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Praise for Too Much Too Young

‘Daniel Rachel has bagged the whirlwind of 2 Tone with joy, honesty and compassion to create the definitive account of one of Britain’s finest youth movements’

Suggs

‘A brilliantly vivid account of one of British pop culture’s most inspiring movements – surely the definitive telling of the 2 Tone story’

John Harris

‘An incredible and detailed account of a massive watershed moment in British culture. Rachel’s book captures the daily struggles and contradictions within both the groups and the audience during harsh political times and ultimately delivers a message of positivity and the power of the music to affect social and political change’

Gurinder Chadha OBE

‘Daniel Rachel has managed to talk to all the significant players and the story he tells is one that shines a light on the challenges of mixing pop with politics. This feels like the definitive story of 2 Tone. Masterful’

Billy Bragg

‘A great book about a time when record labels meant something and a brief period of hope when it seemed as if music might actually be able to change the world. This is a book about a few exceptionally talented people who came together and created something extraordinary’

Charlie Higson

‘In Daniel Rachel, the great untold story of the post-punk era finally gets the storyteller it deserves. Too Much Too Young is every bit as thrilling, and just as achingly evocative as the music it was written to celebrate … a scintillating read’

Pete Paphides


For Matthew Rowland …

and all those Saturday adventures hunting down these records
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‘A new dance caught the feet of the nation’s youth. Within months 2 Tone replaced the dying disco rump as the mass dance music of the nation’s youth. It was unselfconsciously pop, it was teenage, it was for boys and girls, it had fashions and identity and it had a strong morality, a message even. It all happened quickly and without hype or pretension. Sold-out venues, multiple encores, a sense of unity, purpose, even of a crusade, all that and more conspired to give the whole thing legendary status, not least in the eyes of the participants’

Garry Bushell, Sounds, 1 March 1980


A Dr. Marten boot pounds down on a sprung dancefloor, stomping to the rhythm of an infectious African diasporic beat. An audience rises and falls to the music. The singer urges everybody to clap their hands as the bass drum beats a tribal rhythm. The music begins to accelerate. Sweat drips down off the walls. Mist sweeps across the stage. Smiles spread across faces. In this moment, nothing exists in the outside world beyond this mass orgy of jumping, screaming and dancing. The noise reaches a cacophonous high and then collapses into a deafening roar. This is the biggest band in the country. They are Jamaican. And British. Black and white. Women and men. They are Coventry. And London. And Birmingham. They talk of youth and identity. Of harmony and solidarity. They dress like you and me and tell us that this is our time. Our generation. The chance to confront the ills of society and to look to a brighter future. They are on television and in the papers. On the radio and at the top of the charts. Together, as one, it is a movement. A way of life. A Street Feeling.

And then there is a scream. A body goes down. A punch is thrown. Spit and sharpened coins fill the air. There is confusion. Fighting. Racism. Misogyny. The gratuitous spectacle stoked by tabloid hostility. This is no longer a mini-drama revolving on a turntable. It is a country in decay. Jobs being lost. Lives at risk. Somebody stabbed. A band arguing. Loyalty challenged. Walk-outs. Conflict. Then, abruptly, the beat changes. An eerie siren whistles across the airways. Music and politics intertwine. The mood wrapped up in a three-minute song. People line up. To oppose the state, the police, Thatcherism, apartheid, and give themselves to song. To come together in celebration, to dance and sing. To feel the power of mass communion. A place of unity. A house of belonging. They call it madness – it is. They say nobody is special – they are not. They tell us to enjoy ourselves – we do.

This are 2 Tone.


Foreword

On a cold Monday night in late 1978, I saw a band at a small Coventry night club called Mr George’s. I had no idea what to expect, but I had been told that they’d supported the Clash on a recent UK tour. At the time, I was trying to start a reggae band with a friend of mine, so I was more interested in the support act that evening, Hard Top 22 – a tight, roots infused collective of local musicians, who were each paid that night with a free pint. Monday night was reggae night. As all musicians know, it’s the worst night of the week for getting a paying audience through a venue’s doors, vividly illustrating the level of commitment to reggae-influenced music in this provincial city at the time.

Both bands that night left an impression, but I had no idea how much of an imprint they would make on a generation of youngsters, both black and white, who were rapidly outgrowing punk and new wave and hungrily looking for something to replace it. In truth, I was one of those youths, too. After I heard both these bands, I felt reinvigorated to try that little bit harder, because I could see they were on to something new. The name of the headline band was the Special AKA.

