
[image: Illustration]


 

As a freelance writer Ian Johnston has contributed numerous articles on film and music to various publications. He has also worked on several music videos. His first book, an account of the turbulent career of the cult American group The Cramps, entitled The Wild, Wild World of The Cramps, was published in 1991 and has been described as ‘simply one of the best and most diligently researched music books of all time’. Bad Seed is his second book.

‘Gripping and well-written ... an impressively pukka examination’ Q

‘Remarkably frank’ Select

‘Nick Cave has found the biographer that his fascinating and often painful life deserves . . . An important piece of rock history deftly handled’ Melbourne Age


Also by Ian Johnston

THE WILD, WILD WORLD OF THE CRAMPS


[image: illustration]


 

 

ABACUS

First published in Great Britain by Little, Brown and Company in 1995

This edition published by Abacus in 1996

Reprinted 1997, 2001, 2002, 2004, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2013, 2014

Copyright © Ian Johnston 1995

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-0-349-14435-1

Abacus

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DY

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


CONTENTS

[image: illustration]

Acknowledgements

Introduction

  1: HMS Britain: This Ol’ Tin Tub

  2: Seeds Bloom

  3: The Boys Next Door

  4: The First Recordings

  5: Prayers On Fire

  6: Junkyard

  7: Berlin

  8: Mutiny

  9: From Her To Eternity

10: The Firstborn is Dead

11: Stranger Than Kindness

12: Ghosts . . . of the Civil Dead

13: New Morning

14: São Paulo

15: Henry’s Dream

16: Let Love In

Discography

Index


PHOTO CREDITS

[image: illustration]

All credits refer to the picture section.

Those pictures not credited belong to the author.

David Amoff: 7 (top left, top right and bottom), 8 (top)

Rainer Berson: 6 (top)

Bleddyn Butcher: 1, 6 (bottom), 9, 10, 11 (bottom), 12 (top)

Anton Corbijn: 16 (bottom)

Jutta Henglein: 8 (bottom)

Joland Kempers: 13 (bottom)

Peter Milne: 12 (bottom)

Retna Page: 2 (top), 14 (top)

Rex Features: 16 (top)

Tom Shecham: 2 (bottom), 3, 4 (bottom), 5 (top and bottom), 11 (top)

Pennie Smith: 15


Acknowledgements

[image: illustration]

Without the participation of the following, the book that I instigated could never have been written in the style that I wished. The story could have been told in at least half a dozen ways, from as many perspectives. This is the way I chose, right or wrong.

I am indebted to those named below for agreeing to be interviewed and quoted. Thank you for your memories, patience, frankness and generosity throughout the time that it has taken to write this book. I naively embarked on this project without any conception of the scale of the task I had set myself and you helped guide me through. However, I alone stand responsible for writing the story related here and any errors, omissions and misguided interpretations are my sole responsibility. Experience tells me there are bound to be some, so please accept my apologies in advance:

Barry Adamson, Blixa Bargeld, Bingo, Trevor Block, Edzard ‘Eddie’ Blum, Chris Bohn, Bleddyn Butcher, Jessamy Calkin, Chris Carr, Tony Cohen, Christoph Dreher, Evan English, Mick Geyer, Mick Harvey, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, John Hillcoat, Rowland S. Howard, Anita Lane, Lydia Lunch, Shane MacGowan, Daniel Miller, Peter Milne, Simon Pettifar, Kid Congo Powers, Peter Sempel, Mat Snow, Jim Thirlwell a.k.a. Clint Ruin, Ivo Watts-Russell, Thomas Wydler, Victor Van Vugt.

Many thanks are also due to Nick Cave, without whom there would be no story. All the quotes in this book are from interviews conducted with the author, apart from those attributed to Nick Cave, the sources of which are indicated in the text. Many thanks are again due to Mick Harvey, who is blessed with an incredible memory.

Also thank you to: Katy Beale, Beate, Polly Borland, Viviane Carneiro, Martyn P. Casey, Shaun Connon, Rayner Jesson, Marina Lutz, Mac McKenzie, Tex Perkins, Prudence, Conway Savage, Jeffrey Lee Pierce, Jo and Jackie at Mute, Tony at 4AD.

Thanks to Andrew and Lynn Trute for freely contributing a wealth of press interviews/articles, radio interviews, tapes and videos to add to my own, from their inexhaustible ‘Cave archives’, and for helping to compile this book’s discography.

Thanks to the following for also contributing research material: Mark Isted, Damon Wise, Trish Scorgie, David Arnoff, Jane Giles, Paul Belchamber at the Vintage Magazine Company, staff at the BFI Library, Pete Martin, Rocky at Supermags. Thank you David Dix for translating certain material and Cathi Unsworth for freely providing an interview she conducted with Marc Almond.

Thanks to Benjamin Lefevre for providing accommodation while research was conducted in New York, to Peter Price, Pamps and Simone in São Paulo, Nora Natali, Simon Lubert and David Cook in Los Angeles.

