our lives. It was a truly golden period to have been brought up in. We were in this strange, privileged bubble, creating our own world with all this great music.’

But even records had their limits when it came to alleviating the tedium of dormitory life. Holed up in his soulless surroundings, John seized upon any opportunity to kill time. One year, he signed up to perform in The Insect Play, a vision of a bleak, post-industrial society, written by Bohemian playwrights the Capek brothers in 1923. John was cast as Head Ant. The play’s sombre mood was perforated on the opening night when he and the rest of the cast were heckled from the audience by Goon star Harry Secombe and his son, a pupil at CLFS. Such, he learned early on, were the perils of taking the stage.

The local cinema in Epsom provided a better and more regular source of entertainment. Over the years, John queued to see scores of films from Battleship Potemkin to Midnight Cowboy. One movie in particular turned his head dramatically: David Lean’s 1962 screen epic, Lawrence of Arabia. The story of the courageous and deeply principled ex-archaeologist, who helped lead the Arab revolt against the Turks in the First World War, stirred something within him – his own latent heroism? his memories of the desert? – and T.E. Lawrence became a role model. ‘I must have been about thirteen when I first saw the film,’ recalled Joe. ‘It swept up my imagination. I read everything that T.E. Lawrence ever wrote after that.’ This included The Mint, Lawrence’s experience of barrack-room life in the fledgling RAF: a sensitive, poetic soul quietly and meticulously observing the men around him, part of them but apart from them. As with John Lennon, another cinematic inspiration was the 1952 Marlon Brando flick Viva Zapata!, which rekindled faint memories of his time in Mexico and, judging from what came later, fired a romantic passion for bandits, cowboys and revolutionary heroes.

As the 1960s went on, John became a voracious consumer of whatever popular culture he could find at school – comics, pirate radio, TV comedies like Hancock’s Half Hour. But his chief love was music. Every detail of every groove of each new release from Bob Dylan, The Who, The Beach Boys, The Kinks, Jimi Hendrix, Them, The Stones, and many more besides, was studied and absorbed.

Significantly, his musical taste wasn’t confined to white rock acts – a fact which would have a profound effect on The Clash’s music a decade later. On a visit to Tehran to see his parents in 1965, he had bought ‘The Best of Chuck Berry’ EP on Pye International, which was to remain in his possession for many years to come and assume an almost talismanic status with him. On it was a version of ‘Roll Over Beethoven’, a song he knew from the With the Beatles LP. Realising that Chuck’s was the original peeled open a whole new area for him: R&B and blues. Black US music sucked him: when the Blues Boom hit the UK in 1968, he supplemented his diet of Fleetwood Mac and Cream records with compilation albums, often bought mail-order, featuring Bo Diddley, John Lee Hooker, Bukka White, Elmore James, Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, Robert Johnson.

It’s strange to think of the raw protestations of Mississippi share-croppers and Chicago car workers striking a chord with a middle-class white boarder in Surrey. But John instinctively connected with the music, just as Jagger and Richards and numerous other English musicians had. Steve Winwood, from The Spencer Davis Group and Traffic, observes: ‘The blues had an emotion which was so different to anything else; it expressed a type of repression that was prevalent in England in the 1960s, though perhaps it was of a less obvious and more subtle type than the blues itself was about.’ Bored, alone and feeling abandoned, Joe got the blues bad. In the summer of 1968, as he was sitting his O-Levels, another seismic event in the creation of Joe Strummer occurred when counter-culture erupted onto the streets. Across Europe there were riots, demonstrations, sit-ins, student protests. John watched it happen on the dormitory TV.

‘The whole world was exploding!’ he enthused, thirty years later. ‘Paris, Vietnam, Grosvenor Square. We took it all as normal because there was no other frame of reference.’ It was a wonderful summer to come of age. Jonathan Green points out in the introduction to his book on underground 1960s culture, Days in the Life, how the street violence of 1968 meant it was ‘swiftly apostrophised as the Year of the Barricades’. The synergy between the arrival of rock and the upheavals taking place in society was apparent to everyone. It became hip to quote Plato’s maxim: ‘When the mode of the music changes, the walls of the city shake.’

For John Mellor, turning on the news to see anarchists, Communists and champions of the New Left throwing rocks at policemen, while Hendrix and The Doors wailed away behind him on the school Dansette, it was the most exciting thing he’d ever experienced. Revolutionary passion welled up inside him. A lot of the action was happening just up the road in central London, but since he was incarcerated in his dorm, it might as well have been happening in Timbuktu. The sense he was missing out on something momentous never left him. His instincts to go charging off into London to throw a few bricks around lay pent up inside him like a time-bomb.

Studying for A-Levels in art and history, John grew his hair long – or as long as he could get away with at boarding school – and became a hippy. He started to seek out cheap and unusual ways to get a buzz; once, having read John Lennon had tried it, he ate the filter of a Benzidrex inhaler for its supposedly narcotic effect. As he explained to Q magazine in 2002, the result was an horrific seventy-two-hour trip. ‘Your veins all go completely tiny,’ he winced. ‘I had to swim the school relay. I don’t know why I didn’t die.’

An end-of-year photograph of John around this time shows a young man instantly recognisable as the future Joe Strummer, despite his school blazer and tie: handsome, surly, a faint sneer on his lips, aquiline features, a moody air of resistance. Quite what David, John’s brother, made of his younger sibling’s rebellious and reckless behaviour we can only guess. While John was ever more passionate, extrovert and crazy, David was quiet and had a tendency to withdraw into himself. The school joke was that David once went a whole term without uttering a word. ‘He was very insular,’ says Ken Powell. ‘He was into an author called Lobsang Rampa, who used to write these massive books, mystical stuff about Tibet. I hardly spoke to David though I’d see him all the time. I don’t know what the relationship was between the brothers; there didn’t seem to be much of a connection.’

Lobsang Rampa’s most famous work was The Third Eye, published in 1956. It was an account of his discovery of a hidden brotherhood of mystics in the Himalayas who knew all the secrets of the world and possessed superhuman powers, including the ability to fly at 400mph and appear and disappear at will. Many were enthralled by Rampa’s quasi-mystical writings, although he was eventually unmasked by a private detective as Cyril Hopkins, a plumber’s son from Devon. Whatever David’s thoughts on Rampa’s authenticity, the books offered a mysterious and exciting world, an escape. He certainly wasn’t a great mixer or talker, and it says a lot about his spectral presence that one of Joe’s schoolfriends interviewed for this book didn’t even remember him. This in a close-knit school of fewer than 500 pupils.

John, meanwhile, was making a racket in the recreation room. Though he showed no innate musical talent, he occasionally joined impromptu jams with fellow pupils such as Paul Buck (later to resurface in this story as ‘Pablo LaBritain’) and Andy Ward (future drummer with progressive rockers Camel), who performed as The Burgher Masters. The acoustic guitar John clumsily attempted to strum was a gift from a cousin. It was only in the early 1980s that he revealed it had once been played by Pete Townshend; the connection is one of several uncanny links between The Clash and The Who. The story was that the cousin had known Pete at Acton Grammar in the late 1950s, performing in a group called The Union as rivals to Townshend’s band The Confederates. During its time at CLFS, however, this mighty Excalibur mostly gathered dust in the corner. ‘All through my schooldays I was completely unmusical,’ commented Strummer in Westway to the World. ‘I thought only mythical beings could play music.’

Forsaking his instrument, John’s last year at CLFS was instead spent absorbing the boundless complexities of his new favourite record, Captain Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica. He started venturing out to gigs, too: Mott the Hoople in Balham High Street and Canned Heat at Fairfield Halls in Croydon were among the earliest. His companionship was cherished. John had long gained a reputation for being the boarder most likely to make a party go with a swing, and he rarely let anyone down. ‘I remember one summer’s night he pitched a tent in someone’s parents’ garden to have a liaison with a girl,’ remembers Ken Powell. ‘It all seemed very wild at the time.’

In 1969, NASA put a man on the moon and Ronald – by now promoted to the slightly sinister-sounding Second Secretary of Information – returned with Anna from his latest posting in Malawi and settled down in Surrey for good. For their youngest son, not yet eighteen and now versed in sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll, it was an uncomfortable and disorientating reunion. In their absence he’d grown emotionally independent and domestically self-sufficient, and his world of rock ’n’ roll records, girls and pop rebellion had little in common with their stuffy universe of embassy parties, dry Martinis and stiff upper lips. One headline-grabbing event that year seemed to say much about the chasm that had formed between father and son. For his services to Queen and country, Ronald was awarded the MBE; it may have crossed John’s mind that it was, perhaps, the one John Lennon had just handed back as a protest against Britain’s involvement in Biafra and its support for the war in Vietnam.

In the summer of 1970, Joe took his final exams at CLFS and, without many other choices, moved into his parents’ bungalow. His plan was to pursue a place at art school in London. It was these hallowed institutions, not the universities or polytechnics, which had given birth to The Beatles, The Who and The Kinks. John was accepted by the Central School of Art in Southampton Row, housed in imposing premises off The Strand. But then something tragic happened that was to affect him deeply and cast a long shadow over his life.



When Kit Buckler, a student at Camberwell Art School, first met John Mellor in September 1970 they’d both not long taken rooms at the Ralph West Hall in Worfield Street, Battersea, south London. The hall of residence was a modern block located in a shabby, working-class district of dank bedsits and large, decaying Victorian family houses, evocatively portrayed in films like The Lavender Hill Mob. ‘We were both first years,’ Kit explains. ‘We found out straight away we had a shared interest in music. Joe played a bit of guitar at the time and was really interested in the blues. That was how we became friends.’

For John, it was the first time that he’d ever really mixed with people outside his own privileged middle-class cocoon. The environment couldn’t have been more different, either. Suddenly he was living amongst the crumbling brickwork, brutal architecture and vibrant street-hassle of early 1970s south London. In the capital the past is ever present, and the dentistry performed by the Luftwaffe thirty years earlier was then still clear to see – bombsites, incongruous open spaces, terraced houses left standing alone like dazed soldiers on a battlefield.

London is famous as a city of contrasts and just five minutes’ walk across Battersea Bridge is fashionable Chelsea and its elegant Regency houses. These leafy, regal piles had once been owned by the likes of Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw, but at this time they were inhabited by the new artistic aristocracy: Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, David Bailey. Joe loved his new home, seduced by the romance, noise, dark glamour and endless potential of this buzzing city. It was the world of all those glorious, bittersweet Kinks songs come alive in faded, waxy Victorian colours: ‘Dead End Street’; ‘Where Have All the Good Times Gone?’; ‘Waterloo Sunset’; ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’.

But the Swinging London that had blown John’s mind had, he realised, frayed by 1970 into a darker, looser tapestry of underground happenings, progressive rock bands, heavy drugs. The signs for collective spiritual regeneration were not good. As John Dunbar, Marianne Faithfull’s first husband and co-owner of the Indica Gallery, once said, ‘The 1960s ended at the end of the 1960s, appropriately.’ An era had clearly passed, to be replaced by something less immediately thrilling and harder to calibrate. Brian Jones was dead; The Beatles had split; Hendrix had just that month fatally overdosed; Ted Heath had unexpectedly brought the Tories back into power. The decade that could never live up to its predecessor had begun. ‘By the time I reached London the whole thing was over,’ rued Joe. ‘Which was a bit regretful. I never did get to see The Stones, The Beatles, The Kinks, The Yardbirds …’

Nevertheless, London was still the cultural capital of the world, and John locked into its energy. ‘It was really new and exciting to us,’ remembers Kit Buckler. ‘I was the Social Secretary at my college and used to put on gigs. We organised a show by the Velvet Underground at the London College of Printing. We got them really cheap.’ Kit recalls John being charismatic, fun and extremely popular with the other students sharing the hall. ‘He was always a lovely person, everyone congregated around him. He was a very talented painter and had a good eye for art. He was also a bit crazy, always a bit out-there.’

But the ‘craziness’ of this loveable young hippy may by then have had another function: masking his grief over his brother David’s death. A few weeks earlier, in early August, David’s body had been found in Regent’s Park, not far from his digs off the Euston Road. He had taken a massive overdose of aspirin. He was studying medicine and suffering depression that few if anyone knew about. In Joe’s imagination the event was elevated into a heroic deed, perhaps a way of rationalising his loss. He told the NME’s Chris Salewicz, ‘He was such a nervous guy. I think him committing suicide was a really brave thing to do.’

‘He told me about it, told me what happened,’ says Kit. ‘He was staying with his parents at the time. He didn’t elaborate on it in any way. He felt it a lot, it was very traumatic for him.’ Asked how Joe’s grief affected him, Kit hesitates. ‘He didn’t exactly have mental problems but he had moods. They were always there. There were times when he would go into himself. If I hadn’t have been close to him when it happened, I don’t think he would have mentioned it to me. He didn’t choose to talk about it.’

‘Joe always had the ghost of his brother around him,’ says Tymon Dogg, a musician who befriended John via mutual acquaintances at the Central School of Art. ‘When something really intense like that happens it stays with you. He told me this story, a really sweet thing to say, that he’d been so concerned about his brother being left out of things he once took him on a date with a girl. Joe was seventeen at the time! It was very sad, very traumatic. Joe was with his father when he heard the news [about David’s death]. They found out he was into some weird stuff.’

Later, Joe revealed that the ‘weird stuff ’related to the occult and extreme right-wing politics. The admission, to Melody Maker’s Caroline Coon in 1977, was one of the few times he spoke about David to a journalist. Such was his reluctance to discuss the subject that some of his friends from The 101’ers and Clash eras were unaware he even had a brother. It’s difficult to imagine how hard it must have been for John and his parents in the following months and years; certainly it did nothing to bring them closer and if anything seems to have driven them further apart.

John hadn’t been in London for long when he did something significant and unexpected: he changed his name. He now called himself ‘Woody’, a homage to Woody Guthrie, the US hobo folk musician. Guthrie’s guitar famously bore the legend ‘This machine kills fascists’ and his life and music, even more famously, inspired the young Bob Dylan to reinvent himself as a folk singer.

Tymon Dogg can, to this day, remember the precise moment ‘Woody’ was born. ‘We were sitting in the hall at the Central School of Art,’ he smiles. ‘It couldn’t have been long after his brother died. He said, “The next person who comes through that door, I’m gonna say, ‘Hi, I’m Woody.’” And he did! He jumped up and greeted the person with “Hi, I’m Woody.” That was it. From then on he was Woody to everyone.’

John’s transformation into Woody comes so soon after David’s suicide that it’s almost impossible to believe the two events aren’t related in some way. It’s tempting to think he adopted his new name to airbrush away the painful memories of the past, to obliterate from history John Mellor the CLFS schoolboy, but it probably wasn’t as straightforward as that. Perhaps the ‘Woody’ incident was as spontaneous and half-crazed as Tymon likes to describe it. You can certainly picture John in his new art-school environment, surrounded by exotic creatures with strange names like Tymon, suddenly thinking to himself, hang on, if you can be Tymon Dogg, itinerant musician, then, hey, I’m going to be … Woody Mellor!

The most intriguing aspect to all of it is the name itself – ‘Woody’. Of all the appellations he could choose, it’s the one, bar perhaps Dylan, that most clearly exposes his unexplored fantasies of being a folk singer, poet, or painter, or maybe just an interesting beatnik bum of no fixed talent.

Soon, Mellor began to take the Guthrie–Dylan dynamic further and created a mist around his past, as he would far more dramatically in The Clash. In 1961, Dylan, the nice middle-class kid from Hibbing, had convinced his new friends in New York that he was a troubadour waif who’d run away to join a carnival. ‘Woody’ was to become similarly fanciful, vague and evasive about his early years. His speech grew more Americanised and slurred, and half-craziness became his normal mien. It was as if he was constructing a character tailor-made to Sal Paradise’s description of his hip beatnik friends in Jack Kerouac’s On The Road: ‘The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved … the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing.’

The eighteen-year-old who left Ralph Hall in late 1970 to take up residence with some friends in a squalid shared house in north London was no longer Johnny but Woody – a long-haired, counter-articulate bum who didn’t talk too much about where he’d come from, or where he was going. Though he didn’t know it then, Mellor’s first stage of his evolution towards being a rock ’n’ roll star was almost complete. Like Dylan before him, all he needed to do now was to learn how to write songs and play guitar.



Woody’s new house was in Ash Grove, Palmer’s Green, a middle-class suburb of large semi-detached houses and wide, leafy avenues in north London. The house was nicknamed ‘Vomit Heights’; a hand-painted sign above the door proclaimed this fact, much to the neighbours’ tut-tutting. The extended list of house-dwellers included new and old chums like Simon Williams, Richard Evans (an old friend of his brother David) and Clive Timperley. But the most outlandish guest or inhabitant – no one was ever certain which – was Tymon Dogg.

Even though he was barely twenty, Tymon already had an impressive story. Born Stephen Murray, he’d landed a deal with Pye Records when he was seventeen, after sending them a demo tape. ‘One day I was a screen-printer in Liverpool and the next I was in Pye’s Studio 1 with an orchestra, bumping into Ray Davies,’ he laughs. A few weeks later a single, ‘Bitter Thoughts of Little Jane’, was released under the name ‘Timon’. Though it failed to chart, Paul McCartney heard it on the radio and got in contact. ‘Maybe he thought it was about [paul’s ex] Jane Asher,’ says Tymon. ‘He wanted to re-record it. I was an incredibly big fan. I went for a meeting and there was Peter Asher, Paul Simon and McCartney … I walked out. I didn’t think I belonged there, this spotty seventeen-year-old. Eventually, Paul came in on his own, with a dog. I said I wanted to make a record like Leonard Cohen, and Paul said, “Who’s Leonard Cohen?”’

For the next year or so, Tymon worked on an album for The Beatles’ Apple label, rubbing shoulders with the likes of producer George Martin, press officer Derek Taylor and American singer-songwriter legend James Taylor, who played guitar on one track. Apple wanted to market ‘Timon’ as a pop artist like Davy Jones; the artist wanted to be a Liverpudlian Tim Buckley. The project drifted and the material was eventually mothballed. Next, he did some recordings for The Moody Blues’ label, Threshold, before turning his back on the music business and heading off to busk in Europe.

‘I was eighteen,’ he explains. ‘I had a bit of publishing money by then, but not a lot. I felt I hadn’t lived, that I’d just come down from Liverpool and it wasn’t enough. I hadn’t knocked around, I had nothing to say. I wanted to be a songwriter who said something.’

Back in London, Tymon holed himself up at Vomit Heights to ‘escape’ from his Threshold 45, ‘And Now She Says She’s Young’, which was receiving radio play. It was there he first encountered Woody, who was playing invisible cricket at the time and possibly tripping on the household’s drug du jour, LSD. Woody’s first words to him were, ‘I like you, you’ve got manners.’ The vibe at the Heights was as much pissed-up student as astral hippy, and Tymon remembers he and Woody getting involved in drunken antics such as tearing down a ceiling and whacking the heads off the neighbours’ flowers. Very soon, they were fast mates, forever locked in conversation about Dylan and Buckley’s songwriting and the merits or otherwise of Leonard Cohen (‘we loved him!’), Carole King, Tim Hardin and James Taylor.