By 1979, many of those performers would coalesce into the Specials and the Selecter; the latter being the brainchild of guitarist/songwriter Neol Davies, whose instrumental, also called ‘The Selecter’, ended up on the flip side of the Specials’ new single ‘Gangsters’. This first 2 Tone label release rapidly climbed the charts, spurring Neol on to form a band, of which I became lead singer. These founders of the 2 Tone movement in Coventry enabled like-minded bands – Madness and the Bodysnatchers from London, and the Beat from Birmingham – to develop a new inclusive sound, blending the rhythms of Jamaican ska and rocksteady with a punk rock sensibility. A killer black and white visual style cemented the look. The architect of this new sound and image was Jerry Dammers.

Three years earlier, the infamous right-wing politician Enoch Powell had let loose his incendiary ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, calling for a stop to immigration and for enforced repatriation. A famous rock musician had also given vent to a drunken rant, along similar lines, during his set at the Birmingham Odeon, proving that an intolerant, jingoistic, post-war Britain was still alive and well, and was having none of this mixing and blurring of the black and white lines of society. Like all good ideas, 2 Tone came to the fore when the progressive youth among us, spearheaded at the time by the Rock Against Racism movement, decided to put their foot down and invited us to take that one step beyond.

Over forty years ago, us 2 Tone musicians, just like our audiences, were all young, fit and full of vigour and creativity, not a care in the world, other than to make a mark on this unruly and inequitable place we had been born into. We were all children of the fifties and sixties, and the main thing we had in common was that we lived in Britain – a country that had hugely benefited from immigration, but curiously had an innate antipathy to the ideas of multiculturalism and diversity that we still struggle to embrace today.

The author, Daniel Rachel, has managed to capture the essence of that contradiction in those Margaret Thatcher governed years, with this comprehensive, cautionary, but nonetheless celebratory saga of the 2 Tone label.

History is made up of the stories and recollections of often frail and complicated individuals, who are just trying to get through life as best they can, but still have a story to tell that’s bigger than themselves.

The story of 2 Tone is framed here as that of Jerry Dammers. His voice is loud and clear throughout. He had a vision, born from his unique perspective on life, which probably had much to do with the progressive ideas he was introduced to when he was a child. Through his singular composing skills and the ability to wrangle some of the unruliest, but nonetheless talented, musical individuals who were around at the time, he started a movement, by generously giving an opportunity to other like-minded bands to record on his new record label – which arguably did more than any other label to challenge racism and class prejudice in Britain. Indeed, the Selecter were so invested in 2 Tone that we recorded four singles and an album, Too Much Pressure, that all charted between 1979–80. We believed Jerry Dammers when he said: ‘It was quite a new idea, so it’s kind of like a sub-label. But it was all about maintaining artistic control over the output and also having the opportunity to give other bands a chance.’

Jerry helped change the mindset of a deeply divided country, whose division continues to this day. Divided it still may be, but among us are those who heard Jerry’s best work, ‘Too Much Too Young’, ‘Ghost Town’ and ‘(Free) Nelson Mandela’, in the early eighties. The historical impact of these songs is still as strong today as it was back then. They encapsulate a time when all things seemed possible if you could just marry excellent dance music with progressive social and political messages.

In March 2023, the remastered movie Dance Craze, and accompanying soundtrack, was released to droves of ecstatic 2 Tone fans. To have read this book and seen the movie again after all these years, I was struck by how the purity of purpose demonstrated by the bands has been captured in both mediums. 2 Tone championed all that was good about humanity, despite sometimes being infiltrated by the negativity of a small number of vocal naysayers.

To celebrate these releases, it would have been nice to organise one big event where all the bands that were involved in the 2 Tone movement over forty years ago could have reunited, but sadly, that did not happen. However, many of the individual bands that made up that movement are still performing, and since the Selecter is one of them, we will be enjoying ourselves as much as possible for the foreseeable future. I joined a band not to preach to the converted, but to start a long overdue conversation. The music and ideas of 2 Tone live on, still influencing social attitudes and debates. Not a bad legacy for a movement that started in a grim Midlands nightclub on the worst night of the week, but is now embraced as the jewel in the crown of Coventry’s City of Culture 2021 bid.