Last, but by no means least, many thanks to my agent, Mic Cheetham, and to my editor, Richard Beswick, for his unstinting encouragement, insight, patience and faith. You are a saint.

This book is dedicated to Caroline Wale, and to all the musicians featured within.


Introduction

London 1982

A CONCERT FOR TV AT
THE ACE
BRIXTON (NEXT TO TOWN HALL)
BRIXTON HILL

BIRTHDAY PARTY

plus VIRGIN PRUNES
THURSDAY 25 NOVEMBER
Doors Open 8.00 p.m. Show 8.45
TICKETS £2.50

The venue’s sound system is turned down as The Birthday Party slowly file on to the stage. A smattering of applause, whistling and shouts of abuse greet their appearance. The capacity crowd is crammed against the front of the stage and sways as people elbow each other for a better view. A stocky youth with a pink mohican methodically barges his way to the very front of the stage, pushing all around him to clear his path. He grips the stage for support, securing his vantage point. Mick Harvey briskly takes up his position at the drum kit, a determined expression on his face. Gaunt guitarist Rowland S. Howard, cigarette dangling from his mouth, gazes at the floor. Tracy Pew, sporting a large black cowboy hat, white frilly shirt, necktie, leather trousers and an enormous studded leather belt, plucks at his bass, momentarily sending ominous vibrations throughout the venue. Lead singer Nick Cave cuts a striking figure: tall, thin, his long, jet-black dyed hair piled up into an unruly bouffant quiff, further exaggerating his considerable height. He wears pointed Cuban-heeled boots, leather trousers and a T-shirt which bears just one word – JESUS. He stares disdainfully at the audience for a moment, then talks into the microphone: ‘We’ve got to wait till they get the cable down. You can entertain us while we wait.’ Jeers, whistles and laughter greet his announcement. Cameramen with large portable video recorders on their shoulders stalk the stage acknowledging instructions into their headsets. ‘Get on with it!’ The crowd’s impatience mounts.

‘Hands up who wants to die!’ shouts Cave. The crowd erupts, hands shooting upwards. Mick Harvey’s pounding military percussion begins. Cave paces the stage, grunting, yelping, punctuating the hypnotic rhythm. ‘Have you heard how Sonny’s Burning?’ yells Cave. At once Howard’s fractured, distorted guitar and Pew’s rumbling bass start propelling the song towards eruption. The band’s exhilarating sound is compressed, abrasive, unrelenting in its momentum. ‘Flame on! Flame on!’ screams Cave into the faces of the now seething mob at the front of the stage. Cave’s feet kick into the crowd, fists are shaken in return.

During the climax of the set’s penultimate number, ‘Fears of Gun’, Cave, writhing on the floor, is brutally dragged into the crowd, kicking in all directions. ‘Love! Love! Love . . .’ The microphone has disappeared into the throng. In an instant the pink-haired mohican, who has been awaiting his chance all evening to strike at the singer, tears Cave’s T-shirt from his back and with other members of the audience begins ripping it to shreds. He smiles at his friends: he has obtained his souvenir of the evening. The camera crew hover at a safe distance in the background, trying to locate Cave in their sights. An arm, a leg, then Cave’s head appears as he tries to pull himself across the crowd’s shoulders towards the band. Two roadies try to hoist him back on to the stage. Cave throws punches in their direction. Howard blasts feedback from his amplifier, Pew and Harvey maintain a thundering beat. Suddenly the three musicians’ onslaught halts but Cave is still grappling with audience and roadies. Slowly he slides back on to the stage, over the heads of the audience, while the roadies try to locate the microphone in the mêlée. Feedback, screams, applause.

‘They’d finished the set, there was time for an encore and the TV people were waiting,’ recalls the band’s publicist Chris Carr. ‘The director asked me, “What’s going to happen?” I said, “I don’t know.” We had fifteen minutes left. I climbed up the stairs at the side of the stage. Tracy and Rowland were sitting at the bottom. I reached the top, went into the dressing room and approached Mick and Nick. I said, “Are you going to go back on and do some more stuff?” Nick said, “What’s the point?” I said, “The first four songs were new material, so let’s do it.” Mick said, “Why don’t you go and fucking do it!” I said, “What, I go on and play the spoons?” Nick replied, “Yeah, why don’t you go on and play the fucking spoons!”

‘There was a heated row where Mick was the basic aggressor. Nick did his scorpion act, he was the stinger. He had decided this was fun so he was going to give it a go for all it was worth. Eventually we managed to sort it out and they came back down the stairs. They had a meeting with Rowland and Tracy and decided they were going to play. The first song of the encore was to be “Release the Bats”, which they had played a number of times during their lifetime. The TV people were very happy and so was the audience.’