‘Joe was a sensitive guy,’ recalls Tymon, himself a spiritual fellow with warm, wry sense of humour straight off the Mersey. ‘He was funny and gentle, so very gentle, the only man I’ve ever seen lose an arm-wrestling contest to a girl! But he hid it. It was something I think he’d picked up at public school. It was defensive. He lived in this funny, Biggles world. I think he saw the world through a cartoonist’s eye. He found things very odd and funny.’

The glue that bonded the Vomit Heights crowd was music: many of them, though definitely not Woody, were proficient musicians. Clive Timperley had been playing in groups since as far back as 1965. According to Marcus Gray’s Clash biography, The Last Gang in Town, Woody was overawed when Timperley invited him to the Marquee to watch his group support Medicine Head. The unattainable – playing onstage and getting paid for it – was there, being enjoyed by his friend. Suddenly, it no longer seemed a distant Emerald City.

Back at the Heights, parties were held late into the night where Clive, Tymon and others took it in turn to sing and play. It was around this time that Woody, under the influence of alcohol and spliff, first started making the outrageous claim: ‘I’m going to be a pop star!’

‘We thought it was a funny thing to say,’ laughs Tymon. ‘Especially in that hippy environment. Pop star? We just laughed. We didn’t know where he was coming from.’

When Tymon suggested Woody accompany him busking on the London Underground, he jumped at the chance. His job was to hold the hat. ‘I went bottling, as it’s called,’ he told Jon Savage in a hitherto unpublished interview for Savage’s indispensable England’s Dreaming. ‘The idea comes from Mississippi. You’re supposed to have a bottle with a fly in it in one hand and you collect money with the other. The musician knows you haven’t stolen any money if the fly’s still in the bottle.’ In breaks between trains, Tymon taught Woody a few simple blues and rock ’n’ roll tunes on the guitar: The Stones, Elvis, Chuck Berry, The Beatles, Bo Diddley, Woody Guthrie. Eventually, the musician’s apprentice invested in his own instrument – a ukulele, purchased for £1.99 from a shop in Shaftesbury Avenue. His logic was, with four strings, it would be easier to play than guitar.

‘He thought he didn’t deserve a guitar,’ says Tymon. ‘There was always that kind of self-effacing side to him. He thought musicianship was something he wasn’t cut out for.’

‘ I spent the greater part of my youth listening to music,’ explained Joe in Westway to the World. ‘It all seemed so complex at the time. It was the years of the great guitarists like Clapton and Hendrix and it seemed unobtainable, really, if you were a slow starter like I was.’

That summer, Woody dropped out of art school altogether, fed up with the emphasis on life classes and what he described as ‘the lousy set-up’ of lecturers chasing after the female students. There were other reasons, too. ‘There was drink and drugs and by the end we were doing acid and I never went near the art school,’ he told Jon Savage. ‘It was an experimental time, it was great. But it was a bit much for a young guy to handle.’

That summer, via some art school friends, he got a seasonal job at Dowhouse Farm in Blandford, Dorset. In true hippy style, he was intent on getting his head together in the country. But the lure of the capital was too great and, at the beginning of 1972, Woody linked up again with Tymon and the two of them moved into a rented flat in Ridley Road in Harlesden. It was a scruffy locale with a large population of black, Irish and Greek immigrants squeezed over from nearby Ladbroke Grove and Kilburn. Kit Buckler moved his stuff in; so did Tymon’s girlfriend Helen. Half a dozen others lived there as well.

The Harlesden flat was squalid and hardcore hippie: Theosophical literature, Lebanese hash, lava lamps, incense, shabby Oriental junk-shop throws, transcendental meditation. Woody was slowly slipping deeper into the upholstery of the counter-culture.

Kit Buckler hated it. ‘I wasn’t as adapted to squatting as Woody was,’ he says. ‘I came home one night and there was someone sitting on my bed doing a mantra. I thought, I’m not sure I can handle this, I’m a boy from Essex. So I moved out.’

Woody began to learn guitar in earnest; partly with a view to supplement his new day-job as a sign-writer at Allied Carpets in Harlesden, partly to advance his nebulous ambition to be a rock ’n’ roller. Tymon explains how, having messed around on the instrument for a few years, his left-handed friend naturally held his guitar the wrong way around for a left-handed player. This, he thinks, explained Woody’s unique, strong rhythm-guitar style – and his sausage-fingered approach to lead work – as his most dexterous hand was the one he strummed with.

Soon Woody was ready to go solo: his master unleashed him at Green Park tube station, where he performed Chuck Berry’s ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’ (off his beloved EP) to several hundred indifferent commuters changing trains. He soon graduated to the ‘loony shift’, when the drunks spilled out of the pubs and their drunken generosity meant you could earn up to £5 an hour. The downside was the aggression; but Joe later explained how ‘somehow the fact you were defenceless down there always protected you’. The boundaries between Woody’s reality and fantasy worlds were beginning to blur: for the next few weeks, he was to eke out a living among the grimy, tiled passages of the underground, a dirty, singing, hobo mole. Going to work meant slinging a guitar over his shoulder and bunking the tube into town.

In his damp, frowzy room at Ridley Road, Woody persevered with his instrument. He learned ‘Not Fade Away’ and ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and a dozen more old busking chestnuts. His greatest inspiration, however, came from his collection of Bo Diddley records. Bo’s primitive, shuffling rhythms suited his rudimentary guitar style perfectly. Favourites included ‘Mona (I Need You Baby)’ and ‘Don’t Let It Go’: both used only one chord and would survive the next few years to become popular warm-up tunes for The 101’ers and The Clash. Bo became Woody’s guitar hero.

‘He encouraged me to think I could play,’ Joe explained. ‘People can get caught thinking it’s all about technique when in fact it’s not really about technique at all. It’s about something even more exciting and unidentifiable. Everybody else was playing twelve-bar blues at the time he kicked off, so he said to himself: “I have to do something different if I want to stand out or make it in this town.” So he came up with something even more African than the blues is: the Bo Diddley style. Also, he taught Mick Jagger how to sing. Nobody knows this. I think Jagger’s a great singer but when you listen to his American accent inside his songs it’s actually Bo Diddley’s. People like Bo gave me strength and encouragement.’

Sometime in 1972, Woody’s busking career was curtailed. According to an account he gave to Jon Savage, the owner of the house they were squatting in took exception to the fact there was a black guy living there. If there was a moment in which John Mellor became politicised, it was most probably this one.

‘I’d been for a drink at the Memphis Belle with this girl I knew from the local supermarket,’ explained Joe. ‘I arrived back at the flat and there was this police car outside, and all our stuff was being thrown out the window. Me and Tymon had found this black guy in the park who’d given us a fright, and being hippies we’d invited him back to our place to live. As soon as the landlord found out there was a black guy in the house, he starting nicking people’s giros. Then we were all evicted: a gang of toughs rushed in, beat everybody up, slung ’em out. [The landlord] bunged the cops a few quid. It was then I started learning what justice was and wasn’t.’

Woody had a copy of the 1965 Rent Act on him, and told the policemen what was happening was illegal. ‘He said, “Don’t tell fucking tell me about the law, sonny Jim.” Up to that moment, I’d been doing it by the book. But from then on, if we wanted a house we just kicked the fucking door in.’

The Harlesden eviction was followed by another ugly incident. A few weeks later, while he was staying at the home of hippy activists Dave and Gail Goodall on Edgware Road, the household was again evicted illegally and all of his records smashed up. Woody took the case to the Harassment Officer at Brent Council, but he was hustled out of the tribunal for losing his temper with the law students sedately taking notes at the back, as if he were an interesting legal specimen.

Later, Joe would see his struggle in simple Marxist terms: ‘I’ve been fucked up the arse by the capitalist system.’ At the time, the brutality of the two evictions impacted on him in more personal terms. The violent destruction of his beloved old Stones, Beatles, Dylan and blues vinyl hurt him badly. To him, music was everything: like a character in Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity he loved music so much it made him ‘as close to being mad as makes no difference’.

Bruised by London life, Woody drifted back to the prim comfort and fresh country air of his parents’ bungalow, where, having had little contact with him since David’s death, they seemed more than happy to allow him to move back into his old bedroom and set up his latest acquisition – a second-hand drum kit – in the spare room. His wings having melted just as his dreams of being a musician were becoming real, Woody – or John, as his parents insisted on calling him – licked his wounds, bashed his tom-toms and wondered what the hell he was going to do next.

The answer lay in a romance he’d been having with a girl who’d recently taken up a place at art school in Cardiff. Electing to visit her in Wales, he turned up with a bag of clothes and his drum kit. When that didn’t work out he looked up some old pals in the art school in nearby Newport. There, Woody struck up a friendship with a student called Micky Foote and his girlfriend Gillian, and moved into their flat. The college had quite a happening vibe, and Woody, glad to be back in his role of itinerant folk-bluesman, swiftly ingratiated himself with the hip set.

He was surprised to learn that one of them was Linda Keith, a former girlfriend of Keith Richards, Brian Jones and Jimi Hendrix. She’d apparently decided to move on from dating glamorous and tragic rock stars and get an art qualification. The connections to the London music scene didn’t stop there: Ian Dury was going out with the daughter of one of the lecturers.

‘Woody got to know everyone,’ says Richard Frame, a student at Newport. ‘He was a very charming and charismatic guy. Music was his thing. We used to go and see lots of local rockabilly groups like Crazy Cavan and Shakin’ Stevens. It was like John Peel said – the Welsh never had a rock ’n’ roll revival because it never died there. Woody loved all that stuff.’

Woody also became acquainted with a reggae club called The Silver Sands, located in a basement room down by the docks on Coronation Road. Raided by the cops on a regular basis and frequented by members of Newport’s close-knit Afro-Caribbean community, it sold cans of Colt 45 lager and was one of the best places in town to score ganja. The fact Woody was permanently skint meant that he couldn’t partake of much of either, but it fuelled his fondness for ska and reggae, and satiated his romantic desires to exist among those at the margins of society.

Richard Frame observes that Woody always carried a notebook with him, in which he furiously scribbled anything that excited or tickled him. One prescient entry was inspired by a conversation he had with a girl called Cathy Cooper. Asked why she always wore dresses she replied, ‘Because I hate trousers.’ Woody was bowled over by this comment and couldn’t get it out of his mind. The phrase neatly connected fashion with attitude and had the ring of a slogan. It wasn’t too long before Woody was making similar proclamations linking style and lifestyle. Micky Foote remembers a memorable early soundbite. ‘He said to me, “You’ve gotta wear pointy shoes so you know which way you’re going.” I thought that was great.’

‘Woody was the kind of guy who said things that you never forgot,’ comments Alan Jones, who began sharing a flat with Woody in the spring of 1973. ‘You’d be unlucky to meet Woody and not remember something he said. I can remember a time when I came out of my room and I was quite sleepy and he said, “Sleep’s not a bankcard, you can’t just bang it in and take it out whenever you want.” He was like that: very direct and succinct. This is not a man who rambles, this is a man who comes out with short statements that could be said to be rude but hardly ever are. There was this amazing truthfulness coupled with humour.’

Alan was playing bass in a college band called The Rip-Off Park All Stars. They were a rock ’n’ roll covers band with a corny, glammy, showbiz twist, not unlike Showaddywaddy and Mud had a couple of years later. The group all adopted zany pseudonyms: Jones was ‘Jiving Al’. ‘Jiver’, as he was known, first clapped eyes on Woody when he wandered into one of their rehearsals.

‘It was just like these shining eyes,’ he beams. ‘It was just like electric. What we were doing was pretty rough, to say the least, but it struck a chord with him. I just remember him walking in with those laser eyes, which he had if something was exciting him. I can remember him leaning on the wall and sinking to the floor, then just sitting there watching us.’

Woody’s desire to perform with a proper band was re-ignited. He recognised that the All Stars were bad enough musicians for him to be in with a chance. When the group faded away in the summer of 1973, Alan Jones and guitarist Rob Haymer formed a new band, eventually christened The Vultures; Woody made his move. His audition saw the other members guffawing into their shirt cuffs at his croaking, tuneless singing. But Woody out-manoeuvred them. ‘Well, as far as I see it, you’ve got no choice because you’ve got a drummer who’s got no drums, and I’ve got a set of drums,’ he explained. ‘So you haven’t really got any say in it.’ He was in.

Woody and Alan’s flat was at 12 Pentonville, near Newport railway station. Over the next few months, Jones got to know his flatmate very well. The Woody he describes tallies with the observations of others: an affable, love-able, often unfathomable lunatic whose moods oscillated from wild-eyed enthusiasm for some small detail – a song lyric, a funny phrase someone had used, a story he’d read in the newspaper – to long, semi-depressive periods of solitude where he’d read, paint pictures of cowboys and Indians (his favourite subject matter), write poetry and listen to music. According to Alan, the only record Woody kept at this point was his tatty Chuck Berry EP from Tehran, which had survived all his house moves and the shock eviction from Ridley Road. ‘As far as I’m concerned, it’s the only record worth having!’ he said to Jones.

Jiver’s stories of Pentonville range from the amusing to the baffling. At one point he remembers his flatmate returning from a few weeks away, bursting through the front door and declaring ecstatically, ‘I’ve found God!’ before disappearing into his bedroom for a few days never to mention the incident again. Another time, Woody gave mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to a drowned mouse, which had been lured into a trap consisting of a cheese-baited ruler and a bucket of water. He and Woody, who was signing on the dole, lived on 50p a day, enough for a pint of beer, an ounce of Old Holborn and a hot refectory meal.

Having rehearsed for several weeks, The Vultures played their first gig at the Students’ Union bar in late 1973. Woody shared vocal and guitar duties with Rob Haymer on a set of rock ’n’ roll oldies, country rock covers and Who and Kinks tunes. It was his first experience of playing onstage with a rock ’n’ roll band. What Dylan fans in the audience made of this particular electric debut at Newport is not recorded.

Half a dozen or so gigs followed at the same venue. ‘Woody got much better very quickly,’ says Jiver. ‘He still couldn’t sing in tune, but that didn’t matter because it was overridden by his incredible force of personality. We played a lot of soft stuff. Our last song was “Johnny B. Goode”, which, as far as I know, he waited all night to play.’

The group’s last gig was the first of two or three outside the relative cosiness of the college bar. Alan Jones ascribes it an almost mythical status, as it was here, he believes, that Woody’s next incarnation – the one that became famous throughout the world – was born. The gig was at The Granary in Bristol. Woody drew a fetching cartoon-strip poster to promote the band, which profiled the members under their ‘stage’ names: Bobby Angelo (Rob), Woody Mellor, ‘Jiving Al’ Jones, Bob ‘Blow’ Jackson on sax and the plainly named Jeff Cooper on drums.

The Granary gig was a shambles, dogged by equipment failure and broken strings. The guitars were apparently de-tuned by saboteurs while the group took a fag break. Reacting to the farce onstage, a drunken squaddie jumped up from the audience and started a striptease. ‘The song we were playing broke down,’ recalls Jiver. ‘Then Woody grabbed the mic and got this nihilistic sort of chant going with the audience. The guy started to take his clothes off, and Woody was shouting, “OFF, OFF, OFF!” And I’ve never seen this side of him before or anything like it, really, he just seemed to be solid gone, in a complete trance, you know, the eyes were steely and it was just like “OFF, OFF, OFF!” The audience were probably pissed off with us ’cos they thought we were rubbish, but they just got into it. The whole thing got a little bit scary. I mean, one minute we’re playing music and the next minute we’ve just got this audience that are something out of Nuremberg.’

That night, Woody learned something about the way crowds could be manipulated that he’d never forget. He also realised he had a natural ability to excite and control people. The episode had unlocked something thrilling and dangerous in him: it wasn’t just the crowd Jiver had found scary; it was Woody’s onstage transformation into what he describes as ‘a completely different person’.

But the singer would have to wait several months before he had another chance to experiment with his newly discovered gift. That winter, the group fizzled out and Woody got a job with the local council tending graves in the town cemetery. He found the work boring and depressing; he was so weak and skinny he couldn’t dig graves, only pick up the dead flowers and broken jam jars. Jiver remembers him coming home and railing, ‘There’s gotta be more to life than this.’ It was the beginning of a dark period for him when his dreams of being a pop star seemed more remote and ridiculous than ever.

His flagging spirits weren’t helped by David Bowie’s 1971 singer-songwriter album, Hunky Dory, a student favourite at the time. ‘I used to hate that song [‘Quicksand’],’ recalled Joe. ‘The one that goes, “Don’t believe in yourself …” Times when I was really struggling in Wales, like starving to death, and some guy would put that record on in some freezing flat and I’d get so angry. There he was on the hi-fi speakers, this big rock star saying, “Don’t even believe in yourself”, and I was looking round thinking, “What the fuck else have we got?” I still can’t stand to hear that song. Bo Diddley was much more encouraging. He said, “Get up off your ass!”’

Woody’s feelings of low self-worth gnawed away at him that winter. His depression grew deeper. Then something surprising happened.

‘I was sitting in my room late one night,’ says Jiver, ‘and Woody burst in and said, “Alan, I wanna record something! Now!” I set up my tape player and he played me a song he’d written. We recorded it there and then.’

Thirty years later, in his flat in north London, Alan plays me the tape. The song is called ‘Crummy Bum Blues’, and is a thrashy rocker, based around a conventional twelve-bar structure. Before they start you can hear Woody – unmistakeable even then – directing the others to ‘really make it nasty and homemade … things are too slick these days.’ If the music isn’t particularly remarkable, the lyrics are fascinating, not least for the way they foreshadow the romantic cops ’n’ robbers world of The Clash. The song tells the story of Woody’s protestation to a girl that he isn’t a crummy bum like her mamma says he is, but a hard-working man. Then he admits all in the last verse:



An intelligent bank robber, that’s what I’d like to be

An expert in the field of cat burglary

I’d never look down, and I’d never look back

Shinning up the drain-pipe dressed in black …



It wouldn’t be long before he would be hanging out with an intelligent armed robber and a real-life cat burglar. The recording of ‘Crummy Bum Blues’ was followed by a rough-house country-blues instrumental in which Woody plays mean slide guitar and bellows, ‘Cheese!’ His depression that winter appears to have unleashed his creative potential. He had written his first songs.

Woody’s hobo outlaw fantasies were further stoked at the beginning of the summer when he disappeared from Newport for a month to go busking in Europe with Tymon Dogg. Their mission was to visit a pal who’d been busted for marijuana and was behind bars in a Dutch jail. The break became a crazy month-long road trip.