Pauline Black OBE (The Selecter)
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Introduction: PEOPLE ARE REALLY RATHER AFRAID

This is a story fraught with contradiction. A tale of ideals versus reality, of a working-class fan base led by middle-class musicians, of women challenging male privilege, of cultural identity fought out on dancefloors across the country. But above all, 2 Tone is the story of a record label. One that inspired a movement and promoted a sound rooted in ska but delivered through a prism of rock, punk and soul. It was anti-racist and anti-sexist but struggled to uphold these founding values. It was a radical alternative to the music industry but marketed and bankrolled by the establishment. Its imagery and iconography were black and white but it played out in a wash of hue and colour. It is also the story of some of the greatest records ever made.

2 Tone was born in seventies Britain, into a beige landscape of Formica tableware, smoky bar rooms and casual racism. Bigotry permeated every level of society where prejudice was an everyman currency lodged in the heart of popular culture, unchecked and policed by forces happy to maintain a discriminatory status quo. Put simply: racism was the very oxygen of British society.

What hope for the next generation? Unemployment was on the rise. Industrial strikes crippled the economy. Manufacturing commerce was on the verge of collapse. Trade union power was running rampant. In 1978, more working days were lost to labour disputes than since the General Strike of 1926. National pride was polarised. Tensions ran high. There was violence on the streets. Neo-Nazis freely marched through immigrant-populated towns and cities, protected by the police. Social division was extreme. Optimism was low. Disaffected youth rallied behind punk demanding a year zero in music, art and fashion to a conflicting cry of nihilism.

A year before her election as prime minster in May 1979, Margaret Thatcher appeared on the ITV current affairs programme World in Action. Using immigration as a campaigning weapon, she cunningly spoke the language of the far right. ‘People are really rather afraid,’ she said, in a tone barely shy of condescension, ‘that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture.’ The skilfully judged phrase unsurprisingly provoked outrage: the leader of a political party addressing the nation in flagrant discriminatory overtones to woo National Front support towards the Conservative Party. Considering the UK population of ethnic minorities was 1,771,000 (3.3 per cent), Britain was hardly a country ‘swamped’. The ‘no future’ punk rock outlook had never looked as bleak and as grey.

Since the Sex Pistols’ premature implosion in early 1978, and the Clash’s subsequent search for broader musical expression, the country had witnessed a cultural wedge dividing clean-shaven pop commercialism from an alternative street-level embrace of art. British youth was in search of a new home. A place of belonging. In the void, vast swathes of unconscionable teenagers increasingly looked vulnerable to the persuasive camp of nationalism, booted marches and Union Jack flag-waving. In the cultural no man’s land, race was pitted against patriotism, black against white, skinhead against punk.

Salvation was to come from Coventry. A city rebuilt out of the ashes of the Second World War. Its resurrection a symbol of solidarity and hope. Here was a community who defended themselves against National Socialism and then forgave their enemy. Past foes were welcomed into a new world order where bombers had once darkened their skyline. In the immediate years following the war, Coventry blossomed, strengthened by dramatic buoyancy in the car industry. Then, just as rapidly, the fifties and sixties boom years deliquesced as the short-lived prosperity succumbed to a future of economic recession and government neglect.

And yet, for a second time in its post-war history, Coventry rose from depression and bestowed upon the city a sense of renewal and belief. Coming to the fore at exactly the same moment as the newly elected Conservative government, 2 Tone presented as a socialist co-operative in a period of monetarist ambition. It promoted collectivism and compassion for your fellow man as an antidote to the prevailing doctrine of individualism and ‘the self’. At its centre was a Marxist thinker, humanitarian and staunch anti-racist. Jerry Dammers was a visionary with a myopic sense of justice. His music addressed class and race division. It reflected a black history and carried a social message. For a brief period, the effect was transformative and inspired a generation of followers.

I first heard the infectious rhythms of 2 Tone as a schoolboy. I was ten years old and, although perhaps not consciously, my heart pulled to the pumping bass; the dual chopping guitars and the deadpan vocals wrapped up in the mind-altering two-minute blast of the Specials first number one, ‘Too Much Too Young’. From the pages of Look-in and the small screen, I devoured the dapper outfits of bands like the Specials and Madness: the three-button jackets, ankle-cut Sta-Prest trousers, pork-pie hats and black brogues. But most of all it was the songs; the warnings of teenage pregnancy and violence on the streets; of ghost dances and red radios; calls for black and white to unite; clothes, music and social politics wrapped up in a British youth movement that landed on Top of the Pops and swept through the school playground.