‘More! More!’ The band reluctantly returns to the stage. Cave looks distracted, bored. Pew seems particularly unsteady on his feet, unfocused. Mick Harvey appears to be exceedingly angry. The band stare vacantly at each other. ‘More! More!’ Pew reacquaints himself with his instrument and begins trying to play a bass line which sounds suspiciously like a song the group have played much earlier in the evening. ‘We’ve heard that one!’ hollers a female voice in the crowd. Pew stops playing, then tries again. The riff sounds exactly the same. The group exchange hesitant glances. ‘Get on with it!’ Mick Harvey takes charge of the situation and shouts out the rhythm of the song they have agreed to play: ‘One, two, three, four!’ He starts to pound his drum kit. Pew begins playing as if he has just realised that he has missed his cue; he is out of time and playing completely the wrong riff. Exasperated beyond endurance, Harvey throws down his drumsticks and glares furiously at the bass player.

‘I watched from the side of the stage and saw what seemed to be a misunderstanding between Mr Pew and Mr Harvey,’ Carr continues. ‘Mr Pew went over to rectify it. I remember parts of the drum kit flying through the air and falling off the stage. A sheepish Mr Pew unplugged his bass, Rowland “I don’t know where I am” Howard wandered around and Nick Cave stormed off. I asked Tracy what had happened; he replied, “It wasn’t my fault, I couldn’t remember how to play ‘Release the Bats’ and Mick wasn’t too happy so he destroyed his drum kit. I’m sorry.”’

Guitarist Rowland Howard nonchalantly walks to the microphone amid much yelling and shaking of fists from the audience. Nick Cave, who has returned to the stage, moves towards him, places one hand over the microphone and begins to whisper into his ear. Snatches of his conversation are audible: ‘Yeah . . . look . . . no way . . . yeah, we’re all right. Look, if you want to tell them, then tell them.’ Cave walks off. Howard clears his throat and addresses the audience. ‘If you want an encore from Nick Cave and Mr Harvey then I think you’d better yell because they don’t seem to want to do one . . . I’m sorry.’ Howard leaves the stage. Members of the audience continue to stomp their feet in unison, the clapping becomes louder. ‘More! More!’ After three minutes Nick Cave, Tracy Pew, Rowland S. Howard and Mick Harvey have still not reappeared and the clamouring mob are drowned out as the venue’s sound system is turned up, spewing forth a vapid white funk track with a stoic dance beat: thud, thud, thud . . . The show is over.

The following week Steve Sutherland’s review of the gig in the Melody Maker concluded with this prophetic paragraph: ‘When a band returning for an encore, arguing over which number to play and storming back off stage unable to reach any consensus of opinion, is the evening’s biggest talking point, when it gets to the stage where what a band doesn’t do matters more than what they do, then maybe the ultimate thrill is to cease to exist?’
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HMS Britain: This Ol’ Tin Tub
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‘Coming to England was really the making and the breaking of the band,’ surmises The Birthday Party’s former lead guitarist Rowland S. Howard. ‘We all started to get on each other’s nerves so badly. It was never the same again on a personal level. Myself and Nick [Cave] in particular had been friends until that time. We both seemed to go our different ways.’

The Birthday Party arrived in the UK from Melbourne, Australia, in late February 1980. From the beginning the individual band members – vocalist Nick Cave, guitarist Rowland S. Howard, multi-instrumentalist Mick Harvey, bassist Tracy Pew and drummer Phill Calvert – found the whole experience exasperating and a bitter disappointment. For twelve months the band had looked forward to this moment with mounting anticipation but the bleak, grey landscape of London dampened their ardour and a lasting depression set in. For the young Australians a long period of disillusionment and grinding poverty was only just starting to unfold. The problems began from the moment the group checked into a hotel near Euston Station for the night. ‘We had money when we came over,’ says Howard, ‘but I had all my money stolen from my suitcase by one of the chamber maids when I arrived. Tracy’s ghetto blaster went missing too.’ ‘I remember that Rowland was always losing money,’ recalls a quizzical Mick Harvey.

After a couple of nights in the hotel they moved into a small basement flat in Earls Court, west London, where they would stay for a month. The rented accommodation, consisting of one bedroom with two single beds and a small kitchen which also served as a living room, could barely contain the band members and the few possessions they had brought with them. ‘In Australia we were pretty much on the poverty line but that was a very different affair compared to London,’ recalls Mick Harvey. ‘In Melbourne I had a flat with two bedrooms. It wasn’t very well appointed or anything like that, but it was on The Esplanade above St Kilda beach. I’d come out in the morning, and there was the bay. I didn’t even think about it until I’d been living in London for a while. You come to London, and everything is very squashed, you are living in very close proximity to other people.’ Within two weeks the ever-practical Harvey had found himself temporary employment and moved out of the Earls Court flat into a bedsit in west Kensington, as his girlfriend Katy Beale was arriving shortly from Australia.