‘I wanted to do the Woody Guthrie and Bob Dylan thing,’ explains Tymon. ‘We went off to Amsterdam and you weren’t allowed to busk. We had a few proper gigs lined up but were penniless, so Joe said, “Let’s not waste time, let’s just play in the street, and then go in that restaurant over there.” I was playing my violin and there was Joe, hustling this guy for money. The guy put his hand in his pocket and I thought, “Great,” but he brings out a card; he’s a policeman and he took my violin. We had a gig the next night. Joe scrounged around for another instrument and came up with this family heirloom – he talked someone into sneaking out a violin from their parents’ house and we used that to raise money to pay the fine to get my violin back! Funny times.’

Tymon and Woody busked around Holland and France – where they were chased by police – then pressed on to Berlin where they’d arranged a handful of gigs. Woody wanted to stay on but Tymon was desperate to get back to London to start writing new material, and his argument won out. Woody hitched back to Newport. His experience of being a bona fide vagrant musician in the tradition of legendary blues figures like Charley Patton and Robert Johnson seemed to have lifted his spirits. Symbolically, he had his long hippy hair cut short in a rockabilly quiff, and asked Jiver to photograph him in his room in Pentonville, Dylan-style, with his ‘attributes’ – records, amps, old radios and paintings.

When the landlord came round for the first time in almost a year looking for rent, Woody decided that he and Newport had outgrown each other and high-tailed it back to London. It was July 1974. That month, he went to the first Knebworth rock festival, featuring The Allman Brothers, Van Morrison and, at the bottom of the bill, Tim Buckley. His old schoolfriend from CLFS, Ken Powell, recognised him wandering alone through the crowd. ‘We stopped and had a chat,’ recalls Ken. ‘He was high as a kite. I could see that he’d moved on. He looked different and spoke differently. I realised that the connection we once had was gone.’

Woody stayed for a while in Tymon’s flat in Chippenham Road in Maida Hill, a heavily squatted area north of Westbourne Park, before being directed to a spare room in a nearby house at 101 Walterton Road. A few hundred yards away from the squat stood a council tower block called Wilmcote House. On its eighteenth floor, a nineteen-year-old art student was holed up in his grandmother’s flat, teaching himself to play guitar. Little did Woody know that Mick Jones would change the course of his life.
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A WORKING-CLASS HERO?

‘What links the greatest rock ’n’ roll careers is a volcanic ambition, a lust for more than anyone has a right to expect; a refusal to know when to quit or even rest.’

Greil Marcus ‘Mystery Train’



‘Did you see the suits and the platform boots? Oh dear, oh boy …’

MOTT THE HOOPLE, ‘SATURDAY GIGS’



London, 9 January 2003. Mick Jones jumps out of a black cab and hands the driver a note through the passenger window. He motions to keep the change and sashays into the foyer of the Soho bar we’ve arranged to meet in. Mick’s taller than his slight figure suggests – he’s about 5ft 11in – and his movements are neat, economical and graceful. He looks as if he’s been beamed into Dean Street from the early 1960s. Jet-black pomaded hair, black overcoat, crisply laundered white shirt – he could have come straight from the set of the Francis Bacon biopic Love is the Devil, a Soho gangster off to the Colony Club to plan a job over a game of cards.

We find a table and place our order. Jones gets a vegetarian salad (‘No cheese’), which he will barely touch, and a glass of beer. He’s polite and charming, with big, expressive brown eyes and a lopsided School For Scoundrels grin. He speaks in a quacky, old-fashioned 1950s London accent unmolested by the modern Estuary influence. The impression he gives of starring in a period film is underlined when we’re politely interrupted by a waiter: ‘Mr Jones? There’s a call for you. Would you like to take it at the bar?’ Mick doesn’t like carrying a mobile – too intrusive.

His call over, we talk for a couple of hours about The Clash’s career, from the days when he used to get a lift in The Stranglers’ drummer Jet Black’s old ice-cream van to his last days with the group. While Joe spoke in a bizarre, scatological-but-somehow-direct way, Mick tends to veer off on tangents, which he neatly twists together just as you think he’s forgotten your question. We start by chatting about his father, a south London taxi driver. Mick explains how he also used to manage a betting shop and had connections with the local boxing fraternity. ‘I remember when I was young seeing my father on telly,’ he says. ‘It was a Billy Walker fight, and my father was in the background, in the dressing room. It was really exciting, all of us crowded round watching him on this tiny black-and-white set.’

Billy Walker was a legend in London, and went on to open his own club, the Upper Cut in Forest Gate, in 1966. The first band to play there was The Who; The Animals and Jimi Hendrix followed suit. (Hendrix famously wrote ‘Purple Haze’ in the dressing-room.) Mick would have been too young to go there, but the psychedelic pop groups which took its stage in 1966 and 1967 were to have a fundamental effect on his life.

‘All I ever wanted to do was play in a group,’ says Jones, whose first serious rock ’n’ roll purchases were Hendrix’s Smash Hits compilation and Cream’s Disraeli Gears in 1968. ‘Once I’d discovered music and realised I didn’t want to be a footballer any more, that was it. It was rock ’n’ roll or nothing. I never wanted a proper job. That wasn’t an option.’

After a quiet couple of years, Jones returned to the public eye in 2002 to produce Up the Bracket, the debut album by The Libertines. The experience seems to have boosted his spirits, particularly as the record had topped several end-of-year polls. (The group’s second album, also produced by Mick, reached number one in 2004.) I had attended one of the mixing sessions at Whitfield Street Studios off Charlotte Street – where The Clash recorded their first album – and it was fascinating to see Jones at work, intently absorbed, shimmying around the control room, softly but purposefully spelling out changes he wanted.

Our meeting today, however, is pervaded with a profound and heavy sense of sadness and shock. Joe Strummer had died suddenly just three weeks earlier. Mick had last seen him a couple of days before he passed away, when they bumped into each other in the Groucho – one of the few water-holes in London where they could drink in relative peace.

Despite his effort to put on a brave front, grief casts a shadow across Mick’s face. It must be difficult for him. His relationship with Joe was the volatile chemical reaction that powered The Clash. Their friendship in the late 1970s and early 1980s came with the complication of having always to write songs even better than their last ones. It was an association ruled by deadlines, difficult creative decisions and huge expectations.

The pressures were immense, and it sometimes showed in what the group’s engineer Bill Price calls ‘withdrawals and silences’. There were even, very occasionally, fisticuffs. It was a classic, creative rock ’n’ roll partnership – like Lennon–McCartney, Page–Plant, Jagger–Richards – an intensely public marriage with unique tensions and emotional subtleties that only the individuals themselves could ever fully appreciate. It should go without saying there was a deep bond between them, going right back to days when, as one interviewee says, ‘they used to walk round Camden eating the same bag of chips’.

‘Me and Joe were the greatest collaborators and partners, but we were also our greatest rivals,’ explains Mick. ‘It’s only natural for the songwriters in a band. It needs that to push it forwards all the time.’

From an early age, Joe and Mick wanted to be rock stars. But success seems to have meant very different things to each of them. Even at the height of the group’s fame, Strummer still lived the life of a hobo bum in shabby squats, surrounded by little more than the contents of a plastic carrier bag, while Mick demanded the finest hotels. To him, it didn’t seem unreasonable; he was a successful musician. Joe’s squatting pal Tymon Dogg tells how he bumped into Mick in New York in 1980, during the recording of Sandinista! ‘Mick was trying to change his hotel,’ he explains. ‘I asked him why. He said, “The other one was really crappy. In fact, you and Joe would have liked it a lot.”’

It’s inviting to explain Joe and Mick’s different attitudes to success in terms of their backgrounds – Joe being the middle-class hippy poet with a message for a world (like Dylan or Leonard Cohen) and Jones the working-class guitar hero looking for a glamorous alternative to a dead-end life (like Mick Ronson or Keith Richards). But, as ever with The Clash, it seems to have been more complex than that.

‘If you look at Mick’s background, you can see that it wasn’t just about escaping, he was searching for an identity for himself,’ says his schoolfriend Robin Banks. In that respect, he and Joe were remarkably similar. Joe even wrote a song about it, ‘Lost in the Supermarket’. Although it was essentially a ‘gift’ to Mick, who sang the number, on closer examination it seems to describe both of them: ‘I’m all lost in the supermarket, I can no longer shop happily / I came in for a special offer, guaranteed personality …’



For a man whom Melody Maker journalist and onetime Clash manager Caroline Coon described as ‘having the feminine grace of Keith Richards’, it’s somehow appropriate that Michael Geoffrey Jones was born at the South London Hospital for Women in Clapham. The date was 26 June 1955. Mick was the first and only child of Renee Zegansky and Thomas Jones, and the embodiment of the vital energy of twentieth-century London: a tangle of genes imported from abroad. His mother’s family were Russian Jews who’d settled in the East End of London at the turn of the century. Stella, Mick’s grandmother, was born in Whitechapel in 1899; Renee, the daughter from her first marriage, was something of a live wire. At the end of the Second World War she’d fallen for a GI and stowed away in a boat heading for America. She was quickly deported. Back in London, she found work selling jewellery and married Thomas Jones, a south Londoner whose parents had settled in the capital from Wales.

Thomas was too young to have served in the armed forces during the war – as Joe’s father had – but in its aftermath he was drafted into the army for National Service. In 1947, he was posted to the newly created Jewish state of Israel, where he served in the Special Investigations Branch of the military police. Like Joe’s father, he was part of a generation of Englishmen who found themselves present at important events in the reorganisation of the post-war world, and brought their extraordinary stories back with them. ‘He saw some pretty terrible things out there,’ explains Mick. ‘What they did to the locals. It changed his views about things. He came back here and married a Jewish woman!’

Mick’s first home was a flat in Mitcham on the fringes of south London, but the Joneses soon found themselves back in the hub of south London in Christchurch House, a solidly built 1930s block of private apartments on a busy junction on Brixton Hill. In 1957, the area was one of the most multicultural parts of the capital. In the nineteenth century, Brixton had been a prosperous middle-class suburb dominated by large terraces of three or four-storey houses, but by the Great War it had fallen into decline and many of its properties were partitioned into flats. When the first wave of West Indian immigrants arrived in Britain in 1948 on the SS Empire Windrush, the authorities temporarily housed over two hundred of them in an old air-raid shelter underneath Clapham Common, previously used as a holding station for German prisoners of war. The following day they were directed to register at the Labour Exchange in nearby Brixton, and many settled in and around the area.

As Stephen Inwood explains in his A History of London, Brixton had ‘a cheap market, good shops, tolerant immigrant communities and theatrical landladies with cheap rooms to rent. Property there was cheap, dilapidated, roomy and unwanted.’ For young Michael Jones, Brixton was a pulsing, colourful place to grow up. But it wasn’t necessarily a happy one.

When Mick was eight, his parents split up, a traumatic event for him. In Westway to the World, he talks about his parents’ explosive rows. Stella, who by that time lived with the family, would shield him from the worst by taking him down to play in the old bomb shelter in the basement, where they’d ‘wait for the raid to pass’. When the break-up came, Thomas moved out and Renee moved to America. Mick, who would inherit his mother’s urge for glamour and adventure, was left in the care of his grandmother. In 1976, Mick told Caroline Coon: ‘[My parents] decided I weren’t happening. I stayed with my gran for a long time and read a lot. Psychologically it really did me in.’

Like most boys of his generation, his chief interests were playing football – he also collected players’ autographs – and Marvel and war comics. His mother supplemented his supply of the latter by sending him magazines from the US. This kindled his interest in America, which seemed a distant and magical place. ‘I used to get these American comics,’ recalls Mick. ‘On the back you’d see 150 soldiers advertised for just a few dollars. They had adverts for G.I. Joes [the US version of the British ‘Action Man’ doll]. It was all unobtainable, American stuff … that kind of made it even more exciting.’

He also liked going to movies and exploring London on his own, drinking in the atmosphere of the city and gazing at Tower Bridge, St Paul’s Cathedral, Trafalgar Square. Later, he explained that it was all part of creating a private universe, a defence against the unhappiness created by his parents’ divorce.

Music had always been played in the Jones household, and when he was twelve Mick began buying his own records: Hendrix and Cream, then The Stones, The Beatles, The Kinks. Jones treated them like sacred texts, poring over the sleeves and the label information. For hours at a time, he’d sit in front of the family’s old radiogram, mesmerised by the sound coming out of the speakers. The effect on him was as seismic as Joe hearing The Stones on the boarding school radio. In 1968, he attended his first gig, a free concert in Hyde Park featuring The Nice, Traffic, Junior’s Eyes and The Pretty Things. It was at this point that Mick resolved to bury any vague ambitions he still had of being a footballer and concentrate on being a rock star.

In 1966, Jones had been accepted at the Strand, an all-boys grammar school a few minutes’ walk from Christchurch House. In the 1960s, as in some counties to this day, grammar schools were the upper tier of state education, and catered for pupils bright enough to have passed their 11+ exams. John Brown, one of Mick’s schoolfriends, describes the Strand as ‘very strict, with pretensions to be a minor public school’ – that is, it strove to be just the kind of place Joe was sent to. In an area where there was huge ethnic diversity, including the new, relatively large Afro-Caribbean population, it was predominantly white. Its fusty, old-fashioned teachers and inherently conservative values didn’t exactly endear it to Mick and his friends.

‘It had an atmosphere very much of the pre-war era,’ recalls Robin Banks – a name he assumed during the punk era. ‘We were the school rebels. All we were interested in was music and doing the complete opposite of what we were told. The headmaster was called Hobbler because of his wooden leg, which was his souvenir from the First World War. We thought he was grotesque, like something out of Brueghel. Me and Mick had no interest in school whatsoever.’

Robin was born in 1953 in Whitechapel and became Robin Crocker when he was adopted by a family who lived in one of the old tenement blocks behind Brixton station. In the late 1960s, the family relocated to a council house in Crystal Palace. The comedian Ronnie Corbett lived nearby in a huge gothic Victorian pile in Upper Norwood; Robin used to walk his dog for a bit of extra cash – until it ended up in a pond and Corbett advised him to seek employment elsewhere.

‘Robin was put down a year at school for being a disruptive influence and was sat next to me in class,’ recalls Mick. ‘In one Maths lesson we had this heated discussion about who was the best, Chuck Berry or Bo Diddley. It ended in a serious fight, rolling around on the floor. After that, we became great friends.’

Robin: ‘We were punching the shit out of each other; it was hilarious. But it created a bond. It showed how much we both cared about music for a start.’

It was Mick, incidentally, who defended the honour of Bo, the man who would prove such an inspiration to him and his songwriting partner in years to come.

Robin Banks was one of those well-read and extremely bright lunatics who found school intolerably dull. He showed no fear and would do anything to alleviate boredom – climb out of windows, be rude to teachers, stand up to older bullies. Corporal punishment was such an integral part of his existence he apparently took to wearing a pair of Lederhosen under his school flannels to soften the sting of the headmaster’s cane. Mick thought Robin was marvellous and the two became inseparable. There was a strong sense of a shared experience of dysfunctional family relationships.

‘I think what drew us together was our backgrounds,’ says Robin. ‘Mick had no family by a process of abandonment, and I had no family by the process of adoption. That put us on equal footing.’

The adhesive that connected all of Mick’s friends was their passion for music. Living in London, with the freedom to roam that Joe never had, their social diary revolved around gigs and clubs. Most of the major London venues were easily accessible to them by bus or tube. The highlight of their week was Sunday afternoons, when they’d drop acid and check out the groups playing at the Implosion Club at the Roundhouse. The performers included the cream of the late 1960s underground, including Pink Floyd, Kevin Ayers and Tyrannosaurus Rex. ‘I used to go there and idiot-dance, in the days before I’d worked out what I really liked,’ Mick says in Bob Gruen’s book of superlative Clash photographs (simply titled The Clash). ‘If you look at the back of [San Francisco acid rockers] Stoneground’s album there’s a picture of me in the front, doing an idiot dance. I’ve got really long hair.’

Implosion, a successor to the famous Middle Earth Club, was run by, among others, a young hippy activist called Caroline Coon and Jeff Dexter, a former Mod mover ’n’ shaker. The idea was that the bands would play for free and the profits would be distributed among worthy underground causes. Some of the box office takings went towards kitting out the Electric cinema on Portobello Road and refurbishing the Roundhouse’s leaky roof. The Strand boys’ appreciation of hippy altruism, however, extended no further than exploiting it; they would bunk into the gigs for free.

In the summer of 1969, Mick gave up revising for his exams in favour of attending some of the most momentous concerts of the late 1960s. In June, he and Robin witnessed Led Zeppelin’s first big UK gig at the Albert Hall, and the following month they saw The Stones’ free gig in Hyde Park. The latter had unexpectedly become a memorial for guitarist Brian Jones who’d drowned in his swimming pool just two days before. Mick, who is visible in some of the crowd shots, has often joked that most of the three thousand white butterflies released in Brian’s memory landed on his head.

His interest in The Stones – then entering their creative zenith with the Jimmy Miller-produced LPs Beggars Banquet, Let It Bleed, Sticky Fingers and Exile On Main Street – soon bordered on the obsessive. ‘Their latest album would come out on the Thursday and by the Friday night we knew it inside out,’ he recalls. ‘We’d played every track a hundred times and already knew all the words. Then that night we’d go to the pictures to see Easy Rider or something … That was our whole world.’

The Stones’ drug-bust at Redlands in 1967 had transformed Jagger and Richards from spotty yobs into glamorous outlaw figures. Keith in particular, with his scarecrow hair, lurid velvet coats and crooked smile, looked every inch the rakish Regency libertine. This idea of the rock star as desperado was a powerful one, and Mick and his friends adopted a similarly decadent, flamboyant pose.

Robin Banks: ‘My method of rebellion was to be as disruptive as possible. Mick’s was to have the longest hair and the tightest trousers in the school, which was really quite shocking because it was a very conservative institution.’

In 1968, Mick and his grandmother had moved from Brixton to live with Stella’s sister and sister-in-law in Park West, a huge, up-market private block off the Edgware Road, near Hyde Park. There was a swimming pool in the basement and plush, art deco lobbies. The area was a universe away from the residential streets of Brixton. Situated just a few minutes’ walk from Oxford Street, London’s major shopping thoroughfare, it backed on to the area around Paddington Station. It was an impermanent, buzzing, cosmopolitan environment.

Mick’s coterie of smothering old ladies gave him plenty of affection, pocket money and, for a thirteen-year-old schoolboy, an incredibly free rein. He was pampered, indulged and certainly a little spoiled, perhaps to compensate for his mother’s absence. In the years to come, Mick would be accused at times of being petulant, demanding and ‘needing a valet’; it’s inviting to think his taste for getting his own way developed here.

‘Mick was in total control of his situation,’ recalls Robin. ‘He was allowed to do whatever he wanted. Stella was great but Mick used to shout, “Go and make the fucking tea!” I thought, this isn’t the way I treat my gran. But it was still blatantly obvious there was a deep love there. Stella used to say to me, “Robin, please get him to have his hair cut. Can’t you do something? Anything? He looks like a yeti.” She used to go on and on at me. I was between a rock and a hard place.’