2 Tone offered a way to look at the world and a soundtrack to dance to. In Birmingham, you made your choices: Blues or Villa, Swap Shop or Tiswas, Rude Boy or Mod. It was the thrill of decorating your Harrington with badges of the Beat and Walt Jabsco. Of hunting down cheap Fred Perry’s in the Bull Ring market and scratched-up copies of Prince Buster singles. 2 Tone inspired you to look back and discover the cultural riches of sixties Jamaica. But it also documented the battleground of a new British landscape where the terror of neo-Nazis selling fascist literature outside your school gate or on football terraces was usurped by 2 Tone’s message of anti-racism and promises of seductive Beat Girls.

I carved the 2 Tone man – printed on the sleeve of each single release – on the school walls, imagined myself at the ‘Nite Klub’ and blushed at the thought of piss stains on my shoes. I learnt about the imprisoned Nelson Mandela, the horror of rape, and Israeli bombs dropping on Beirut. 2 Tone carved a deep groove in my soul and, thanks to the oxygen of airplay on Radio 1, the mind-blowing visuals of Dance Craze and the glossy pages of Smash Hits, my black-and-white world ignited with a life-affirming boom of colourful brilliance.

But the story of 2 Tone, and more particularly Jerry Dammers, is one of tragedy. Having formed the band the Specials and kick-started a youth movement, Dammers increasingly struggled to communicate his vision. 2 Tone buckled under the weight of success. Its downfall is a fable of human frailty. Of betrayal. Of people trying to be the best version of themselves but discovering that ideals are prey to the irresistible lure of money and fame.

Still: it should always be remembered that at its heart, 2 Tone was high-energy dance music. Faster and more furious than its influencing predecessor Jamaican ska and closer to the English rhythms of punk and guitar rock. It sold records in the millions and achieved incredible commercial success. Fans flocked to wear its iconoclastic fashions and espouse its political rhetoric. For a brief, bright, burning moment, 2 Tone shaped British culture. In its glowing embers, the country changed. We now live in a society where many of the values of 2 Tone are a standard way of life, where racism is unacceptable, sexism part of the national dialogue, and where institutionalised bigotry is increasingly exposed.

2 Tone was a catalyst: a story to be told.


Part One:

EVOLUTION


Chapter 1: MOONLIGHT SONATA

Coventry Cathedral. Motor City. Black and white mix

[image: image]

Coventry cathedral in the wake of an air raid, 1940.

On a cloudless, moonlit night on 14 November 1940, 300 German planes dropped 500 tons of explosives and 33,000 incendiary bombs over Coventry, a small Midlands metropolis 110 miles north of London, setting the city ablaze. During the eleven-hour assault, the Luftwaffe systematically destroyed the metropolitan industrial base and military infrastructure, ending a three-month campaign of heavy bombing raids. Operation Moonlight Sonata claimed the lives of 568 civilians, leaving a further 420 seriously injured and a city centre of a quarter of a million square feet destroyed. Daimler Motor Company became an inferno; the Triumph car plant razed to the ground; a third of key industrial factories and more than half of the homes flattened; the hospital destroyed; and as many as forty churches and fourteen schools decimated. In the morning light, all that remained of St Michael’s Cathedral, which had stood at the heart of the city for almost six centuries, was its stone façade and spire. It was the most concentrated attack on British soil during the Second World War.

The obliteration of Coventry was a wanton act of destruction orchestrated by Adolf Hitler to wipe out the city’s medieval architecture as revenge for the Allied bombing of Munich a week earlier. Many historians believe the British high command had advance knowledge of the attack and sacrificed Coventry to preserve intelligence information decoded at the top-secret Allied base at Bletchley Park. A fortnight earlier, on 2 November, Ernest Bevin, the minister of labour, implored the prime minister, Winston Churchill, to strengthen the Midlands’ anti-aircraft fortifications. The complaint was acted upon. Indeed, per capita, Coventry had five times as many anti-aircraft guns as London. Still, the city perished. And in Berlin, Joseph Goebbels, the Reich propaganda minister, boasted of plans to ‘Coventriert’ (to decimate) other Allied cities.

On 16 November, King George VI made an unannounced visit to the ruins of Coventry Cathedral, flanked by the home secretary, Herbert Morrison. Reportedly reduced to tears by the King’s presence, locals gathered and welcomed the royal gesture of solidarity and its galvanising effect on the city. Of 10,000 evacuation places offered to its citizens, only 300 people left Coventry. And yet there was more devastation to come. Bombing campaigns in April 1941 and August 1942 claimed more than 400 lives, with several thousand more injured.