Any thoughts of announcing the band’s very existence, or even taking positive steps towards trying to secure gigs in the metropolis, had to be shelved for an indefinite period. Practical issues were far more pressing if the group’s members were ever going to be able to cope with living in London. The vague contingency plans that had been laid in Melbourne had completely underestimated the trials and tribulations of scraping together some form of day-to-day existence in the midst of a deep economic recession. ‘We went through a bit of a shock there,’ said Nick Cave, recounting their initial reaction to England at the end of 1980, ‘and it took about four months to get any confidence back at all.’1

The opportunity to escape from Australia had seemed like a dream come true when it was initially suggested by the band’s manager, Keith Glass, who also ran their record label, Missing Link. Glass, who had spent three weeks in London during the summer of 1979, thought that the group would stand more chance of gaining a receptive audience in the UK than if they remained in Melbourne. The trip itself was partially financed from an advance from Glass but the group had also spent a year playing gigs across Australia, receiving $5 each a night, to save up for the move. After that they would have to fend for themselves, since Missing Link was only a small independent label incapable of offering the group the support or the budget of a major record company. A number of venues in Melbourne were closing their doors to the band because of their reputation, and relocation was necessary for its survival. If the band members could have envisaged the squalor that awaited them in London, they might have thought twice about moving.

In early April the rest of the band moved into a small shared house, 39 Maxwell Road, Fulham, west London. They lived on the breadline, unaware that they were actually able to claim supplementary benefit because of a reciprocal arrangement between the UK and Australia. The household existed on a diet of cheap curry dishes purchased for £1 from a seedy Indian restaurant in Earls Court. Within a few weeks Rowland Howard began to suffer from malnutrition and had to write to his parents, who forwarded him £70 a fortnight so that he could survive. For months the daily curry dish would be Nick Cave’s only form of nourishment, apart from whatever chocolate bars and crisps he and Tracy Pew were able to steal from the corner shop.

Mick Harvey and Katy Beale soon moved into the Fulham house, as the rest of the group were experiencing difficulties in paying the rent. ‘I didn’t have a very good time that year,’ laughs Harvey. ‘I went to the cinema a lot and looked around the place. I hadn’t got sick of struggling to live in London at that stage. The others weren’t enterprising enough to find out what was good about the place. There was a lot of lethargy.’ Those members of the band who could face the prospect of menial work would go daily to the local employment agency to find out if there were any jobs available that day. Tracy Pew obtained part-time work cleaning at Heathrow Airport. The space he and his workmate for the day were required to clean was vast. After five hours Pew would eventually meet his partner in the middle of the complex, having started work at opposite sides of the building. Pew would often be discovered at the house asleep on the stairs, so physically exhausted after his daily toil he couldn’t find the energy to walk any further to reach his bed. Howard recalls: ‘Half the people in the house had to get up at 7 a.m. to go to work and the other half had gone to bed at 5 a.m. I don’t think it was much fun for Mick Harvey.’

Most days Cave would make the effort to drag himself off his makeshift bed in the house’s narrow hallway at 7 a.m., to arrive at the agency by 8. Frequently he would be informed that there was no work that day, and on occasion he would be reduced to stealing bicycles in a vain attempt to raise capital. When employment was available, Cave invariably found himself walking for miles to London Zoo to wash dishes in the cafeteria or pick up litter around the grounds, for which he would receive £10 a day. Compared to the lifestyle he had enjoyed in Melbourne, living in London came as a severe shock. The unfriendly and aggressive attitude of many of the English people with whom he came in contact, coupled with the inclement English weather and the somewhat oppressive atmosphere of London itself, would have a profound effect upon him. ‘Before Nick left Australia he’d always lived at home, he’d always been comfortable,’ says Howard. ‘He’d come round to my house and try and talk me into spending the last of my money on getting drunk. I’d say, “How am I going to live for the rest of the week?” “Well, you can come to my mum and dad’s house and have dinner every night.” As if! He didn’t have any idea what it was like in the real world. Going out and living in that world really changed him.’

Owing to their impoverished financial state, the band members could not satisfy their cravings for hard liquor, heroin or amphetamine sulphate, which led to a frantic desire to obliterate the senses in any manner they could possibly afford. Cave and Pew would regularly scour the house and neighbours’ dustbins for empty bottles, which they would exchange for cash at the local off-licence. With the little money they received the pair would buy a couple of bottles of cider each.

‘There were always a lot of arguments about money,’ says Anita Lane, Nick Cave’s former girlfriend, who arrived at 39 Maxwell Road in mid-April. ‘It was almost like there were white lines on the floor defining people’s individual spaces. I remember sleeping out in the hallway on more than one occasion. I didn’t really care, because I was with Nick. At that time I didn’t really have any ambitions of my own. We just enjoyed each other’s company and appreciated the same things.’ With the arrival of Rowland’s girlfriend Genevieve McGuckin and Tracy’s girlfriend Caitlan, the lodgings were becoming even more cramped and tolerance levels quickly began to drop.

The group did not possess a television and the only in-house entertainment was provided by a cheap portable record player. ‘We only possessed two records,’ says Howard, ‘Metal Box by Public Image Ltd. and Buy the Contortions by James Chance. Mick Harvey had other records but he kept them in his bedroom so they wouldn’t be destroyed; I remember Tracy fell on top of the record player in a stupor a couple of times. We played those records all day in rotation, that’s all we listened to for months. As far as those records influencing us musically in any way, I think they drove us away from anything remotely like that.’