Mick’s relocation to Park West throws up a number of interesting questions about his social class. Marcus Gray in The Last Gang in Town wonders why Mick never mentioned this swanky address during the early years of The Clash, the guitarist preferring instead to suggest his teenage years were spent on the eighteenth floor of the high-rise council block to which he and his gran would later move.

The Clash’s manager Bernie Rhodes has this to say about Jones: ‘Is he middle class? Yes, of course he is! You compare him with the immigrants that come over here. Oh, I see, you’re one of those people who think [radio DJ and TV personality] Danny Baker’s working class because he likes West Ham, is that it? I think you’re very naive.’

Comments like these open up a whole can of worms about class definitions and attitudes in Britain. John Lennon had question marks raised over his right to sing about being a ‘Working-Class Hero’ because of a predicament not unlike Mick’s – being raised in his teenage years by an older female relative in a comparatively posh environment. Lennon himself always regarded himself as working-class. Robin Banks and another school friend, John Brown, wouldn’t hesitate to describe Mick in the same way.

Kosmo Vinyl, one of The Clash’s inner-circle in their later years, comments: ‘Mick’s dad was a taxi driver and mine was a bricklayer. They seemed interchangeable occupations. We had a similar backgrounds, living in flats and so on. But what class that makes us, I don’t know. All I know is we felt we’d had similar upbringings.’

Meanwhile, Sebastian Conran – son of Habitat-founder Terence and Superwoman author Shirley, and sometime clothes designer for The Clash – says: ‘I get the impression that being a taxi driver was a fairly middle-class occupation back then. The fact Mick went on to art school and higher education, and was a bright guy, meant there was a certain amount of denial about his background.’

Ultimately these observations underscore an essential truth about Jones’s early life: it didn’t fit any convenient social patterning. It was a latch-key London existence: unsettled, transient, urban and, if anything, most markedly striped by the shadow of his absent parents.

Tellingly, it was a background that many key players in The Clash would share.



By the early 1970s, Mick’s list of favourite groups had been swollen by the arrival of glam rock. Unlike Joe, who distrusted glam’s artifice (and was a jeans and T-shirt man anyway), Jones embraced it whole-heartedly, revelling in the frisson of its androgynous styles and muscular rock ’n’ roll. ‘I’d been into The Kinks, The Stones and The Beatles,’ Mick explains. ‘But then I got more into the flash end of things. I followed The Faces, Mott the Hoople, Slade …’

Clothes became an increasingly important part of Mick and his friends’ existence. Banks describes them as ‘dandies’, who’d wear everything from top hats to brightly patterned jackets and colourful shoes. Some of these were pilfered from trendy boutiques like Alkasura on the Kings Road, not far from the Sophistocat furniture shop where a live lion cub lived among the antique tables and chairs.

‘We used to go nicking up Carnaby Street on a Saturday,’ smiles Jones. ‘We got caught a couple of times.’

Mick became smitten by Mott the Hoople. A heavy but poetic rock band, they were fronted by vocalist Ian Hunter and named by their loveably nutty producer, Guy Stevens, after the book by Willard Manus which he’d read while in prison on a dope offence. Guy was a legend in his own right, having helped turn The Who and The Small Faces onto R&B while DJ-ing at the Scene Club in the mid-1960s, and then producing and A&R-ing Procol Harum, as well as Spooky Tooth, Free and numerous other groups on Chris Blackwell’s Island label. Mick held him in such high esteem that he had a poster on his bedroom wall of The Stones at Hyde Park with Guy, who was in the audience, ringed in felt-tip pen. The Strand posse had latched onto the group early, sometime between their 1969 self-titled debut album and 1970’s Mad Shadows, long before the band’s commercial breakthrough in 1972 with a cover of Bowie’s ‘All the Young Dudes’.

In his last couple of years at school, Mick started hanging out with some older pupils, who’d started their own Mott-inspired band called Schoolgirl. It was unusual for a younger kid to mix so freely with his elders, but Schoolgirl quickly took to Mick. One member of the group was John Brown. ‘Mick was a couple of years younger than us but I didn’t have any problems with that,’ he says. ‘We got to know him through Robin. He was a really cool kid. I warmed to him straight away ’cos he liked comic books and he read a lot of science fiction. We had a lot in common; more than any of the other guys that I was hanging round with, actually.’

Free to do pretty much as he pleased, Mick joined Robin and the fledgling Schoolgirl on their forays to far-flung cities to watch Mott. Robin recalls: ‘We used to bunk the trains, jumping off before they pulled into the station, then run down the track and climb over a fence. That way you didn’t need to waste money on a ticket. One of us got caught once, snagged on the barbed wire. We used to go all over the place, up to Liverpool, down to Plymouth.’

The Strand contingent became acquainted with Mott’s road manager, Stan Tippins. He took a shine to them and would smuggle them in for free through the stage door. Mott prided themselves on the close relationship they had with their fans, and they honoured Mick and his friends with a nickname: the Mott Lot. At one gig in Dagenham, Mick was so thrilled to see the group’s guitarist, Mick Ralphs, at the other end of the bar that he nervously tipped his drink down his shirt. Ian Hunter jokingly referred to one of the gang, Schoolgirl’s singer Kelvin Blacklock, as ‘Jagger’ because of his fleshy lips. Blacklock was often pulled up on stage to sing on encores. The whole Mott experience had a profound impact on the boys. ‘Having that relationship with a successful band was a real buzz,’ says John Brown. ‘You could see what it was like from close up. It made being famous feel like a real possibility.’

The Strand boys’ other favourite was The Faces – Rod Stewart’s group featuring three former Small Faces plus guitarist Ronnie Wood. Their Cockney braggadocio chimed with Mick and his friends’ cocky teenage swagger. Though they were more elusive quarry, being a bigger group, they were stalked with similar tenacity to Mott the Hoople. ‘We used to end up in their dressing room,’ remembers Robin. ‘We’d be sitting there ignoring Rod Stewart and trying to speak to Ronnie Wood.’

The boys’ intense fascination with Mott and The Faces gave them something Mick would never lose: a sense of identity inextricably wrapped up with the larger appeal of being in a gang. To their mind, they were always two steps ahead of the provincial kids they met in Liverpool, Newcastle, Southampton: cooler, better dressed, more sussed. It was an arrogant supposition, which was, in many ways, given substance by their inner London backgrounds. ‘Mick and I laugh about it to this day, but we thought we were smarter than everybody else in the whole world,’ says Robin.

Up to his mid-teens, Mick Jones had shown no musical ability or desire to play an instrument. With the optimism of youth, he appeared to assume that getting the posing right was probably as good a tack as any to steer him towards future stardom. But some of those around were already taking steps to push their ambitions to another level. In 1971, Schoolgirl – now featuring John Brown, Kelvin Blacklock and a couple of other Strand pupils, Jim Hyatt and Bob Goffman – had begun rehearsing in earnest at a musty church hall in the shadow of Battersea Power Station. Mick used to turn up and watch, and was eventually promoted to roadie. In another example of The Clash walking in The Who’s shadow, Townshend and co would soon acquire the hall and turn it into Ramport Studios, where they’d record, among other things, their 1973 Mod concept album, Quadrophenia.

Schoolgirl were as hopeless as they sounded and didn’t get round to playing to an audience until 1972, when they secured a dozen or so pub gigs. By this time, Mick was re-sitting his O-Levels, having failed them all the year before. Inspired by his friends, Mick invested in a second-hand Hofner guitar, which he bought for £16. He asked Robin, who played guitar, to tune the instrument and show him a few chords. The first thing he taught him was the riff to Cream’s ‘Spoonful’.

When Schoolgirl crashed in late 1972, John Brown and Mick decided to team up and form their own band, subsequently named The Delinquents. Meanwhile, Mick enrolled at night-school to kill time until he was old enough to go to art school – where else? – the following year. In his book Revolt Into Style, George Melly described these institutions in the 1950s and 1960s as ‘a refuge of the bright but unacademic, the talented, the non-conformist, the lazy, the inventive and indecisive: all of those who didn’t know what they wanted but knew it wasn’t a nine-to-five job.’ He rued the change to the entry requirements in the late 1960s, when students needed five O-Levels.

Mick and Joe, though, were attracted mostly by their reputation for being what Melly calls ‘the incubators’ of great British pop. As it would turn out, none of The Clash would like art school much, possibly because art schools became less radical in the 1970s, though they would enjoy the accolade of being arguably the last great English rock band to emerge from this peculiar system.

During 1973 and 1974, Mick and John Brown grew close. In the outside world, the 1970s was sliding to its nadir: three-day weeks, wage freezes, strikes, political assassinations, the intensified bombing of North Vietnam, Nixon’s landslide election victory in the States, IRA bombings, the threat of petrol rationing. But in Mick and John’s exciting glam bubble, planning The Delinquents gave their life a hard, vibrant edge. It was a fresh opportunity to fantasise about stardom. What would they wear? Who would play drums? Who would sing the songs? Spending ever more time with Mick, John was astonished by how well-read and culturally advanced he was. The picture he paints is of a likeable, switched-on young dude taking the lead in their social life.

‘He’d scope these things I had no idea about,’ remembers John. ‘He phoned me up once and said there’s this great film on at the Collegiate Theatre. He said it’s only been shown at the Edinburgh film festival and it went down a storm, but we’ve got to get down there now. I said OK, jumped in a cab and met him there. The film was Dark Star by John Carpenter … It was typical of Mick to find these gems. He also took me to see Badlands in a cinema in Oxford Street, and The Night Porter and A Clockwork Orange at the NFT [National Film Theatre]. He was plugged into the culture that was only there if you knew where to look … Mick was the first into everything. He was hip before the rest of us knew what hip meant.’

Mick’s precocity was magnified by the monthly packages he received from his mother in the US. Aware of his passion for music, she supplied him with two cutting-edge US music magazines, which, unlike the heavily imported Rolling Stone, were almost impossible to find in London. ‘She used to send me Rock Scene and Creem, with those great photos by Bob Gruen,’ says Mick. ‘That was my total inspiration. I was lucky she was living in America. When I saw that stuff, it was like, wow! There weren’t many people over here who were into that sort of [underground US] music in those days. Only a handful.’

‘Mick was always pulling something out of the hat,’ says John Brown. ‘He knew all the best places to get records in Portobello Road. He had an amazing knowledge of music, stuff I didn’t have a clue about, like The Raspberries.’

In 1973, Mick and his grandmother moved out of Park West into a flat on the eighteenth floor of Wilmcote House, a council tower block overlooking the Westway, the elevated arterial route into central London that dominates Ladbroke Grove, Westbourne Grove and Paddington. High-rise tower blocks were designed as an answer to post-war housing shortages and had sprung up in the 1960s where Victorian slums had been cleared. By the mid-1970s they’d became symbols of urban despair: large modernist hutches where human beings became alienated from one another. They had captured the imagination of poets and writers: J.G. Ballard’s 1975 novel High Rise – which Mick read – depicted a tower block in which social order completely breaks down, and Crash (1973) told the story of a community of stranded road-crash victims that had evolved in a triangular island under the Westway. Mick’s symbolically desperate and disturbing new home would later become a cornerstone of Clash legend. In the meantime, Mick and his gran made themselves comfortable and imbibed the wonderful view across London.

Over the next couple of years, John Brown became a frequent visitor. ‘Mick never talked about his family life,’ he says. ‘He was intensely private about it. He was an only child doted on by his gran. But he didn’t seem any different to me at that time – other than he didn’t have to let anyone know where he was going or when he’d be back.’

Robin celebrated Mick’s house-move by dangling off Stella’s balcony, a couple of hundred feet off the ground, and feigning losing his grip. His reckless streak and nose for danger was soon to result in a disturbing incident. On leaving school, he’d found a job at the West London Weekly newspaper selling advertising space and writing copy. When he was laid off, he started hanging out with some old mates who were robbing betting shops for their easy cash pickings. Sometime in late 1973, he was involved in a stick-up in Streatham, south London; the gang was caught and he was convicted of armed robbery. He was sent first to Wormwood Scrubs and then to Albany, the maximum security facility on the Isle of Wight. He was the youngest prisoner in the jail.

Thirty years on, Robin and I are speaking in the Coach and Horses pub on Poland Street in Soho. He’s a warm, charming individual with a wicked cackle and a splendid sense of humour. You can see why he was a welcome addendum to The Clash camp. It’s also clear from his loose, sauntering gait why Tony Parsons believed he was the person who ‘taught Joe Strummer to walk’. Robin has not long returned from Iraq, where he was part of the Human Shield protest against the war. On his head is a grey suede trilby, tilted at a jaunty angle, bought in an Iraqi street market. One of only a handful of Shields to have stayed in Baghdad throughout the war, he’s working on an account of his adventures, while also penning political satires for various magazines. He is philosophical about what happened back then. ‘It’s the kind of thing you only do when you are young,’ he says. ‘Why did I do it? I was feeling a little bit avaricious that day. No, I really thought, why not? I didn’t have a job.’

The episode was obviously deeply shocking for everyone who knew him. Today, he makes light of the subject, but it’s hard to imagine what the reality of one of the toughest jails in Britain was like for a nineteen-year-old who might be seen holding R.D. Laing’s The Divided Self in one hand and the Racing Post in the other.

In The Clash, Mick was criticised for glamorising Robin’s story when he used it for the basis of his song ‘Stay Free’. But back then, the idea that Mick would ever get to write about his and his friend’s experiences in a rock song was still a distant dream. Robin went to prison for two years, and Mick got on with pursuing his goal of being a rock ’n’ roll star.

In September 1973, Mick began his Foundation course at the Hammersmith College of Art and Building in Shepherds Bush. It was situated in Lime Grove, opposite the BBC’s studios, and hadn’t changed much since the 1950s, when Don McCullin studied there en route to photographing a fifteen-year-old Mod called Mark Feld (later Marc Bolan) for Town magazine and then world fame as a Vietnam War photographer. McCullin described it as ‘a school for bricklayers as well as budding artists’. Mick would later recount how he got the stick from the brickies for his faggy, glam-rock attire in the song ‘1-2 Crush On You’: ‘Standing in a queue of a school canteen, guys in the corner they were laughin’ at me …’ Unlike Don McCullin, Mick wasn’t a wizard with a camera. But he did have a guitar, and within a year the college refectory would be reverberating with the sound of The Delinquents.



On Wednesday, 28 November 1973, in the Student Union bar at Newport Art College, Woody Mellor and his pals tuned into the BBC’s late-night rock programme, The Old Grey Whistle Test. There was a certain amount of both old and grey about the Whistle Test, but it was mandatory viewing for music fans, since it featured mainly live performances and interviews with the top rock stars du jour. That night, any cobwebs that had formed on presenter ‘Whispering’ Bob Harris were blown away by a little-known glam rock band from America called The New York Dolls.

Fronted by the Jagger-esque David Johansen, and with Johnny Thunders on guitar, they looked dangerous, camp, grotesque, authentic and exciting. Though they mimed to their featured song, ‘Jet Boy’, the racket was glorious: pure, primitive, schlocky B-movie rock ’n’ roll. Topping that, they also came with a ready-rolled tragic heroin story: Billy Murcia, their original drummer, had expired in a bathtub during a trip to the UK to support Rod Stewart and The Faces the previous year. Guitarist Johnny Thunders looked as though he might join him in junkie heaven at any moment.

Woody and the rest of The Vultures were gobsmacked. They thought The Dolls were magnificent. It filled them with hope knowing something so conspicuously trashy could get on the TV. They sought out a copy of the group’s self-titled debut album; Woody was amused to discover it included a cover of Bo Diddley’s ‘Pills’.

The New York Dolls were an invisible skein linking Joe, Mick and many of the other key players in punk. Mick and John Brown’s Dolls epiphany was even more dramatic than Joe’s. Though they didn’t acquire the first album until the follow-up came out in July 1974 – they purchased the two together on import from a shop in Soho – the effect was instantaneous. The Dolls became their idols, eclipsing everything that had gone before. In Albany, Robin received a letter from Mick: ‘Our group’s going for a New York Dolls image. We’re going to have our hair curled!’

‘The Dolls had a massive effect on me,’ Mick told MOJO in 1999. ‘They were incredible. They blew my mind, the way they looked, their whole attitude … they didn’t care about anything. They weren’t great-sounding by anyone’s standard, but that didn’t matter.’

‘We loved The Dolls,’ adds John Brown. ‘That was the main idea we were going for. We wanted to play loud and have the clothes and the lifestyle. We wanted to do something of our own and be successful and famous along those lines. We loved posing, we loved the whole package, we had this tremendous drive to make it.’

Mick had been concentrating on playing bass but, in a symbolic gesture, he sold a stash of rare sci-fi comics at a convention in Russell Square – where the film critic Dennis Gifford was speaking and Theodore Gershuny’s cheapo terror-flick Silent Night, Bloody Night was showing – and bought his first decent guitar: a black Fender Telecaster. As a yellowing homemade press release belonging to John Brown attests, in May 1974 The Delinquents’ lineup came together with ‘Michael J. Jones’ on guitar/vocals, John Brown on bass/vocals, ex-Strand boy Paul Wayman on lead guitar and Mike Dowling on drums. Dowling was an advert-sourced addition with a conveniently spacious Austin Cambridge estate car.

In an age when most teenage bands were covering Fleetwood Mac, Cream and Led Zeppelin or, like The Vultures, the obligatory rock ’n’ roll and 1960s pop standards, The Delinquents messed around with hip US garage-punk tunes like The Flamin’ Groovies’ ‘Second Cousin’, MC5’s ‘Sister Anne’ and The Standells’ ‘Good Guys Don’t Always Wear White’. They also performed ‘World Park Junkies’ by Chris Spedding’s group The Sharks (a big favourite) and Neil Young’s ‘Ohio’, as covered live by Mott. The press release describes The Delinquents as ‘loud ’n’ punky’ and states: ‘the music played is in a Mott-Sharks vien [sic]’.

Mick, the youngest by at least two years, swiftly emerged as the group’s wunderkind. His originals accounted for a couple of songs they performed at their hurried and consequently ropy debut on 19 June 1974 at the Queen Elizabeth College in Campden Hill Road, Kensington. A couple of months later, they recorded a demo at a studio in Holborn, featuring the songs ‘You Know It Ain’t Easy’ and ‘Hurry’. Surprisingly, neither were Mick’s, though he contributed and sang the chorus to the former, a fairly unremarkable but accomplished soft-rock number.

Some promo photos from this time, taken on a bombsite down by the Thames, show Mick in a tight blouse, dark flares, black gloves, long, curly Burne-Jones hair and pop-star shades. Another shot from the same session is especially interesting, since it pictures the group standing in front of a wall sprayed with the word ‘PUNK’ – though, as John Brown explains, it actually said ‘SPUNK’ but he’d deliberately obscured the ‘S’. The picture was taken only a few months after Joe had been photographed in Newport with his new quiff and neckerchief: one the narcissistic, wannabe rock star; the other the tumbleweed cowboy poet.