In October 1945 – little over five months since Victory in Europe – the local council published plans to construct a vibrant modernist city. And so began the long process of healing and reconciliation. Future Coventry promised a pedestrian precinct, the first of its kind in the country, and the creation of estates and prefabricated homes on the outer edge of the city to cater for a desperate housing shortage. In the same year, the Ministry of Information sponsored a twenty-two-minute film directed by John Eldridge and scripted by the poet Dylan Thomas. A City Reborn rejoiced in a historic metropolis famed for its trade of wool, cloth and silks, its mystery plays and pageants, and its industry and engineering. Told through the eyes of a young couple planning their future, viewers were informed that the ‘days of cramped houses and crippling streets’ and of ‘slums still living on in a lingering death from the last century’ were over.

In 1962, after delays due to bomb damage, work started on a two-mile elevated inner ring road circling the city centre. This physical reshaping of Coventry would have a controversial and lasting effect on its indigenous communities. By 1970, less than half of properties in the Hillfields area had hot water or an indoor toilet or bath. Those fortunate to find work elsewhere deserted and, in time, the neighbourhood became a haven for low-paid immigrants working in public services and insecure factory jobs, the homeless, sex workers and drug users. Thereafter, an unlikely community emerged mixing white with Afro-Caribbean and people of Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Indian heritage. It would become the hothouse for 2 Tone.

Affectionately known as the ‘British Detroit’ because of its production line, the Daimler Motor Company built the first British car in Coventry in 1897. By 1950, twelve automobile manufacturers operated in and around the city, including Jaguar, Chrysler, Rover and Humber. Coventry, as Jerry Dammers would later describe it, was a boomtown. Boasting an average wage 25 per cent higher than the rest of the country, the rapidly expanding ‘motor city’ benefited from an influx of workers from the Caribbean. The movement of cheap labour was spearheaded by the then minister of health, Enoch Powell – after the British Nationality Act 1948 confirmed the right of Commonwealth citizens to settle in Britain – and endorsed by Harold Macmillan in a celebrated prime ministerial pledge, in which he said, ‘The doors of this country will always be open to the Commonwealth.’

In 1947, SS Ormonde and SS Almanzora, two ships coming from Jamaica, entered Liverpool and Southampton docks, bringing small numbers of overseas British citizens to UK shores. A year later, 420 Jamaican passengers – many of whom had served in the Allied forces – arrived at Tilbury Docks on the HMT Empire Windrush, attracted by the promise of a prosperous life in the mother country. By 1962, over 300,000 people had arrived from the West Indies, of whom half were Jamaican.

Compared to bigger cities like Birmingham, immigration to Coventry was relatively small, but the assimilation of the newcomers by the indigenous workforce reflected a spirit of post-war community. Following the German port of Kiel in 1947 and the Jamaican capital Kingston in 1962, Coventry adopted Dresden as its twin. Reduced to rubble by the Allies during the war, in peacetime a delegation of German youth from Dresden came to Coventry in 1965 to help rebuild the vestry of the old cathedral. It was an incredible act of reconciliation, but in truth, Coventry was on the brink of industrial collapse. As swiftly as mass production had offered prosperity, the car industry fell into rapid decline, a victim of increased production in Europe and America. In 1975, Jaguar collapsed. Soon after, the Triumph plant closed down. By the turn of the eighties, more than half the workforce had lost their jobs.

Significantly, while adults negotiated the shifting world of employment and low-paid work, their children mixed in schools and at youth clubs, sharing their musical passions: white kids were introduced to the exotic and intoxicating sounds of ska and calypso; black kids discovered the exhilarating pop explosion of the Beatles, the Who and the Kinks. ‘There was a cross-fertilisation happening,’ says Pauline Black, lead singer of the Selecter. ‘Lots of second-generation black kids who’d come here with their parents listening to white pop music began to see a way of developing that conversation between white and black music.’ Here was the first generation of teenagers not conscripted into National Service since its termination in 1963, entering into mixed friendship groups, open-minded and unburdened by traditional prejudices, freely sharing ideas, style and records, and looking back into British and Jamaican culture with equal enthusiasm to looking forward. ‘If you found an old Blue Beat record it was like gold,’ says Neol (pronounced Neil) Davies, guitar player with the Selecter. Recalling hordes of would-be musicians rummaging through charity shops on Gosford Street, hoping to find records to learn and perform, Davies says he remembers Jerry Dammers playing a Horace Andy record on his Dansette in his flat. ‘It was magical,’ he says. ‘You’d hear it once but then Jerry wouldn’t play it again, in case you ripped it off.’