On a business trip to London, Keith Glass paid a visit to the Fulham house to check on his investment and the band’s progress. He was not pleased with what he saw. ‘Keith wasn’t prepared to put up with any unpleasant duties. He immediately called a band meeting and said that he was disgusted with people’s behaviour,’ laughs Howard. ‘We just continued to struggle on in our disgusting fashion. I couldn’t live like that now.’

For the most part the struggle to obtain gigs and establish tentative contacts with record companies fell on the shoulders of Mick Harvey and the amiable Phill Calvert. ‘Phill was a very enthusiastic person,’ says Howard. ‘He loves music but he didn’t have any idea of what was going on.’ The process was laborious and unrewarding: tramping around the capital with tapes and test pressings; knocking on the doors of small venues enquiring if the band could play. Initially the group had compiled an album’s worth of recordings on Missing Link with the intention of releasing the record on the Ralph label in the United States. Ralph, who had introduced to the world the anonymous neo-Situationist pranksters The Residents, were very excited by The Birthday Party’s recordings but insisted that any record deal must be on a global basis. The Birthday Party argued that they needed their record company to be based in England, and so the deal fell through. The group had scored some success in distributing a single, ‘Happy Birthday’/‘Riddlehouse’, directly to shops specialising in independent music. The record had been made initially as a free single, given away at the last Boys Next Door concert (before they changed their name to The Birthday Party), before departing for England, and spare copies came in useful in trying to raise awareness of the group. A copy sent to the NME gained The Birthday Party their first English press notice, in late February 1980. The review was generally positive, although the writer complained of ‘the odd unfortunate stray poltergeist guitar throwing fits here and there’ and patronisingly asked readers if they were ready for ‘rock’n’droll’.

In England, responses from both promoters and record labels were mostly negative. The band soon realised that their limited success in Australia meant nothing at all in London, and because of their nationality many promoters and companies refused to take them seriously. It became clear that the London gig circuit that had been so virile during the punk explosion of the late seventies, with scores of new bands appearing almost every night, was in its death throes and the popularity of the emerging nightclub scene was superseding any demand for live music. Not only that, but the group’s innovative style, firmly based in rock music, was completely out of step with what most English groups were producing.

The band was shocked that the capital was not thronging with daring groups of the calibre of The Fall or The Pop Group, as they had naively been led to believe in Australia. When they actually saw or heard for themselves the bands who were critically praised every week in the music press, they were outraged by the bland, herd-like mentality which seemed all too pre-eminent. En masse the group went to see a special package show at the Lyceum ballroom off the Strand, featuring the supposed cre`me de la cre`me of new English rock music: Echo and the Bunnymen, A Certain Ratio, The Teardrop Explodes and The Psychedelic Furs. The Birthday Party were appalled. ‘They all just stood there and played their guitars and sang,’ says Howard. ‘It was lame, bland. No one seemed prepared to do anything that might embarrass themselves or put themselves on the line in any way.’ ‘The only band I saw when we arrived who I thought were a great live band were Joy Division,’ adds Mick Harvey. ‘Live, they generated something. That’s what was missing from the other groups we saw.’

To the Australians, British groups were too self-conscious about their work and suffocated by the upheavals rendered by punk. During the punk years Britain had held the world’s attention with a vehement blast of musical energy and innovation. Now there was little left but a hollow shell with the media still proclaiming the UK as the foremost exponent of new music. Punk, the catalyst for change, which questioned anything and everything, had been transformed into new wave/post-punk, which in turn had become as conservative as the rock music that had preceded it. A new set of rules had been established in a medium where there should be none. Strict adherence to leftist, politically correct ideology had inadvertently limited the horizons of musicians’ imaginations. Any group daring to be provocative was ostracised. Consequently most British groups, ever-fearful of being branded sexist, careerist, or perhaps worst of all, rockist, produced vapid music.

Rockist, a term flippantly coined by Pete Wylie of Wah!, was seized upon by the music press and became the all-important buzz word of the period. The vague ideology behind this slogan was that rock music was now completely redundant, having been terminally savaged by punk, and that the only way forward was to incorporate ethnic elements of any description into your music to avoid sullying your hands with inherently unsound rock. Rock was a dirty word. A professed dislike for a musical style such as reggae was tantamount to admitting racist tendencies. Even the amplified electric guitar, once so essential in articulating pop and rock’s cathartic release, was now viewed as an ungainly phallic symbol, an instrument synonymous with male oppression/aggression. The synthesiser was the favourite instrument of the day and the result was countless groups playing sterile, up-tempo pop funk. Pop was the future; taste, design and style were the touchstones.

Some groups began to embrace what would be termed as ‘new romanticism’, an insipid celebration of consumerism and neo-glamour, which allegedly carried an element of irony. Others were content to return to the styles and sounds of rock/pop of ages past: ska, blue beat, glam, rockabilly and mod. The regurgitation of old styles seemed unending, fads appearing and disappearing within months.