That summer, Mick took a holiday job as a clerical assistant in the Department of Health and Social Security in Praed Street, Paddington. In The Clash years, he told the NME he was disgusted at the appalling treatment of black and Irish workers claiming benefits. In a letter to Robin, he complained the staff were ‘utter morons who treat me badly … they have no rock ’n’ roll in their life’. In July 1974, the IRA bombed Birmingham, Manchester and London’s Westminster Hall. Part of their campaign involved sending letter-bombs to government offices. As The Clash later alluded to in ‘Career Opportunities’, one of Mick’s jobs was to open the mail.

Their promo shots signalled that The Delinquents were clearly as ahead of their time as Joe was comfortably anchored in the past, but that didn’t aid their attempts to get noticed by the outside world. That autumn, the group continued to go about their business in the jejune way teenage bands do: they registered their name and placed adverts in the Melody Maker touting for management and gigs. In the last three months of 1974, the group organised a string of pub dates, including a couple of out-of-towners in Reading and Woking, and one at Mick’s college. But by the start of 1975, Mike Dowling’s commitment was starting to wane. He left and The Delinquents advertised in Melody Maker for a replacement. One of the respondents was a Norwegian living in London called Geir Waade. Blond and good-looking, with bags of confidence, he convinced them he was the man for the job. Little did Mick realise that recruiting Geir was the first in a series of events which would end in catastrophe.

Geir Waade had been resident in London since the early 1970s, when he moved to Britain from Oslo with his friend Casino Steel. The general idea was to join an English rock group and make it big. Casino eventually became part of a near-legendary outfit called The Hollywood Brats. The Brats are important because they were probably the first group in England to have all the attributes which people associate with The Dolls: theatrical, androgynous, nihilistic, nasty and musically basic. There’s an argument, not entirely unconvincing, that they were an important bridge between glam rock and punk, though they never released a record while they were together and played only small venues. (For their full story, check out the sleeve-note for their album, eventually released in the UK on Cherry Red in 1980, five years after they split up.)

Around the same time Geir joined The Delinquents, their guitarist, John Wayman, left. Geir suggested The Brats’ Eunan Brady fill the post. From Dublin, Brady – as he preferred to be called – was a small, feisty Keith Richards lookalike who really did play guitar like ringin’ a bell. Joe’s old mate Jiving Al Jones performed in a band with him until recently, and he describes Brady’s playing much as John Brown remembers it back then: ‘When he’s hot, he’s brilliant, totally mind-blowing. The rest of the time you’re looking at him desperately waiting for something great to happen.’

Brady was unsure about joining The Delinquents for a number of reasons, but chiefly because a) Geir, for all his enchanting Nordic gab, was a pretty so-so drummer and b) Mick and John seemed too young and inexperienced to be a bright prospect at that point. In February 1975, Brady finally capitulated and joined the group; immediately, this shift in dynamic had the effect of diminishing Mick’s status. He was back to being the young kid again.

Even so, according to John Brown, Mick and Brady developed a mutual fascination with each other, and swapped clothes and scarves and jewellery, just as The Clash would in years to come. (Brady even claims that, at one point, Mick appropriated his identity and went round calling himself ‘Brady’.) Yet although he was the group’s songwriter, and therefore the heart of the band, there was a feeling that Mick was losing control. This was exacerbated when it was collectively decided to approach Kelvin Blacklock, the flamboyant former Schoolgirl singer, to front the group, which, now the stakes were raised, clearly needed someone who could aspire to a David Johansen role.

John Brown, who knew Kelvin well from the Schoolgirl days, and felt he was the kind of guy who was too ambitious and tended to lack judgement, was wary of their new recruit, as was Mick. Yet they saw wisdom in the choice, too. This was the point where they recognised that a great band needed strong characters who could excel in individual roles, regardless of whether you liked them or not, rather than subscribing to the all-mates-together model that The Beatles had unwittingly provided as a template for mega-stardom a decade earlier. But this pact with the devil was to exact its price – though not before the group received a small boost from an anonymous music fan in Chalk Farm.

‘We ended up going to the Roundhouse to see a gig,’ recalls John Brown. ‘Were going upstairs and someone called out, “God, The fucking New York Dolls have arrived!” We were just so full of it as we walked through the door, we were like, “Yeah, got it in one, mate, we’re what’s happening!” It was the crowning moment: we looked the part and they’d never even heard us play. That’s what we were aiming for.’

The new group began rehearsing in March 1975, and within a month they’d secured an audition for Tony Gordon (later manager of Sham 69 and Culture Club), who had close links with Pye Records. Gordon offered the band a management contract on the spot, with the caveat they re-name themselves Little Queenie after the Chuck Berry song. They willingly acquiesced; and they also elected to sack the hopeless but loveable Geir, whom they felt was holding them back. His replacement was occasional Schoolgirl drummer Jim Hyatt. ‘Mick was against it,’ remembers John Brown. ‘He liked Geir and saw it as being disloyal. But we thought it was the most sensible thing to do.’

A demo session was duly arranged at the end of May at Pye’s studios in Bryanston Street, Marble Arch – where Tymon Dogg had cut his single seven years earlier. The group recorded ‘Little Queenie’ and a version of Glasgow R&B singer Frankie Miller’s ‘Fool in Love’. What happened next threw everyone: disappointed with the session, the plucky Kelvin phoned Mott’s former producer, Guy Stevens, and explained Little Queenie’s situation. Stevens was now on the skids due to his alcoholism, but just about solvent via a £100-a-week retainer from Warners. (The joke was it was paid to keep him away from the studio, not in it.) Guy’s advice was to tear up their contract and go with him. He swung around the other group members during a monumental bender in a pub in Marylebone; Mick and John Brown got to sit with Mott’s heroic mentor for hours, planning their big break. It was their idea of heaven, the best day of their lives, what could possibly go wrong?

Guy attended a rehearsal in Acton, and the band powered through their set. All seemed to go well – then Guy called over Kelvin for a pow-wow. He said: ‘The skinny young rhythm guitarist has gotta go.’

‘He didn’t have disrespect for Mick that I know of,’ John Brown expands. ‘He just wasn’t in his plan and that was it. [Deep sigh] I remember … I was taken to one side by I think it was Guy and Kelvin and they told me: “Basically it’s not working with Mick. We want to expand the rhythm guitarist’s role into a keyboard role.” And I thought they were bloody mad. First of all, it’s not the sound we’re looking for, really, it’s two guitars, massive, up front in your face, not a keyboard.’

He adds, ‘Mick was a songwriter. Kelvin writes the odd song but that’s Mick’s greatest strength from the word go, The Delinquents onwards, he always had ideas, he could write songs, they were good songs. And at that point, the only songs in our repertoire were a couple of punky sort of covers, and Mick’s songs, as far as I can remember, made up the rest.’

John illustrates Mick’s songwriting skills by referring to a slow, sophisticated number whose title is long forgotten, which had a clever arrangement featuring a neat descending guitar line and a slick, twelfth-fret bass pattern. John didn’t take the ousting of his friend lightly. ‘Notwithstanding the fact I’d be shitting on my friend, you know, the co-founder of the band,’ he says, ‘I said to the others, “You’re mad, you’ve got it wrong.” This went on for three or four days. I had people ringing me up, coming round to see me, sending cabs round to get me, “Come and see me, I’ve gotta talk to you.” I said, “Guy, you know, we’ve gotta talk this out.” And in the end I just caved in. They had the weight of Warners behind them. I thought, “Fuck, they must know what they’re talking about.” I was blinded by ambition, really, and I felt like a real bastard. But I told Mick myself …

‘I knew it was the wrong thing,’ he continues, ‘just like Mick knew it was wrong having Kelvin in the band. But you do it and live to regret it. The whole band just shifted from that moment onwards, the whole direction went “whoooop” and we were like Mott the Hoople – which is not a bad thing if you wanna be Mott the Hoople but we didn’t want to be a second Mott the Hoople. And that’s what Guy did to us, you know, and it wasn’t right and before too long we split up.’

There’s one thing with which everyone agrees: Mick took his sacking with incredible dignity. To be spurned and betrayed by his friends, to be rejected from their circle, must have wounded him enormously. To be considered unworthy as a musician by his favourite group’s producer must have doubly cut him to the quick. To make matters worse, he had temporarily moved out of Wilmcote House and was living with a girl in a bedsit in Gladsmuir Road in Archway, above a basement flat Kelvin had taken. The band often rehearsed in Kelvin’s place.

‘About a week after this all happened Mick came downstairs from his bedsit and, um, I just felt so bad,’ says John Brown. ‘And he was cool, you know, but he must’ve been really hurting inside. He sort of said, “Hello, how’s things goin’?” We talked for a bit and then he went out again. I felt terrible.’

Within a few weeks Little Queenie had changed their name to Violent Luck on Guy’s recommendation and recorded a session with Guy and engineer Bill Price at Air Studios on Oxford Street. Kelvin played the tape to Mick; he broke down in tears, he was so upset. He moved his stuff back to his gran’s. The demo was as far as it went with Violent Luck: by the following summer the project had foundered.

Mick, meanwhile, hooked up with a friend of Kelvin’s called Tony James, who shared his passion for The New York Dolls and The Stooges. Having immediately hit it off, they toyed with the idea of starting a band under a name that had been thought of – then discarded – by Little Queenie: The London SS.

Tony James points out that Mick’s dismissal from Little Queenie was a defining moment for him. ‘Mick was devastated, but instead of giving up he said, “Right, I’m gonna learn to play properly.” And at that point he went down Denmark Street and bought himself a better guitar.’ It wasn’t any old guitar, either, but a vintage Les Paul Junior, similar to the one used by his hero Johnny Thunders. ‘I remember him at his gran’s flat spending hours picking out the guitar solo to “You Can’t Always Get What You Want”,’ continues Tony. ‘Mick was determined to make it.’

‘When I came out of jail, Mick was a brilliant guitarist,’ says Robin. ‘You know that line in “Stay Free”? “I practised daily in my room …” That was exactly what Mick did. You cannot overestimate the passion and drive of that man. He was single-minded about making it. That was what made him different.’

If Mick had gazed down from his eighteenth-floor eyrie towards Notting Hill, he might have spotted a converted church on Campden Street where an art student called Paul Simonon was getting some stick from his lecturers for trying to paint like Leonard da Vinci. It wouldn’t be long before his and Paul’s paths would fatefully cross.
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BASS CULTURE

‘A gaunt, moody and beautiful bass-player, with a taste for Gauloises and existentialism, was something you didn’t get in Gerry and the Pacemakers.’

Paul Du Noyer on Stuart Sutcliffe, Liverpool: Wondrous Place



‘Reporter: Do you prefer a brush or palette knife?
Tony Hancock: It depends whether I’m painting or eating an apple.’

THE REBEL



‘I started painting when I was a baby,’ says Paul Simonon, weaving in and out of the midday traffic off Golborne Road in west London. ‘My father was a Sunday painter, and I followed on from him. He only painted on Sundays because he worked the rest of the week. That was it, I was going to be a painter and I directed all my energies into painting and drawing.’

Today, 29 March 2001, Paul is picking up some of his paintings from a framer. He is gathering material for a prestigious exhibition in the West End, which will eventually take place eighteen months later at the Hazlitt, Gooden and Fox gallery in Mayfair. Paul quit playing bass for a living in the early 1990s, and since then he’s re-immersed himself in his great pre-Clash passion: art. Paul has been referred to numerous times as ‘the coolest man ever to strap on a bass’, a notion promoted by Pennie Smith’s famous photograph of him smashing his guitar at the New York Palladium on the cover of London Calling. He looks pretty cool this afternoon, too, sporting a blue suit, gold-rimmed aviator shades, cropped hair and a rakish, Terry-Thomas grin.

In pictures of The Clash, Paul always looks sullen and moody, but in person he’s friendly, wry and humorous. His gappy front teeth lend him a rogue-ish charm – as does the small cicatrice on his left cheek. In conversation, he shifts between the playful and the deadly serious. He comes across as a man who knows his mind and has few regrets.

Pennie’s photo is symbolic because it communicates the disrespect Simonon had for his instrument, especially in his early days with The Clash. As he says, ‘I’m not a musician – or at least I didn’t arrive a musician.’ Ironically, he rarely broke his basses; his preferred method of abuse was customising them. It was a creative method of destruction of which the pop artist Gustav Metzger – who demonstrated his art under the Westway, on the playground Paul used as a kid – would no doubt have approved.

First, off would come the scratch plate for a Pollock-style drizzle of coloured paint, then the real work began. ‘I used to whack lumps out of the body,’ Paul explains in his croaky south London brogue. ‘Much to the amusement of the roadies. It was, “Here comes Paul with his new bass, better get the hammer ready.” I used to chip bits out of it, just to give it some life. I hated the bloody things. I wanted to be a guitarist like Pete Townshend, not a bass-player. But playing guitar was a mystery for me at that time.’

Simonon was called ‘the James Dean of punk’, but he was much more its Stuart Sutcliffe. What he brought to the band, initially at least, had little to do with musicianship and everything to do with image, poise and attitude. As with the tragic Hamburg Beatle, his bass-playing skills paled against his cinematic, nouvelle vague good looks and an interest in evolving new visual styles for the group – the Rauschenberg paint-spattered shirts, the Hollywood cowboy gear, the punked-up US Marine fatigues. It was Paul’s presence that ensured The Clash’s iconic status and gave them a subcultural edge.

‘It was a skinhead-Mod thing,’ he says, explaining his enchantment with fashion and image. ‘You dressed to intimidate or for people to leave you alone. I thought we needed that attention to detail when it came to clothes. It was like when we splashed paint on our gear, I realised you had to be careful with that: Joe and Mick went a bit over the top. I remember us walking down Golborne Road and all these West Indians were pointing at us, going, “Ha ha ha ha!” I discreetly did the shirt and maybe the shoes, but the others had the shirt, the trousers, the socks, the jackets. You have to have a bit of style, you can’t go at it like a lunatic.’

The conversation returns to painting. I mention the comedian Tony Hancock’s early 1960s flick, The Rebel, in which the saturnine Hancock trades his bowler hat for a beret and moves to Paris to establish himself as an artist. ‘I love that film!’ says Paul. We talk about the end-of-the-pier English melancholia of Hancock’s Punch and Judy Man. ‘Have you seen French Dressing?’ he asks. ‘I think it’s Ken Russell’s first film. It’s about an English seaside town which tries to hold a film festival like Cannes. I like that Englishness – that idea we’re gonna have good fun on the pier despite the rain. The English weather makes me want to paint.’

After driving around the West London streets Simonon pounded as a teenager, and rioted in with The Clash, we arrive at a Spanish bar. He parks next to a meter but doesn’t put in any money. I find out later this is nothing: for years he used to motor around here without even a driving licence. I ask him whether he did, indeed, teach himself to drive in fifteen minutes, as suggested by a caption to one of the photographs in Pennie Smith’s The Clash: Before and After photo book.

‘That was a bit of an exaggeration,’ he says. ‘But when the Clash were on tour, whenever our driver stopped, I always jumped in the driving seat and drove off, much to everyone’s terror. I remember in one place the security guard came running after me round the car park. It was almost like that shot in The Harder They Come with the car driving across the lawns and the golf course with the windscreen wipers going. I suppose I had a reputation as the practical joker.’

Those in and around The Clash stress how important Simonon was in the power structure of the group: his opinion held the same weight as Mick and Joe’s and, though he rarely lost his cool, his taciturn and playful front masked a stubborn and passionate core. Mick describes his contribution as ‘immeasurable’. It’s arguable that much of The Clash’s hard-line posturing derived from his streetwise codes. He was also the emotional anchor of the group: unflappable in times of crisis. Two close Clash associates, Johnny Green and Kosmo Vinyl, both use the word ‘solid’ to describe him.

Howard Fraser, the group’s driver, comments: ‘I never saw Paul say much, but I did see him do a lot.’

‘It was straightforward to be honest,’ says Don Letts, The Clash’s video-maker. ‘Paul Simonon either likes this or he doesn’t like this. But there is always some moral or intellectual idea behind it. He just had an idea instinctively of what The Clash were about. They are about this, and they are not about that. Paul was essentially The Clash’s musical and cultural barometer. He’s silent but deadly.’



If Mick and Joe’s stories were about taunting authority, testing its boundaries to see what victories they could score, Paul’s was about escaping authority altogether. His background was arty but hand-to-mouth. It combined elements of both Mick’s and Joe’s early lives: the latch-key, inner-city upbringing of the former, and unsettled, peripatetic world of the latter. His experiences imbued him with the richness of London street life, which would later colour the atmosphere of The Clash. Living among the first generation of black immigrants in Brixton and Notting Hill, Paul was submerged not just in the sounds of ska and reggae, but also in the culture that produced them. Unlike virtually every other white English rock band from The Stones onwards, The Clash, via Paul, got their injection of black music virtually from source.

The most influential English musician to regard his instrument as primarily an objet d’art was born Paul Gustave Simonon on 15 December 1955 in a rented flat in south London. His mother, Elaine, was a librarian and his father, Antony, at that stage, was, like Joe’s dad, a clerk in the Civil Service. His job was considerably less romantic, though: he worked in the social security department. He didn’t stay long in the position. ‘It was a complete disaster; he was asked to leave,’ says Paul.

The Simonons had no permanent home of their own. They lived in the Brixton area for a while, then moved to the top-floor flat at 69 Oxford Gardens in Ladbroke Grove, where Paul attended Oxford Gardens Infant School. Then in 1959 they relocated to Ramsgate, on the Kentish coast, and then to a string of other southern towns including Canterbury and Bury St Edmunds. The reason for the ever-changing scenery was his father who ‘had a hundred different jobs,’ according to Paul.

Antony Simonon, like Ronald Mellor, was a largely self-educated man and ‘very much a disciplinarian’. He had wanted to pursue a career as a painter and go to art school but his father had strong opinions about such airy-fairy stuff, and insisted he get a job. In the early 1950s, he was drafted into the army for his National Service and posted to Kenya. The Kenyan Crisis proved to be one of the ugliest moments in British post-war colonial history, and the methods by which British soldiers suppressed the rebel Mau Mau uprising – massacres, hangings, concentration camps, chopping the hands off corpses for finger-printing – resulted in a dark stain on an already tatty colonial copy-book. Antony saw what happened with his own eyes; it had a deep effect on him.

Having tried his hand as a bookshop proprietor, Paul’s father settled back in London with his family, now with the addition of another son, Nick, born in 1959. For a while the family lived in Shakespeare Road in Brixton, in the heavily black area around Railton Road, the infamous ‘Front Line’ where trouble regularly flared between West Indians and police. At this point, though they never knowingly met, Paul and Mick were living just twenty minutes’ walk away from each other.

It appears that Paul and his brother were a mischievous pair, possibly a reaction to their father’s authoritarian approach. Digby Cleaver, a Clash roadie in their later days, recounts the story of Paul and his brother accidentally setting fire to their parents’ flat one night while they were out, and desperately trying to hide the evidence. Paul was by now attending Effra Primary School, where Robin Banks was two years above him. ‘It was in the heart of Brixton,’ Robin recalls. ‘It was very multi-ethnic, a lot of the kids were from West Indian families that had just arrived here.’