In June the escalating tensions within 39 Maxwell Road finally proved too much to bear and Nick Cave, Anita Lane, Tracy Pew and Caitlan moved out of the Fulham house and into a squat that Nick had found in Walterton Road, adjacent to Harrow Road, Maida Vale, W9. ‘They moved out because they couldn’t afford the rent, so I was stuck there paying the rent after I had my own fucking place,’ says Mick Harvey. The five-room squat was filthy and completely dilapidated. None of the toilets worked as the bowls and cisterns had been smashed in a vain attempt to deter all but the most desperate squatters. The electricity and hot water supply had been disconnected. Nick and Anita’s room was completely bare, apart from a begrimed mattress and a door laid horizontally across a couple of tea-chests which served as a table. A portable gas heater provided the only warmth and the room was lit by candles. ‘Nick had discovered Samuel Beckett just before we came to England,’ says Howard. ‘Beckett played a large part in his life while he was living in Maida Vale because he could relate to the subject matter.’ While Nick and Anita did little to improve their living conditions, Pew gathered together whatever scraps of fabric and furniture he could find at a rubbish tip, decorating his room until it resembled a run-down bordello. The Walterton Road squat would serve as Cave’s home for some time and would eventually attract other desperate expatriate Australians. ‘There was no phone and so there was no way to find out if they’d be home. No, I didn’t go there, I was working, and it didn’t seem like the place to visit somehow,’ says Harvey.

Eventually the band managed to obtain their first gig in England, on 29 June, at the Rock Garden in Covent Garden, where the audience was often made up of bewildered tourists vainly looking for a good time in the capital. Eight days later they would play at a better venue with an enlightened policy towards ‘alternative’ music, the Moonlight Club in West Hampstead. In the audience that night was Ivo Watts-Russell, managing director of the then small independent company 4AD. Watts-Russell began his music career in the late seventies behind the counter at the Beggars Banquet record shop. He was very excited by a stream of amateur recordings that were being produced by groups after punk and would often pester the Beggars Banquet record label with demos that young hopefuls had brought into the shop. Impressed by his enthusiasm, Beggars Banquet decided to back him to the tune of £2,000 in trying to set up his own label with the shop’s manager, Peter Kent, on the condition that Beggars Banquet would eventually sign the most successful bands. When Kent left the label, Ivo decided that he was not going to act as Beggars Banquet’s talent scout any longer. He recalls: ‘I was living in that wonderful twilight world of being someone who was a fan of music and who was able to release records.’

Ivo was at the Moonlight Club that night to see another band, The Lines, but inadvertently got to witness The Birthday Party, who were supporting Deutsch Amerikanische Freundschaft. ‘Somehow Daniel Miller at Mute had got them that gig because he was working with DAF,’ says Watts-Russell. In 1978 Miller, responding to the energy of the punk explosion, had formed his own record label, Mute, initially to release his own influential electronic single ‘T.V.O.D.’/‘Warm Leatherette’, inspired by J. G. Ballard’s novel Crash. Since then Mute had enjoyed a successful series of independent singles by Fad Gadget and Silicon Teens. Miller had initially heard of The Birthday Party through an Australian acquaintance, and after seeing them live decided he wanted to sign them to his label. ‘I remember thinking, that’s an unusual name,’ recalls Miller. ‘They’d pressed up white label copies of their album and someone recommended that they come and see me to put it out. Live, I was struck by their intensity, the atonality but within the context of songs. I can’t say I caught the lyrics but their presence . . . they looked like a gang, they’ve always looked like a gang. That’s a really good thing about a group, if they have a menacing gang vibe about them. Because they were Australian everything had a non-Anglo-American edge to it, the music, the look. I wasn’t particularly interested in US or English music. I was very interested in electronic music but I felt they were the first real rock line-up band that I liked since The Ramones, say. That was very important because I wasn’t into the concept of a rock group. To me, they were just using those instruments to do what they needed to do, they weren’t using them with any reference to the past.’

Much to Miller’s disappointment, he was unable to sign the band because he was too busy working with the German expatriate group DAF. ‘The label was just me working out of my home and DAF were all living at my place at the time,’ Miller continues. ‘I had no money, because I hadn’t released any albums at that time, just singles. All the people I had worked with up to that point in time were individuals, the cost of looking after a band I hadn’t thought about. Just at that moment when I had to make a decision about The Birthday Party, in terms of workload, it was a very difficult period. Even though DAF were a brilliant band and I knew they’d do well, to have a group from Australia as well, feeding them and housing them because they were moving over, just wasn’t on.’ Miller then recommended The Birthday Party to Ivo.

‘I walked in and they were in the middle of their set,’ recalls Ivo of the Moonlight Club gig. ‘They weren’t going down very well, in fact they weren’t being well received at all. Out of all the people I went with I was the only person that liked them. There seemed to be a feeling that they were just funny “Aussies” at that gig.’ Unbeknown to Watts-Russell the reason for The Birthday Party’s shambolic performance was that for the first time the group had been supplied with a ‘rider’ of free alcohol which they had eagerly consumed ten minutes before taking to the stage. At one point during the gig Tracy Pew momentarily forgot that he was meant to be playing the bass guitar and stood at the side of the stage with his arms by his sides staring into the middle distance. ‘The next day I got a phone number for them and called them up and they informed me that they were playing at the Rock Garden the following month. I went to see them there. The thing that struck me and that I enjoyed the most, it’s great when that happens when you’re seduced, was Mick Harvey’s keyboard playing at that time. I loved that wonderful old organ sound they had, that’s what struck me first. They were tight and very polished at that point in time. They seemed to explode the longer they stayed in England. They just became wilder and wilder.’

Ivo had spoken to Mick Harvey when he had rung the band house in Fulham and it was with Harvey that he would build a lasting friendship. ‘When I saw them at the Rock Garden I went backstage and spoke to Phill Calvert, who was the friendliest on that initial meeting I suppose, and then I got talking to Mick. The song that I enjoyed the most was called “Mr Clarinet” and they informed me that they had recorded it and Mick said, “Why don’t you put it out?” That’s how it started.’ Despite Ivo having made tentative contact with the band, a formal arrangement regarding the release of any of their material would not be finalised until late September.

The group had in fact already released the ‘Mr Clarinet’ single on Missing Link and had distributed it in the same manner as the ‘Riddlehouse’ 7”. The record would be reviewed in the New Musical Express on 28 June but the tone of the review would reveal the xenophobic attitudes with which the band would have to contend: ‘The Birthday Party are an avant-garde Australian group, no sniggering at the back please . . . Presumably there is a dark heart of the Australian psyche, up-river from their own particular Saigon; at any rate this group seem to want to reach it. I’m not sure they live up to these pretensions but they sound serious . . .’

Cave, in particular, had become increasingly frustrated by the band’s inactivity. Since arriving in England in February they had played a grand total of four gigs. In Australia, they had sometimes played this number in a week. Cave began to question whether he was still in a band. Even more disturbing to him was the fact that he had not been writing while in England. The inspiration just did not seem to come, although he had written the lyrics to a couple of extremely bitter, self-loathing songs entitled ‘Nick The Stripper’ (‘Nick the stripper, hideous to the eye, hideous to the eye’) and ‘King Ink’ (‘King Ink feels like a bug, And he hates his rotten shell’).

On 18 September, the band played at the Hope and Anchor pub venue to celebrate their hook-up to 4AD through Missing Link. ‘It was a peculiar relationship,’ says Ivo. ‘We didn’t actually sign The Birthday Party until “The Bad Seed” EP in 1982. The other records were through this peculiar licensing deal through Missing Link in Australia. I wouldn’t dream of entering into a relationship like that now, it would be restrictive, to say the least.’

In October the first Birthday Party single was released through 4AD. Again, this comprised material previously recorded at Richmond Recorders in Melbourne in January that year. The three-track 7” featured a brooding Cave composition, ‘The Friend Catcher’, drenched in waves of feedback perfectly mirroring Cave’s lyric, ‘It’s a prison of sound’. ‘“The Friend Catcher” was one of the funniest guitar overdubs I’ve ever seen in my life,’ reminisces The Birthday Party’s long-term collaborator, sound engineer Tony Cohen. ‘Rowland had spent a long time setting it up. He had all these pedals, including a thing called a Blue Box which didn’t work properly but made a great sound, a complete fluke. He also had a Space Echo which is a tape echo machine which repeats the sound, but Rowland being the sensitive fellow that he is turned every knob up to the max, which makes the thing feed back and make a constant noise. He didn’t even have to touch the guitar ’cos this horrible noise was just going on. He just started bashing the foot pedals. I was watching him, frantically trying to figure out what pedal to hit next.’ Also featured was a frantic interpretation of the classic Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps’ number, ‘Cat Man’. Covering the song was Keith Glass’s idea. Glass had long been an ardent fan of Gene Vincent and fifties rock’n’roll in general and had played the track to Nick Cave, who saw possibilities for the song in the hands of the group.

To promote the record Ivo would enlist the aid of the ebullient freelance publicist Chris Carr. Having already heard of the band through his brother-in-law, Chris Bailey, lead singer of The Saints, and his other Australian contacts living in London, Carr was keen to meet the group. ‘Ivo was reserved due to the financial implications,’ recalls Carr. ‘He thought as soon as I met them, he’d have to start paying me.’ Carr initially met the group by accident in the Beggars Banquet record shop in Earls Court, then encountered them again at the tube station, where he suggested they should talk. While handling the publicity for much bigger acts, such as Siouxsie and the Banshees, Carr would ceaselessly champion the band for a nominal fee, and often for nothing. He had instinctively recognised the enormous potential of each member of the band and would play a key part in gaining them press recognition, nurturing their talent and offering them invaluable advice. It is possible that without Carr, The Birthday Party would not have enjoyed the success that they did in England.