In Westway to the World Paul remembers being surrounded by Jamaican music and hanging out with his mates in and around the Granville Arcade, off Somerleyton Road. Most of his friends were black – an oddly race-conscious observation to make today, perhaps, but in the early 1960s it would have been a highly unusual experience for a white child outside small pockets of London and other big cities that attracted Caribbean workers such as Coventry, Bristol and Liverpool. Paul would grow to love the capital’s exuberant, emergent black subculture, which Colin MacInnes wrote about so vividly in City of Spades and Absolute Beginners. He liked the rhythmic music, the energy, the flashy suits and hats, the food (though it possibly didn’t taste that extraordinary: Paul has little sense of smell). Though kids don’t naturally discriminate against colour, they aren’t insensitive to racial issues. Simonon recalls going to see Zulu – the Cy Endfield film of the defence of Rorke’s Drift in 1879, when 145 British soldiers held at bay several thousand Zulu warriors – in a theatre full of black faces. ‘Very odd,’ he says.

Antony enjoyed the cinema and often took his eldest son along to the matinée shows at the Astoria – where Paul would later perform with The Clash when it was the Brixton Academy. Paul’s favourites were noisy westerns, the early Bonds – Dr No, From Russia With Love – plus, of course, that great English schoolboy staple, war films. By the late 1950s the British war film had entered a new phase. Film-makers were now targeting adults who had grown up during the Second World War and found the whole thing a fantastic adventure – like the boy in John Boorman’s Hope and Glory – as well as those who’d fought in it.

With the nation’s illusion of post-war supremacy dashed at Suez, it also seemed British cinema-goers needed reassurance that the immense sacrifices of the Second World War had been worthwhile. Thus blossomed a rash of stirring colour films – The Great Escape, 633 Squadron, The Heroes of Telemark, The Guns of Navarone, Operation Crossbow – with dashing international casts, cartoonish Nazis, extravagant pyrotechnics and magnificent military hardware. They made war look impossibly, and irresponsibly, glamorous. They also made it quite clear the Allies won. Splendid guilty pleasures that they were, they made an indelible mark on audiences – and especially on kids like Joe, Mick and Paul. Central to these movies were old-fashioned values like sacrifice, heroism and victory at all costs, ideas that would seep into The Clash’s collective philosophy and vocabulary.

It was Simonon, though, with his artistic eye, who seems to have responded most enthusiastically to these movies’ striking martial imagery. It was he who would create The Clash’s quasi-military look, and reproduce powerful images of war – German fighter-bombers, rifle targets, camouflage patterning – on the group’s stage-backdrops and record sleeves. Guns fascinated him: he was toying with one during the band’s first ever interview, has one tattooed on his chest, spent a night in jail for firing one at a pigeon and would even keep a replica of a German machine-pistol in his flat in Oxford Gardens.

But it wasn’t until 1966, three years after his parents split up, that Paul discovered the genre that would become his enduring cinematic passion – Spaghetti Westerns, the budget European movies, often with a Mexican emphasis, which were shot in Spain and Italy and achieved international success following Clint Eastwood’s iconic performance as The Man With No Name in A Fistful of Dollars.

His mother’s new partner had won a scholarship to study Italian baroque music in Siena and Rome, and Paul and his brother went with them. Like Joe, Paul experienced the unfamiliar sights and sounds of a foreign culture at a very impressionable age. For Simonon – who, on the surface at least, seemed to have reacted stoically to his parents’ divorce – it was an almost surreal trip.

‘One minute we were in an inner-London ghetto and the next we were wandering the streets of Siena,’ he says. ‘I remember telling people at school we were going to Italy and one of my mates said, “Are you going near Cowboyland?” and I said, “I dunno, we probably are …” That seemed to be what was important at the time. But what I remember most was hearing all that Spaghetti Western music. My mum said she took me to see the film Django while we were there. You’d go to people’s houses and there’d be all these bizarre Spaghetti Westerns on TV. That’s where my obsession with those films and the music started.’

Being abroad had other benefits. Paul and his brother took advantage of his mother’s comparatively lax discipline. ‘We refused to go to school, because you had to wear these blue frocks with bows under your chin,’ he laughs. ‘We’d grown up in Brixton! So we said, “We ain’t doing that”, and instead we just walked the streets of Siena and Rome. In Siena we were taken on by these teenage Italian girls. The girls were mad about The Beatles, and because my name was Paul it made it more special. We would go round their houses and play with their brothers. We were like their pets.’

Paul was taken to see some of the finest art in the world, and feasted on the work of the Renaissance masters, but the sojourn in the sun didn’t last long. In December 1966, the family returned home (Paul turned 11 on the ferry crossing from France), and the boys found themselves back in the drab, rain-soaked streets of south London. Paul was enrolled at William Penn, a typical rough and ready comprehensive school near Crystal Palace. He was at least a term behind in his schooling.

Forever being ‘the new boy’, as Simonon puts it, making new friends and adapting to different schools, may have attributed to what some people interviewed for this book describe as his ‘shyness’. The Clash’s road manager Johnny Green believes it’s cautiousness. ‘I’ve never thought of Paul as shy,’ he says. ‘But what I quickly noticed was he liked to weigh people up before he gave away anything of himself. It seemed like a self-preservation mechanism to me. He wanted to check you were cool before he opened up. To some people he never did.’

Without his father’s firm hand, Paul became increasingly wayward. In 1969, he became a skinhead. It was a street fashion that had evolved out of Mod, and its sharp imagery – close-cropped hair, Levi’s jeans or Sta-Prest, thin red braces – wagged two fingers at the woolly, unkempt, pacific codes of the hippies. Kevin Rowland, singer with 1980s soul band Dexy’s Midnight Runners, was a fashion-conscious teenager in north London at the time and embraced the new trend. In The Look, Paul Gorman’s superb book on postwar British fashion, he gives a fascinating account of the precise adjustments to attitude and wardrobe that led to the emergence of the skinhead: ‘It wasn’t a numbskull look, as reported in the media, but a sophisticated fashion statement only a few could understand – [based on] middle-aged, conservative and all-American [fashions], the same as astronauts and G.I.s.’ Rowland also emphasises that skinheads listened ‘exclusively to reggae’.

With Paul’s eye for functional, military lines and his love for Jamaican music, skinhead was almost a bespoke culture for him. It held all the attractions that the hippy universe didn’t: street suss, cool sounds, a tough image. There was a link, too, between skinheads and Jamaican ‘rude boys’, who wore suits with shortened trousers and sleeves – exposing the wrists and ankles – wraparound shades and trilby hats. According to the skinhead expert George Marshall, writing in The Sharper Word, it was Desmond Dekker’s visit to the UK in 1967 that had popularised the look and helped influence the transition of Mod into skinhead.

On the weekends, while Mick was up the Roundhouse swirling his long hair around, Paul and his pals attended the morning discos at Streatham Locarno, which catered for the schoolboy skins with a diet of ska, rock steady and reggae. Afterwards, there were the inevitable shoplifting sprees. Sometimes Simonon would jump the trains to seaside destinations like Whitstable and Rochester in Kent to take in the sea air and ‘do a bit of robbing’.

The skinhead movement quickly became synonymous with casual violence and, somewhat ironically, racism. It should go without saying that Paul had no time for ‘Paki-bashing’, as it was dubbed. He did, though, find himself caught up in gang fights. ‘I quickly found out that being a skinhead didn’t stop you being attacked by other skinheads. If you were a Ted and saw another Ted walking down the street it was fine. With skinheads it was wanton violence among gangs. Reggae music was the backdrop to the whole thing. I didn’t buy Bluebeat singles, I didn’t have a record player. But my mates did. We went to the clubs that played that stuff. It made more sense going to the clubs, because that’s how they were hearing the music in Jamaica, on sound systems, rather than on record players. They didn’t have electricity over there.’

Having experienced the freedom of a school-free life in Italy, Simonon drifted back into ‘hopping off ’ class. He didn’t dislike going to school; like Herman Melville’s Bartleby, he simply ‘preferred not to’. Besides art and English, he found it a drag. One year, he didn’t bother turning up at all in his final term, then enjoyed the statutory ten-week summer holiday. ‘A very long break,’ he grins. ‘That holiday went on for ever.’

In 1970, it was agreed by Simonon’s parents that he would be better off living with his father, who was renting a small flat on Faraday Road at the fag end of Portobello Road in Ladbroke Grove, west London. Faraday Road was considered the worst street in the area. As with Brixton, Ladbroke Grove was a once lower-middle-class Victorian neighbourhood whose grand four-storey houses had been subdivided into shabby flats in the years before and after the Second World War. In Absolute Beginners, the area is described as the ‘residential doss-house of our city’.

It was an attractive prospect for the first wave of West Indian immigrants for exactly the same reasons as Brixton: cheap rooms to rent, close proximity to central London, good amenities, a history of absorbing immigrant communities. By 1953, five years after SS Empire Windrush docked, there was already a substantial West Indian community established there; tellingly, the tenant who first discovered the victims of mass-murderer John Christie at 10 Rillington Place, a grimy Victorian house at the back of Ladbroke Grove station, was a newly arrived West Indian immigrant. That was the tone of the place: damp, transient and dark, where grubby rooms hid tawdry, wallpapered-over secrets.

Paul’s father ran a book stall on Portobello Market. The place was then, as now, a rowdy farrago of antiques, books, second-hand clothes, fruit and veg, fresh fish and bric-a-brac. It was highly popular with tourists, and the local community of actors and musicians – Julie Christie, Edward Fox, Cat Stevens – who lived in the leafy avenues and crescents of the posh locales that abutted the area: Holland Park and Notting Hill (the backdrop for the Profumo Affair).

Portobello Road was home to hip outlets like I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet, the vintage military clothing store which had sold Jimi Hendrix his famous braided jacket. Powis Square, a few minutes’ walk from Faraday Road, was the setting of Performance, Nicolas Roeg’s film about a London gangster hiding out in hippy Bohemia. It was, in the late 1960s, the most happening place in London.

Paul had gone from one colourful, heavily multi-cultural area to another – and from having a free rein to being a virtual prisoner. His father insisted his son do the household chores – cooking, cleaning and washing – and earn his own pocket money with a double paper-round, one before and one after school. Paul also manned a stall at the top of the market, selling hand-shaped candles that had been created using hot wax and a rubber glove. He relishes the tale of how he doubled the price of the goods when the owner left him in charge one day and trousered an extra £100 or so. ‘I remember going back to the flat and looking at all this money,’ he says. ‘I’d never seen that amount of cash in my life.’

The transition to his father’s rigorous, disciplinarian regime would have a profound effect on him, not just because it toughened him up, but because it refocused his mind on his gift as an artist. The room he slept in was his father’s studio. ‘On the walls were hundreds of postcards and pages torn out of books: Vermeers, Caravaggios, Van Goghs. Like most sons I wanted to do what my father did.’ Paul’s father would encourage him to copy images into a sketch-pad, refining his lines and foreshortening.

Antony had by this time forsaken Catholicism and joined the Communist Party, and press-ganged Paul into delivering Party literature to the run-down houses around Golborne Road. It was an unusual introduction to politics, which seemed to have had little impact on the fifteen-year-old, who, even in the early days of The Clash, would deadpan that he didn’t even know who the prime minister was. In the evenings, Paul was set extra homework; he was only allowed out occasionally, to meet a girlfriend or go to the pictures with his father. If he bunked off school, it was solely to paint. In a perverse way, Paul enjoyed the ascetic regime: it pulled out the best in him. In later years, he’d observe how life with his mother had been ‘too soft’. ‘Looking back, being with my father made me self-sufficient,’ he states. ‘It taught me how to boil an egg. It was tough but I needed it. I learned the value of hard work.’

Occasionally, he managed to escape his father’s shackles and hang out with his schoolfriends. They’d wander around Tavistock Road and Westbourne Grove, checking out the blues parties where reggae music and marijuana mingled pungently. Paul became part of the local weave, intoxicated by its energy and excitement: the late-nights crowds on the pavement, the gangs clustered around their beat-up motors, the tall, elegant houses with weeds taking root in their sooty, peeling facades, the sound of reggae and dub blaring out of their open windows. ‘I’d walk past all these houses with West Indian music playing late at night,’ he said in Westway to the World, ‘and get pulled into parties when I should have been going home. Most of the kids I hung out with were black – I got to the point where I only spoke patois with my mates.’

His school was the Isaac Newton on Wornington Road, an all-boys comprehensive in the shadow of Trellick Tower, the council block that dominates Ladbroke Grove like a gigantic, concrete fortress. Today, Erno Goldfinger’s modernist edifice is hailed as a masterpiece of 1960s brutalism and is Grade II listed, but for years it was generally regarded as a thirty-one-storey eyesore and a social and architectural catastrophe. In 1971, Isaac Newton felt the effect of its namesake’s famous discovery when sections of Trellick, then still being constructed, were in danger of collapsing on it, leading to the school’s temporary closure.

Paul has been accused of creating a romanticised caricature of his ‘Dickensian’ schooldays; but he was pretty much telling it straight. Anthony Whelan was a pupil at Isaac Newton around the same time as Simonon. His recollections gel with Paul’s of an institution that specialised in riot control rather than teaching, and was a universe apart from the public-school pretensions of Joe’s – and Mick’s – alma maters. ‘Isaac Newton was a school for dummies,’ he explains. ‘That was the general feeling. It was a shit-hole. Seriously. You felt like you were dumped there till you got a job or signed on the dole. There was no discipline. Most of the pupils were black, Irish or Greek. Very few were [English] white. But there wasn’t much racism as I can remember; everyone was in the same boat. No one had anything. I remember the standard of behaviour was appalling. Kids wanking in class, windows being broken, fights in the playground, people setting things on fire. It was something else, though it just seemed normal at the time.’

Rather than being intimidated by the orgy of bad conduct, Paul seemed to enjoy it. His art skills made him popular, and he befriended the toughest kids in his year. As the photographer Don McCullin – who went to a similarly rough school in Finsbury Park – observed, being good at English or History might get you branded as a teacher’s pet, but ‘drawing was all right’.

Thanks mostly to his father’s extra tuition – and help from a sympathetic teacher who ‘virtually wrote the answers on the blackboard’ – he managed to pass two O-Levels, one of which, not surprisingly, was art. The other was English, for which one of the set texts was Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock. Its dour English gangsters, Catholic themes (Simonon was brought up a Catholic) and shabby seaside setting enthralled him. Its appeal was enduring: when he checked into hotels in The Clash days, it was under the name of the novel’s cut-throat teenage anti-hero, Pinkie Brown.

After leaving Isaac Newton, Simonon concentrated on working up a portfolio to get into art school, while taking seasonal work carrying carpets at the department store John Lewis. Still moving with street trends, he grew his skinhead out into a lank, smoothie style, then an off-the-shoulder ‘Budgie’ cut – a mode made fashionable by Adam Faith in the 1972 TV series of the same name, in which Faith played a small-time London crook.

In 1973, Paul’s hard graft paid off and he won a scholarship to Byam Shaw art school in Campden Street in Notting Hill Gate. Entry was by portfolio rather than via formal qualifications. It was a buzzing place with many overseas students: Lebanese, Italian, Sudanese, Swedish, French, Kenyan. There was a liberal splashing of posh girls, too, including, during Paul’s stay there, the future Thornbirds actress Rachel Ward, and Clio Goldsmith, niece of Sir James. Paul felt out of place and said later to NME’s Chris Salewicz: ‘Everybody there is rich. You can … nick their paints, nick their canvasses and they don’t really miss it.’

Being arty but streetwise was part of Paul’s appeal in punk; but it didn’t necessarily gel with life at Byam Shaw. His unusual combination of qualities – talented but unpolished, intelligent but not verbal, mischievous and unschooled – was not always appreciated, especially in a country where male creatives were preferred to fit the traditional Kingsley Amis, Bacon, Bailey or Hockney models – tweedy, drunken, cheeky or fey.

His three years there were to prove frustrating. Interviewed for this book, Pete Townshend said this about the influence of art school on the individual members of The Clash: ‘What is certain is that they would have been privy to many radical ideas, extreme political and philosophical points of view and probably archly opinionated notions of what was and was not “cool”.’ Oddly, except for notions of what was ‘cool’, this didn’t appear to be the case for any of them, and particularly Paul.

‘Within a year I got completely disillusioned with the whole procedure,’ he says. ‘So I started mucking around and was told I had to do the Foundation year again. A lot of the teachers were into American abstract art. I was into figurative art. My father had taught me to paint using the traditional methods of Leonardo, with glazes and so on. It’s a laborious process that takes two years to do one picture. The other students thought my pictures were great but the teachers used to take the piss out me.’

Paul’s last major work before he ‘took his grant and vanished’ in the spring of 1976 was designed to hit back at his critics for misunderstanding his apparently old-fashioned work: it was a large canvas of a car dump. By that time, though, he’d met another art student who was studying about a mile or so down the road in Shepherds Bush. Mick Jones had little interest in being a serious artist but was determined to be a pop star.

Paul’s early interest in rock music was played down in the punk years, no doubt to underline the fact he wasn’t an obsessive rock fan like his band-mates. The truth was he liked a bit of early Stones, Kinks, Who and Bowie. He also knew ska and reggae inside out, of course. But as a potential musician he was a non-starter.

When he first encountered Mick, he had no experience of playing an instrument, didn’t even own a record player and had just one LP in his collection, The Eddie Cochran Memorial Album, which he’d impulsively bought one day from Ted Carroll’s influential vinyl stall, Rock On, on Golborne Road. He’d only been to a couple of gigs in his life – one of which was The Sensational Alex Harvey Band at the Hammersmith Odeon earlier in 1975. He had certainly never heard of The New York Dolls.

Nevertheless, on his image alone, Jones and his new manager Bernie Rhodes thought he would be the perfect recruit for their new project when he turned up at their rehearsal room one day in early 1976 chaperoning a mate.



In 1975, the Nashville Rooms in West Kensington was a grimy old Victorian pub. With gummy carpets, grubby upholstery and plenty of Earl’s Court low-life propping up the bar, it was straight from the pages of Patrick Hamilton’s Hangover Square, only with long hair and sideburns. Most evenings, it hosted gigs. On Saturday, 2 August 1975, Mick Jones and Tony James went there to check out a new group from Liverpool called Deaf School.

‘I was a middle-class kid from Richmond,’ says Tony, who was carrying a copy of Blue Öyster Cult’s Secret Treaties LP the day he’d first met Jones. ‘I’d been down to see The Delinquents rehearse, and hit it off with Mick. At that time, we thought our circle of friends were about the only people in the country who knew about The New York Dolls, The MC5 and The Stooges. It was a terrible time for music and fashion over here. You couldn’t even buy Bob Dylan shades, only aviator shades. We used to go to gigs virtually every night to see what was out there.’