‘I was intrigued by them,’ says Carr. ‘Their artistic leanings were more developed than their rock’n’roll leanings, there was an intelligence there. With Tracy, Nick and Rowland you could talk to them about other things apart from the rock business and the latest record release. It was strange trying to introduce English people to a young Australian group called The Birthday Party. The name didn’t fit the climate; in those days there were groups with names like Killing Joke. I really had to drag people along to see them. A lot was done in the very early days but it was unfocused PR-wise. There is a hierarchy within the British music press and there were very staid people looking after the papers. We had to wait for new writers to champion the band but The Birthday Party’s audience would develop ahead of the press due to their live shows.

‘Usually a lot of Australian groups who come to England have to rely on an Australian audience but in The Birthday Party’s case the audience would soon be comprised of 70 per cent English and 30 per cent Australian. I don’t think any Australian group has ever done that. The Birthday Party did something that other bands weren’t prepared to do; come over to England and live here. Most come over on a major label’s money and then fuck off again when the money runs out. They were brave. It was a fairly austere time, living from hand to mouth, a very grim existence.’

The weekly music papers in the UK, unlike any other country in the world, have, or rather had, an influence both in the industry and over their readership disproportionate to the actual number of copies they sold. This was primarily because of the very limited number of radio stations broadcasting ‘alternative’ music; consequently music buffs had little chance of hearing the releases that were pontificated upon in the press. ‘The band had no real affinity with anything that was going on in Britain,’ says Chris Bohn, who wrote for the weekly music papers during this period. ‘The British music scene would have been quite content to keep them isolated so they wouldn’t affect anything that was going on. Echo and the Bunnymen, The Teardrop Explodes; cute pop was the flavour of the moment. British pop at every level seemed to take the easy option and was clearly not making new music of any kind. I got the feeling, and perhaps this is false, that when Ian Curtis of Joy Division killed himself a lot of people subconsciously took fright from using music to go deeper into themselves, or make any exploration outside of some superficial comfortable melody.’

Though the music papers were initially uninterested in The Birthday Party, the group were instantly seized upon by the respected and influential Radio 1 DJ, John Peel. Always on the lookout for challenging new music, Peel had been immensely impressed with their second Missing Link single, ‘Mr Clarinet’, and their new 4AD release. Peel would regularly air ‘The Friend Catcher’ on his radio show, on more than one occasion playing the record twice in one night. The single’s success in the Independent Singles Charts was largely due to Peel playing the record continuously, to the point where his listeners would criticise him for doing so. ‘He was always saying very kind things about the group on the radio,’ says Rowland Howard, ‘and he was very helpful in bringing attention to us.’ Peel would further boost the group’s profile by inviting them to record the first of many sessions for his show. The group rose to the challenge of recording four songs – ‘Cry’, ‘Yard’, ‘Figure of Fun’ and ‘King Ink’ – on eight-track recording equipment, in eight hours at the BBC’s studios in Maida Vale. Peel was very pleased with the session and played it several times.

The Birthday Party played their eighth and final gig in London that year on 3 November at the Moonlight Club before returning to Melbourne. Encouraged by Peel’s response to their records, and knowing that the group were going to record an album which he wanted to release in the UK, Ivo advanced Glass £5,000towards the recording costs. Before they left the UK the band were enraged by news from Australia that Glass was going to release on Missing Link the LP that they had compiled for Ralph in the United States. ‘The Friend Catcher’ single was already available in Australia on import and Glass’s release, The Birthday Party/The Boys Next Door, contained only two previously unreleased tracks. A number of angry phone calls were made to Glass in a vain attempt to persuade him to abandon the project, or at least release the record as a mini album and omit the group’s previous name from the title, but Glass was obdurate. ‘While we were away in London he [Glass] lost contact with us,’ says Harvey. ‘Even during the first year he was getting paranoid about us linking up with record companies in the UK and he started doing strange things. We didn’t have a cast-iron deal with him.’ The band were further angered when they saw the black and white sleeve Glass had commissioned depicting a series of badly drawn cartoon ‘stick men’ walking naked across an abstract backdrop. From this point on their relationship with Glass would rapidly deteriorate.

Upon returning to Australia the band would embark on a brief tour before commencing recording in December. When they played the Crystal Ballroom in St Kilda, Melbourne, on 22 November, they were shocked to see a queue stretching from the venue’s steps around the corner of the building. Only nine months previously they had left the country having been neglected by audiences and the media alike. ‘It seems we had to go away before we were liked,’ Nick Cave indignantly told a radio interviewer. ‘It’s ridiculous to find ourselves in RAM [premier Australian music paper]. To find half a page on us is quite a shock, we really had to fight for those things before. It just seems indicative of the press and media over here.’2

The band felt that at last their long-held uncompromising stance had been vindicated, in Australia at least. Now they would direct all their energies towards England. ‘We snapped out of our lethargy when we got back to Australia,’ says Mick Harvey. ‘That’s when the negative reaction really hit home. The attitude was that we were really going to kick them in the teeth now and that’s what happened. We were prepared.’

NOTES

  1   3RRR radio broadcast, Melbourne, November 1980.

  2   Ibid.
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