The Deaf School gig was to witness one of the most momentous events in British rock ’n’ roll history: Mick crashing into future Clash manager Bernie Rhodes. Mick remembers seeing a character at the bar wearing a cap, and approaching him. ‘I asked him if he was a piano player,’ recalls Mick. ‘I was thinking of Gene Vincent and The Blue Caps. He said, “No, but you’re wearing one of my T-shirts.”’

At the time, Rhodes was printing T-shirts for Malcolm McLaren, owner of the Sex boutique in the Kings Road. The T-shirt that Mick was wearing bore the legend: ‘One day you’ll wake up and know what side of the bed you’ve been lying on’. It had two long lists: one hip (Eddie Cochran, Jamaican rude boys, Joe Orton), the other unhip (Mick Jagger, the National Front, The Archers).

‘We went to that gig hating everything,’ recalls Tony James, who offers a slightly more dramatic account of the fateful evening. ‘We were thinking, “We’re the only two people in the world who believe there’s something else happening out there.” Then this little guy comes up to us, in a black cap, wearing the same T-shirt. We said, “Could you stand over there a bit? You’re wearing the same T-shirt as us.” He said, “Fuck off! I fucking designed this T-shirt, you cunts! What have you got going for you?” So we told him we were forming a group called The London SS. He was interested. It was obviously a suicidal name, but it had attitude. He seemed to be impressed and said, “OK, I’ll be your manager.”’ Rhodes explained he was already working with a band called The Sex Pistols, that they were being nurtured and were going to be really big. The various scattered particles of what would become punk were suddenly drawing together.

At this time, The London SS still hadn’t a settled line-up. It was merely an idea: raw garage punk dressed up in Nazi chic. The object was to be shocking musically and visually. In July 1975, Mick and Tony had placed an ad in the Melody Maker which read: ‘Lead guitarist and drums to join bass-player and guitarist/singer, influenced by Stones, NY Dolls, Mott, etc. Must have great rock ’n’ roll image.’ This led to a guitarist called Brian James getting in touch: visually and musically he seemed just the ticket and was given the thumbs up, but first he had to extricate himself from an MC5-inspired band he was playing with in Belgium called Bastard.

Meanwhile, Mick and Tony shopped around for other musicians. For a short while, possibly just one rehearsal, a version of The London SS existed featuring Mick, Tony, guitarist Matt Dangerfield, former Hollywood Brats singer Andrew Matheson and keyboardist Casino Steel, plus Mick’s fellow victim of the Little Queenie putsch, Geir Waade. The group grew out of jamming sessions at Dangerfield’s squat at 47a Warrington Crescent, near Mick’s gran’s flat.

Robin Banks, who had recently been released from jail, recalls, ‘There was a gang fight in a Wimpy Bar in Paddington. There was a bit of trouble because of what [the group] were wearing. I got stabbed in the neck with a plastic spoon.’

In October, Mick and Tony responded to a ‘musician wanted’ advert in Melody Maker, which had the temerity to mention their sacred ‘Johnny Thunders’. They were curious to find out who’d placed it. It turned out that it was The Sex Pistols, whom they’d yet to meet. Meanwhile, Malcolm McLaren, the group’s manager, was looking to manage more acts. A couple of weeks later, Matheson and Steel arranged to meet him at the Pistols’ rehearsal place in Denmark Street. Mick and Tony tagged along.

‘I remember a bunch of guys with hair down their backs,’ says Pistols bassist Glen Matlock. ‘They looked ridiculous. We were all laughing. One of them [Mick], instead of going upstairs, picked up a guitar and started jamming with us and it would have worked except for the hair. Later we tried to contact him, without Bernie knowing, but at the address we had there was just this Norwegian guy who would only speak to us through the letterbox.’

Behold one of the great, tantalising ‘what ifs’ of rock ’n’ roll – though perhaps The Pistols were too far ahead of their time even for Mick. To him, their hacked-off hair and closely shaved faces looked as startling and offensive as ‘the raw epidermis’ on the face of George Carmody, the detestably square character in Malcolm Bradbury’s satire of 1970s college life, The History Man.

Tony James: ‘We went down to Denmark Street and there were these guys there with really short hair. It was quite a shock. We thought The Dolls were revolutionary because they had long hair. We didn’t realise that short hair could be used as a reaction to the excesses of rock ’n’ roll.’

During that autumn, Rhodes’s involvement in The London SS became more intense. ‘Once Bernie was on board I started getting The Phone Calls,’ says Tony. ‘Bernie introduced me to this whole world, and in retrospect it was a terrific education. His whole managerial stance was, “You know nothing. You haven’t got one original idea. If you want to be another New York Dolls you’re wasting my time. You haven’t made one statement that means anything.” To us, this was Chinese. He was saying that we didn’t have anything to say, and we clearly didn’t. It was all that “I love you, babe”, regular kind of stuff.’

Little did Jones and James realise that Rhodes was on a serious mission. His relationship with McLaren had become strained since the latter had returned from the US, where he’d been nannying none other than The New York Dolls through their dead-cat bounce. (The title of The Dolls’ second album, Too Much Too Soon, famously said it all.) In Malcolm’s absence, Bernie had recruited Johnny Rotten to the fledgling Pistols, thus creating the line-up that would trail-blaze punk rock less than a year later. But now Malcolm was back, he had re-appropriated his charges. This left Bernie with an axe to grind and a barely disguised hunger to construct a rival to The Pistols.

His preferred method of management was hectoring and probing, to promote a state of perpetual self-questioning. ‘Bernie would phone me up at my suburban house in Twickenham,’ smiles Tony. ‘He’d say, “You guys are wasting my time! Have you read any Sartre? Go down the library and get some. I tell ya what, I’ll give you a list.” And so I went down the library and got out all these books on modern art, Dadaism. And it taught me something really important: that we had to have a bigger idea. This was Bernie’s taunt to us. He’d ring me up at home and terrorise me, and I’d want to weep afterwards … He’d say, “The trouble with you, James, is that you’re too fucking safe. What I want you to do is to tell your parents that you’re not gonna spend Christmas with them, you’re gonna spend it with hookers in Praed Street. And buy a copy of Gay News and Spare Rib from your local corner shop.”’

In November 1975, Mick, Tony and the recently returned Brian James badgered Bernie for an HQ where they could audition the respondents to their ads in the music press for a ‘young Stooge’ vocalist and ‘skinny psychopath’ drummer. Rhodes found them a basement under a workmen’s café, the Paddington Kitchen, on Praed Street (the entrance was off Norfolk Mews; today it’s a Korean restaurant). He turned up with some speakers and microphones, which, it transpired, The Pistols’ Steve Jones had stolen from a David Bowie concert. Mick put up a Holocaust film poster. The ghost of Sir Alexander Fleming, who discovered the medicinal properties of penicillin in the building opposite, looked on curiously.

‘We put all our records on the jukebox in the caff upstairs,’ explains Mick. ‘That’s where we used to meet people and sort of vet them. It was like our own little flat, you know what I mean? If they passed the vetting process we used to take them round the back to the rehearsal room. We saw all the main players.’

The auditions that took place from early November 1975 to January 1976 have become legendary; many musicians who would later make a name in punk descended to the basement, including Rat Scabies, Keith Levene, Topper Headon, Terry Chimes. They jammed tunes from Lenny Kaye’s legendary Nuggets compilation, plus the Flamin’ Groovies’ ‘Slow Death’, MC5’s ‘Sister Anne’, The Beatles’ ‘Bad Boy’ and The Dolls’ ‘Personality Crisis’. There were also a couple of Mick originals, ‘Protex Blue’ and ‘Ooh Baby Ooh’, and a Tony and Brian composition ‘Portobello Reds’ (which later re-surfaced as ‘Fish’ on The Damned’s first album.) None of the applicants fitted the bill or wanted to join.

Nick Headon, soon to become better known to the world as ‘Topper’, tried out on drums at the time. ‘I probably looked a right state – I had really long hair and an afghan coat,’ he recalls. ‘My feet are so small I used to wear women’s shoes, green platforms. Mick was going, “Hit the drums like [The New York Dolls’] Jerry Nolan!” I got on well with Mick straight away, we respected each other’s abilities. But I wanted to earn £25 a week and play something I was familiar with, so after a couple of rehearsals I did a runner and went off to do a soul tour.’ There was even an applicant from several hundred miles away. ‘We got a letter from this bloke in Manchester called Morrissey,’ laughs Tony. ‘We thought he couldn’t possibly know anything about rock ’n’ roll coming from the north. So we chucked it in the bin.’

Bernie, who had a Jewish background (as did Mick), challenged the group’s decision to call themselves The London SS. The name, thought up months earlier by John Brown, Geir Waade and Mick, was contrived as a terror tactic to outrage the pre-rock ’n’ roll generation who’d faced Hitler and heard in real time Richard Dimbleby’s harrowing radio broadcast of Belsen’s liberation in 1945. In the 1970s, Nazism was the prevalent subject in music, art, film, literature. Nazis appeared on TV screens almost daily in numerous war movies, the highly popular series The World at War and the situation drama Colditz.

‘The Blue Öyster Cult always had that [Nazi] imagery and that was what we liked at that time,’ explains Tony. ‘Films like The Night Porter, The Damned, Cabaret – it was all big. One night we were asked to meet Bernie at the Bull and Bush pub on Shepherds Bush Green. It was a really heavy pub and very crowded. Bernie took out this bag full of SS paraphernalia – swastikas, daggers, all this stuff. He emptied it out on the table and said, “So what do you think of it?” We kind of looked at each other and said to Bernie, “Erm, can we go somewhere else to discuss this?” And he said, “If you call yourselves The London SS this is what you’ll have to deal with.”’

In January 1976, a drummer called Roland Hot was auditioned at the Paddington Kitchen. With him for moral support was his friend Paul Simonon. Mick immediately saw that Paul had rock star potential: tall, blond, cool, cinematic looks. Sadly, he had no musical talent whatsoever.

Simonon: ‘The first time I met Mick Jones was in the basement with The London SS. All I could see was hair. I don’t think I even saw his face. He said, “Sing ‘Roadrunner’.” I said, “What’s that?” [Jonathan Richman’s calling card was only available on bootleg at that time.] It was a bit of a disaster. There was this bloke in the corner, and I said, “Are you the manager?” And his immediate retort was, “What’s it to you?” And I thought, “Well, that’s fair enough …”’

Roland Hot hung around for a few days, and played on a recording of the group rehearsing (Tony James unexpectedly unearthed the tape in Summer 2005). Meanwhile, Paul disappeared back into the fabric of Notting Hill.

At Praed Street, Bernie’s educational methods were seemingly beginning to yield results. ‘We started to get the idea, bit by bit,’ says Tony. ‘I was in the café one day and I said to Bernie, “I’ve got this idea for a song called ‘Rockets For Sale’, about selling nuclear warheads in Selfridges.” He said, “Wow. That’s a good idea. I like that.” Then he said, “Have you ever thought about writing a song about, I dunno, anarchy?” He gave us a correspondence course in the university of rock ’n’ roll. Whether he got it second-hand from Malcolm, I really don’t know.’

The search for suitable candidates for the group continued. ‘Every night we’d go to the Red Cow, the Golden Lion, the Windsor Castle, Imperial College, the University of London,’ says Mick, wearily. One person attracted their eye, but he was already taken. ‘There was this group called The 101’ers,’ says Tony. ‘They used to play at the Windsor Castle on Harrow Road, which was about 200 yards from Mick’s tower block. We’d watch them from the back of hall, thinking, “Damn! They look so shit.” They played this dreary pub rock. But there was something that drew us to see them – this guy Joe Strummer scrubbing on his Telecaster. But they all looked like garage mechanics to us.’

In early 1976, Bernie asked Malcolm McLaren along to watch The London SS rehearse. By this time, The Pistols had played their first gig, and were starting to create a small but fiercely electric buzz. McLaren’s verdict on Mick’s group was: they ain’t happening. After that, Brian James and Rat Scabies went off to start The Damned and The London SS fizzled out – but not before Bernie gave one last tutorial.

‘Mick and I so desperately wanted to get into the world of rock ’n’ roll,’ says Tony. ‘So one day we got into Bernie’s Renault 5 and he said, “I’m gonna show you something.” We drove to Hamilton Terrace [in upmarket St John’s Wood] where there was obviously this fabulous society party going on. And there were loads of famous people, rock stars getting out of cars. Bernie said, “I know the bloke who’s having that party, and I could get you in. But you know what? You ain’t ready yet.”’

A few weeks later, Mick was walking down Portobello Road and bumped into a familiar face: Paul Simonon. He mentioned the meeting to Bernie who remembered the guy with the blond hair and gap-toothed grin, who’d mauled ‘Roadrunner’ with his croaky south London monotone. He told him: ‘Forget Tony James, start a band with that bloke.’



In September 1974, Woody Mellor’s group The 101’ers played their debut gig – a support slot for south London reggae band Matumbi at the Telegraph pub in Brixton. The group had been formed that summer by Woody and his new housemates, after Woody had grown exasperated with trying to eke a living busking on the underground with Tymon Dogg. Fired by his baptism into rock ’n’ roll with The Vultures in Newport, he now ‘wanted to do something electric’. The group’s squat at 101 Walterton Road was on a wide avenue of large houses in Maida Hill, north of Westbourne Grove: the two locales were bisected by the Westway, which Mick’s tower block overlooked. ‘There were rows and rows of buildings boarded up,’ Joe recalled in 1999. ‘The only way you could start a group was to live in one, because we were penniless. We started The 101’ers with one amplifier and one speaker.’

The area around Walterton Road was full of squatted properties; mostly they were local authority houses that had been emptied while awaiting redevelopment. The squatters ingeniously diverted free water and power from the mains supplies. In the winter of 1973, the squatting community had protested against the London Electricity Board, which, under pressure from the Greater London Council, was threatening to shut off power to the area. A group of demonstrators occupied the LEB offices in Kensington Gardens, which ended up in a vicious punch-up with the police.

It has been argued that squatting is an intrinsically political act: it involves illegally occupying someone else’s property. It’s conspicuously anti-capitalist. The whole of squatting culture chimed with the anarcho-leftist flavour of the early 1970s underground scene, promoted and supported by publications such as the International Times and Oz. But for the inhabitants of 101 Walterton, there was little if no political dimension to their occupancy, nor much hippy idealism for that matter.

‘The communal living thing – the utopian view, if you like – wasn’t our thing at all,’ explains Richard Nother, alias Dudanski, who played drums in the group and had befriended Woody via his brother, Pat. ‘Ours was a musicians’ house. Other houses were wino places, some were junkie dens; it was a very diverse area. The only thing that brought people together was they were having hassles with the LEB or the GLC. There were a lot of musicians, Irish people, South Americans, Spanish. Any young person landing in London wanting somewhere to live for free headed there.’

Joe recalled: ‘There was a bunch of junkies living one side of us and some alcoholics, like the ones who spend their days in the local park, on the other. Someone walking past tried to chop me to pieces with a hatchet once when I was opening the front door.’

John Tiberi, who’d later work with The 101’ers, remembers the unique vibe of the community. ‘There was a Free Shop, where things were free!’ he laughs. ‘It got really fucked up. Then there was That Tea Shop [the hang-out run by Woody’s old flatmates Dave and Gail Goodall] – that kind of thing worked and was good. But there was also a down side to it: lots of chaos and moving. People fucked up on drugs. But there was a great striving for solidarity and all in all it was quite organised.’

The 101’ers’ live debut at the Telegraph was in aid of the Chile Solidarity Campaign, to raise money for the victims of General Pinochet’s CIA-backed coup in Santiago, which had deposed probably the world’s first-ever democratically elected Marxist government. The gig was secured by the group’s Chilean saxophonist Alvaro, one of two Chileans living at 101. Once again, Joe was being exposed to new cultures and learning about international issues; six years later, he would work the events in Santiago into The Clash’s ‘Washington Bullets’. The Telegraph gig saw The 101’ers perform ramshackle versions of R&B chestnuts like Chuck Berry’s ‘Roll Over Beethoven’ and Larry Williams’ ‘Bonie Maronie’, plus Them’s striding rocker ‘Gloria’.

‘I’d never played a gig before,’ recalls Dudanski. ‘And Woody’s playing was so primitive we thought he’d only just picked up a guitar. Matumbi were great; they’d had problems with their van and turned up late, and when they arrived, they let us use their drum kit and amps. We enjoyed ourselves. We brought down a few mates from north of the river who gave us a big cheer. It was enough to get me interested … something there had germinated.’

Woody was jazzed to be back on stage, and playing with like-minded souls. They, in turn, were taken with this new addition to their circle, who’d been wowing them with his gentle, endearing craziness throughout the summer. ‘He was a gas!’ laughs Dudanski. ‘He was a lovely bloke: good fun to be with, a good laugh. Kind-hearted, open … There was a quiet side to him, too. There is a part of most people you can’t know, I suppose, but to me he was always a very gregarious bloke, always willing to talk to anyone.’

For the next few months, the group drifted through various line-ups and gigs. Joe took work as a gardener in Hyde Park and a janitor at the English National Opera in St Martin’s Lane, where he quickly got the boot. With his pay-off he bought a Vox AC30 amp. By early 1975, mostly due to Woody’s enthusiasm, The 101’ers started to shape up. The line-up coalesced around Alvaro (sax, vocals), Woody Mellor (vocals, guitar), Simon Cassell (sax), former Ash Grove resident Clive Timperly (guitar), Marwood ‘Mole’ Chesterton (bass), Jules Yewdall (vocals, maracas) and Richard Dudanski (drums). Every Wednesday, they played a gig at their own ‘club night’ in the upstairs room at the Chippenham pub, a few doors away from 101. Tymon Dogg, who occasionally sat in on rehearsals, recalls they wheeled their gear there in a stolen pram.

The Charlie Pigdog club – named after the group’s psychotic mongrel – had a warm, friendly, hippy vibe, where people brought their own sandwiches, rolled spliffs and danced to The 101’ers’ raw rock ’n’ roll. ‘Having the club was great,’ says Dudanski. ‘For any rock ’n’ roll band you need to have that regular punter reaction. It started out as a place for mates, then it soon attracted people from all over the place. Things started to get a bit heavier then. There was always the SPG [the Special Patrol Group] waiting around outside to beat people up. But playing every week for two or three months was just right for getting the thing together.’

That spring, Woody underwent another transformation. The previous summer, on his return from Europe, he and Tymon had seen Canvey Island pub rockers Dr Feelgood play at the Windsor Castle. The electrifying stage-act of their guitarist, Wilko Johnson, who strutted and jerked like a possessed rooster, Fender Telecaster in hand, had hypnotised Woody: he was deeply impressed. At Charlie Pigdog, Woody worked up his own performing style: the juddering ‘electric leg’; the head looking sideways; the thrashing right hand; the Elvis sneer; the slobbering delivery; the crazed look in the eye.

He also invested in a new Telecaster – which would survive The Clash and Mescaleros, and take poignant centre stage at his funeral in 2002. The means by which he acquired the instrument trumped Mick’s off-loading of his scifi comics: it was paid for with the £100 Woody received for marrying a South African woman who wanted British citizenship. One can assume that Ronald and Anna Mellor were not invited.

Perhaps feeling a little out of kilter with this mad Englishman vying for the spotlight, Alvaro quit. That meant Woody was one singer closer to being The 101’ers’ sole frontman.

That spring, along with his new stage persona came two other important acquisitions. The first was a Spanish girlfriend, Paloma, the sister of Richard Dudanski’s future wife, Esperanza. ‘It was the beginning of Joe’s love affair with Spain,’ says Richard. ‘It was then he first got in touch with the culture of Flamenco, the poetry of Lorca, the spirit of the Spanish people, if you like.’ The second was the name by which most of the world would soon know him. ‘I could only play six strings or none at all,’ Joe explained. ‘That’s why I called myself Joe Strummer.’ The change of identity was part of a wider re-branding of The 101’ers’ members, involving Richard (now ‘Snakehips Dudanski’), Clive Timperley (‘Evil C’ – Clive backwards) and Simon Cassell (‘Big John’). Paloma became ‘Palm Olive’. Dudanski stresses that the whole thing was an in-band joke, but concedes it was symbolic: ‘Joe was always conscious of rock ’n’ roll mythology. I think he was getting it quite clear to himself that he wanted to be a successful frontman in a successful rock ’n’ roll band. And there’s no question that coincided with his calling himself Joe Strummer.’

The name-change was, in that sense, like his appropriation of ‘Woody’; a handle for his aspirations. This time, he was hellbent on becoming a musical Everyman, the people’s troubadour, a greasy rock ’n’ roll street poet. But there was no essential change in his ideology or personality. Joe’s dramatic reinvention to authenticate his punk persona would come later.

In July 1975, The 101’ers got a small significant break, courtesy of one of Joe’s old mates from Newport who was now working for Melody Maker. Allan Jones (not to be confused with Jiving Al Jones), who’d tipped the group in his column earlier in the year, wrote a short but spirited feature on the band. In it, he recalled one of the Charlie Pigdog gigs he’d witnessed. The scene he pictured was heavily romanticised, if not completely fanciful, with gypsies and Irish battling it out, punters getting razored and bottled, and the night closing with the cops storming in. Allan was a writer and, even if it didn’t happen like that, perhaps that’s what it felt like in the later, rowdier days of the club. He also described the group’s twenty-minute version of ‘Gloria’ as ‘the perfect soundtrack for the last apocalyptic days of the Third Reich’.

Once Charlie Pigdog had shut down in April 1975, the Melody Maker feature enabled The 101’ers to find gigs further afield. The group were already playing regularly at the Elgin pub on Ladbroke Grove, firing up crowds with a selection of raucous 1960s pop and R&B. In the coming months they’d sharpen up a repertoire ranging from 1960s Stones and Small Faces hits, to vintage rockers from Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Eddie Cochran and Little Richard. The set was seasoned with a connoisseur’s grab-bag of oldies culled from budget compilations, including James Wayne’s version of the New Orleans standard ‘Junco Partner’ and bandleader Johnny Otis’s ‘Willie and the Hand Jive’. In the photographs Jules Yewdall took that year, collected in his book Joe Strummer With The 101’ers and The Clash 1974–76, Joe looks magnificent: a full-on ‘greaser’, with black shirt, straight jeans, long quiff and huge mutton-chop sideburns.

Joe Strummer, The Performer, was growing ever more forceful. ‘Being on stage empowered him to be this different character,’ recalls Dudanski. ‘Pouring beer over people, confronting hecklers. At one gig someone was shouting for “Route 66” all night, which we’d dropped from our set, so Joe said, “You fucking cunt, what you saying?” and went over to sort him out. He became this powerful frontman.’

By this time, Joe, Richard and Joe’s old pal from Newport, Micky Foote, had moved out of 101 Walterton into a squat in St Luke’s Road off Westbourne Park Road. Practical and resourceful, Foote was now organising the group’s transport and equipment, and manning the mixing desk at gigs. ‘Joe was fucking good at what he did,’ says Micky. ‘It was in a completely different league to the group in Wales. He was developing the style he took into The Clash.’

In the summer of 1975, the music press started to identify a new trend in London’s smaller venues of which The 101’ers were ostensibly a part. It involved twenty-something musicians blasting out edgy R&B in packed saloon bars. It was dubbed ‘pub rock’ for obvious reasons. On the face of it, it was pure nostalgia for the gritty, primitive energy of 1950s rock ’n’ roll, a hard, fast, sweaty antidote to the dominant musical styles of the era: the soft Californian rock of The Eagles and America; the archness of glam pop; the complex conceptual works of Pink Floyd and The Who; the bombastic, symphonic rock of ELO and Queen. But there was something else to it, too: a feeling of desperation and a primitive desire to thrill that foreshadowed punk.

The 101’ers, however, never felt they were part of the pub rock scene (if indeed any of the groups did). ‘There was no question of us wanting to be The Feelgoods,’ explains Dudanski. ‘They were a parallel thing, a high-energy outfit. The Count Bishops, Eddie and the Hot Rods, we were all doing a similar thing – playing fast R&B. We felt really apart from it, actually. Chilli Willi and the Red Hot Peppers and Ducks Deluxe, they were proper musicians. We felt like the poor family relations.’

Roger Armstrong, who ran the Rock On vinyl stall with Ted Carroll, saw the group perform around this time. ‘They weren’t really big then, just a few bits in the music press,’ he explains. ‘I met an old friend from college at the Elgin and they were playing in the background. I remember thinking, “Hmm, kind of an odd band.” They used to have people sit in and that night they had a trumpet player, a soul trumpet player with a rock band. They weren’t afraid to use – how shall I say? – non-musicians, even though the core band were very good players.

‘I used to think it was terrible that pub rock took on such a negative connotation,’ he continues, ‘because it hides the fact that there was a lot of good bands making very, very good music during that period. It carried the flag for some real, street-level rock ’n’ roll. And don’t forget, in those days rock ’n’ roll in many people’s eyes was those faux, dressed-up poppy bands like Mud or Showaddywaddy. Pub rock’s influence on punk has been vastly underrated.’

As the year progressed, The 101’ers’ reputation as a thrilling live experience spread. In August, the NME ran a live review by Chas De Whalley, who praised their rock ’n’ roll spirit while drawing attention to their lack of musical finesse. As Tony James noted, he and Mick went to see them a couple of times at the Windsor Castle pub on the Harrow Road. It’s even possible Paul heard them in Elgin as he wandered down Ladbroke Grove. Who knows? By the end of the year, they were playing two or three times a week in pubs in north and west London, including the Elgin, Red Cow, Nashville Rooms and Hope and Anchor, plus various college and out-of-town gigs.

Slowly, their set was swelled with originals, mostly from Joe’s pen, though the democratic nature in which the songs were worked up in rehearsals meant they were credited as group compositions. Mostly, the tunes were fairly standard rockin’ fare, with an American, cars ’n’ girls feel: ‘Letsagetabitarockin’, ‘Motor Boys Motor’, ‘Steam-gauge ’99’. Another composition, ‘Sweety of the St Moritz’, detailed the experience of a two-night stand at the Soho club of the same name in June.

In November, Joe went to see Bruce Springsteen at the Hammersmith Odeon: he was pleased to see another Telecaster-toting singer extolling the virtues of motoring and females. Around the same time, The 101’ers – now slimmed down to Joe, Evil C, Mole and Dudanski, plus new guitarist Dan Kelleher – recorded a demo session with The Feelgoods’ producer Vic Maile in his Rickmansworth studio. Joe and Richard, excited to be in a proper recording studio for the first time, were pleased with the result; but it was generally felt that Mole was holding the group back and he was sacked in January 1976. His departure may have been hastened by The 101’ers’ signing to the London booking agent, Albion (home to The Stranglers), at the end of the previous year. ‘Mole was constantly having depressions and getting aggressive,’ says Micky Foote. ‘He had definite mental health problems; it’s been well documented.’ He died in 1999.

‘When you start off and have only been together a week, playing Chuck Berry songs is what you do,’ says Dudanski. ‘But we soon started introducing our own songs and getting an agent to arrange our gigs. It went from a loose thing to a tight ship. When we got rid of Mole it radically changed us. It was the beginning of the end, actually.’

Though there was sadness concerning Mole’s exit (the saddest person of all being Mole himself), the change initially seemed for the best. To signal a new beginning, Joe went out and bought a huge brown zoot suit, which, on Strummer’s instruction, Micky Foote dry-cleaned between gigs. Dan Kelleher moved to bass. Ironically, it was at one of Mole’s last gigs, at Dingwalls on 7 January 1976, that The 101’ers had caught the attention of Ted Carroll, who’d started the independent Chiswick label the previous year. So far it had just two releases on its books, an EP by The Count Bishops and a reissue of Vince Taylor and his Playboys’ 1959 rocker ‘Brand New Cadillac’ – a song that The Clash would in due course make their own. Ted was on the look out for a third.

Roger Armstrong: ‘Ted said, “You’ve gotta see this band, the lead singer’s a fucking star! He’s amazing!” I said I’d seen them before. So a couple of nights later we went down to this college bar [Imperial College in South Kensington]. It was a typical student place with long-haired people standing around drinking. There was no stage, the group were just on the floor in the corner and I’ll never forget it. Ted and me were just standing, like, six feet away from Joe. There was the two of us and maybe six other people, and Joe’s playing like it’s the biggest gig of his life. I mean it’s this full-on passion going on, and he was wearing a fantastic suit. It was one of those suits like Little Richard’s, with a life of its own. He just looked incredible, with that stomping foot and hammering guitar. I thought, “Fuck! That guy’s astonishing. I mean, to be doing this in front of six interested people and twenty-five disinterested people in a student bar … If he can do this, what’ll he be like if he ever gets famous?”’

Carroll and Armstrong approached Joe after the gig and sounded him out about a possible single. In a Melody Maker 101’ers retrospective in 1981, Joe told Paolo Hewitt: ‘[They] said, “Do you want to make a record?” So we said, “Yeah!”’ A couple of sessions were booked for March at the tiny eight-track Pathway Studios in Archway, with Armstrong at the controls. It was here Roger witnessed an early version of Strummer’s ‘Spliff Bunker’, to which he’d retreat to write lyrics in his later Clash days.

‘Joe was very shy,’ recalls Roger. ‘We were overlaying the vocals in the studio, which was tiny – about 16 feet square – packed full of bits of equipment, and I lost him. Eventually, I found him huddled writing something behind the amplifier. There was the amplifier and a little bit of space and two baffles either side of him, and he was in there working on a lyric. Finally, he came out, but you knew you weren’t gonna get a [practice] run-through with Joe. I mean, you might get him to sing a bit to nail some levels, but after that you knew you had to get it down fast. ‘The band were very good,’ he adds. ‘It wasn’t kind of take after take after take with them. They got the stuff down quick. And Joe was very good. He was a man of passion and that’s what you got: his passionate vocal on the tape.’

The song that emerged from the sessions as a potential A-side was a Joe composition, ‘Keys To Your Heart’. A brisk, bouncy rocker, it was a love song with a dark, confessional twist (‘I used to be a teenage drug taker’) and a middle section that breaks down into an ad-libbed rap before building up to a stomping finale. There had also been a reference to being ‘drugged up’ in ‘Crummy Bum Blues’, Joe’s songwriting debut from his Newport days. It’s tempting to think of Joe’s ruminations on substance abuse as evidence of dark habits, but it seems much more likely he was simply toying with drug imagery, to mimic inspirations such as Dylan and John Lennon. As with his previous desire to be ‘a cat burglar’, his lyrics were already blurring the reality of what Joe was experiencing and the imaginary, more dangerous worlds of the character he invented to narrate his songs. Dudanski confirms that The 101’ers were strictly spliffers: ‘At one gig someone came up to us and did the nudge-nudge thing,’ he laughs. ‘We played so fast he thought we were on speed. We couldn’t afford speed, let alone all play a whole gig on it.’

After so little interest for so long, suddenly, it appears, there was a queue of people wanting to record the band. The son of a Kensington art dealer, John Tiberi saw the group in early 1976. Urbane and well connected, Tiberi put them in touch with his friend Simon Jeffes of the Penguin Café Orchestra. ‘I was squatting in a house just the other side of Bayswater Road,’ explains Tiberi, who was christened ‘Boogie’ by Joe. (Tiberi smoked Winston cigarettes; John Lennon called himself ‘Dr Winston O’Boogie’.) ‘I’d heard of The 101’ers, then went to see them. I loved the kind of deep instinct they had for rock ’n’ roll. Woody, he had that thing he never lost, with the Telecaster chopping away. The first thing I thought was, “You ought to make a record.” So I went up to Strummer and said, “What about it?” I hooked up with the band as producer. The group were based around Joe, but they were just a bit amateur. They were aware of the situation. Mole was kicked out. Dan Kelleher came in and he wrote a couple of songs, but they weren’t really R&B. There was a little bit of confusion about their direction. I was intrigued by it at the time. [A less R&B direction] seemed a way to go. They had a song called ‘Sweety of the St Moritz’, about the guy who ran that club in Wardour Street. That kind of songwriting was quite seductive.’

Clearly keeping their options open, The 101’ers recorded a session with Simon Jeffes at the BBC radio studios in Maida Vale, which the group considered superior to the Chiswick material. This led to a heated debate over whether the Chiswick material was strong enough to issue as a single.

Meanwhile, events in the bigger world were about to set The 101’ers spinning off course. On 3 and 23 April 1976, the group were booked to play the Nashville Rooms, with an up-and-coming London group as support: The Sex Pistols. Joe knew about this group from Neil Spencer’s review in the NME of their gig supporting Eddie and the Hot Rods at the Marquee a few weeks earlier; that night they’d trashed the headliners’ gear and famously proclaimed, ‘We’re not into music … we’re into chaos.’ The Pistols already carried with them a threat of danger. Younger than the pub rock bands, and plugged into the extremes of subterranean boutique fashion via their connection with McLaren, they were making people feel uneasy.

Joe watched the group arrive at the soundcheck with their entourage: young kids, fashionable, outrageous, visually confrontational – a profusion of mohair sweaters, shades, sex-shop couture and smoggy, working-class London accents. Sid Vicious was wearing an Elvis-style gold lamé jacket he’d bought in Kensington Market. Joe overheard McLaren discussing stage-wear with the group. He was fascinated with the entrepreneurial manager-group dynamic; it was almost like a backstage confab of ten years earlier between Andrew Oldham and The Stones, or Chas Chandler and Hendrix.

Dudanski wasn’t so impressed. ‘What I really remember was that McLaren ruled the roost,’ he says, and adopts a whiny north London accent. ‘“Do this, Do that!” I didn’t like the McLaren angle. It was a very manipulative situation from the start. If you were sixteen you would think, “Yeah, great!” but I thought we had something going ourselves. I suppose it was easy to be cynical about what The Pistols were doing. The Bromley Contingent were a bit posy; John Lydon was being a nasty snot-rag.

‘The first night the sound was awful but the second time it was really good and you could hear Steve Jones’s guitar,’ he adds. ‘To an extent it was a Saul on the road to Damascus conversion for Joe. We’d be talking about this since we started – “Something has to happen, it can’t carry on like this” – the idea of there being a rejuvenation. It was now obvious something was happening.’

The second gig was attended by Mick Jones, Tony James, Paul Simonon, Keith Levene and numerous other future punk stars. The Pistols’ circle also included fabulous and exotic characters like Nils Stevenson, a dashing Kings Road miscreant who worked for Richard Buckle, the Sunday Times ballet critic, and Malcolm’s partner Vivienne Westwood, who designed the clothes for his shop. Several songs into the set, which was thin and lacklustre, Vivienne got into a fight with the girl next to her. The girl’s boyfriend thumped Vivienne in retaliation. McLaren flew across the front of the stage, fists flying, before Lydon abandoned the mic and jumped into the mêlée. This sudden explosion of violence electrified the room.

The 101’ers looked on agape. Vivienne wasn’t a pub drunk throwing a few wild haymakers after one too many. This fight had got a reaction. Musically, there wasn’t that much separating The 101’ers from The Pistols, but ideologically they were from different planets. The former were worthy and retro; the latter violent, nihilistic, elitist, arrogant, revelled in negativity and clearly were on speed. Joe’s pièce de résistance was ‘Keys To Your Heart’, an up-tempo, bittersweet love song; Lydon whined sardonically about having no feelings for anyone except his beautiful self. The Pistols and their followers were glamorous, dangerous street-trash, the disturbing Droogs from A Clockwork Orange plugged into amplifiers.

The previous November, an NME piece on pub rock had categorised The 101’ers as the ‘young-ish’ bucks of a new, exciting scene. Suddenly, Joe was confronted with the realisation they were the old men of an arthritic cause. ‘After I saw The Sex Pistols I realised we were yesterday’s papers,’ was his dramatic verdict.

‘Joe told me that when he first saw The Pistols it was the opposite of what entertainment had always been about,’ says Bob Gruen, the American rock photographer. ‘Before, bands wanted to please their audiences, but The Pistols didn’t give a shit whether anyone liked them or not. They even looked as if they’d felt they’d achieved something if you didn’t like them. It was a whole different way of thinking.’

The realisation may have been instant for Joe but the decision to do something about it took longer. The 101’ers were on the verge of putting out a record, the culmination of nearly two years’ hard slog. It wasn’t clear either where Joe might fit into a group like The Pistols anyhow. He was older and from a radically different culture. While he computed the impact of the Nashville gigs, his group continued playing. These gigs saw Joe do exactly what so many other pub rock musicians would do after punk went over-ground in 1977: he Johnny Rotten-ed up his act.

‘He subtly changed,’ recalls Dudanski. ‘He got more belligerent in a way I didn’t like so much. It was more of a snarl, which wasn’t his natural pose. But that was purely to do with his performances; it didn’t seep into his social life with The 101-ers.’

Another sign of Joe’s unrest was a hardening line towards his new name: calling him Woody was now strictly verboten. Jiving Al Jones, who hadn’t seen Joe since Newport, turned up at a gig a few weeks later at the Red Cow in Hammersmith. ‘I felt a little bit, sort of, uneasy with him,’ he says. ‘I felt he’d changed personality rather. He’d snap back at you, “Don’t call me Woody, my name’s Joe.” I was finding that a bit weird, the fact that he’d now christened himself Joe. There was a certain amount of, not aggression, but intent about that: Do not call me Woody ’cos I’ll bite your fucking head off.

‘When I saw him perform I was completely blown away. This was a completely different man from the person I had known. He was much happier and much more excitable, he’d obviously found a groove. Something had changed, he’d found something, this was like a man who had found something in his life.’

In the audience at the Red Cow that night were the fledgling Clash – Mick, Paul and guitarist Keith Levene. They’d come to figure out whether or not Joe Strummer might after all be the elusive singer they’d been searching for.
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