Although few parents of 2 Tone musicians lived or worked in Coventry – rather they found employment in towns and cities such as Luton, Gloucester and Rugby – their children’s subsequent move to the Midlands spearheaded the city’s second dramatic revival in the post-war period. Where a flourishing motor industry had reversed Coventry’s economy after the destruction inflicted upon it during the Second World War, now music gave renewed hope to the city after its collapse into rececession in the 1970s.

The population of Coventry was small, approximately 350,000 people. Accordingly, the pool of musicians to form bands was finite. But, as Pauline Black observes, it had one key advantage: ‘If a music scene developed it was easier to get into it.’ But whereas the Selecter formed simply because of who was around, the Specials came together in a more calculated way. ‘Some of my black friends couldn’t understand what I was doing,’ says guitar player Lynval Golding. ‘“What’s wrong with you, man? You play in a punk group. You should be playing strictly roots.” They never understood what [the Specials] music was saying and how we were going to pull people together.’

Looking back at the national pop charts, the mixing of black and white musicians was not unusual – Hot Chocolate, the Equals, Heatwave, Thin Lizzy, Cockney Rebel, Darts, Showaddywaddy and Ian Dury & the Blockheads – but it certainly was not common. By contrast, the Specials would present themselves as black and white musicians working as equals. It was a statement and a hallmark of their identity. In 1979, this hybrid of musical identity would give birth to a new British sound. They called it 2 Tone.


Chapter 2: SON OF A PREACHER MAN

Jerry Dammers

A middle-class son of a church dean, Jeremy David Hounsell Dammers was born 22 May 1954 in Ootacamund, Tamil Nadu, a former province of the British Raj in southern India. His father, Horace, was a master of arts from Cambridge University and a staunch Labour voter. In September 1947, he married Brenda Muriel Stead. Jerry was their second son and the youngest of four children. In 1957, the family returned to the UK, first to Sheffield and then to Coventry, where Dammers senior took up the position of canon residentiary and director of studies at Coventry Cathedral. In 1972, he founded the Life Style Movement with the philosophy to ‘Live Simply’ so that others may ‘Simply Live’. Built around the ethos of finite resources, the movement attracted followers who believed ‘there is enough for everyone’s need, but not enough for anyone’s greed.’

In 1965, Jerry passed his 11+ and accepted a place at King Henry VIII Grammar. Today, the school’s website informs parents of its ‘proud history dating back to 1545 when King Henry VIII instructed his hanaper, Sir John Hales, to found a school in the city of Coventry’, adding that it has ‘evolved through many different guises since that day, but the legacy of our founding monarch has remained.’ The school timeline includes royal visits by Elizabeth I and James I. It marks the poet Philip Larkin’s position in the junior department and the admission of girls in 1975. But for all the school’s historical pomp and prestige, Jerry Dammers was a troubled pupil. Aged fifteen, the rebellious youth absconded for two weeks to the island of Dorinish off the west coast of Ireland, purchased in 1967 by John Lennon and subsequently offered rent-free to the ‘King of the Hippies’ and founder of the Digger Action Movement, Sid Rawle. ‘It was awful,’ recalled Jerry. ‘I went over there with this mate of mine and they put us to work ploughing the fields. Every night we’d be given a bowl of flour and water. The fields were laid out in the letters of the word L-O-V-E. That’s when I stopped being a hippy and became a skinhead.’1

Missing front upper teeth are the first thing you notice in Jerry’s company. They smashed when he went over the handlebars of his bike as a child. ‘It was dead funny,’ he says. ‘I crawled into this house all covered in blood and I rang my mum. She sounded shocked and horrified, but her voice sounded a bit odd … then I realised I’d dialled the wrong number.’ In a separate incident at a Coventry nightclub, Jerry lost a second set of teeth during a physical altercation. By seventeen, life revolved around wanton acts of vandalism and excessive alcohol consumption. ‘I used to get pissed and put my foot through windows and things like that,’ says Jerry. On a trip to Torquay, Jerry climbed on top of a holidaymaker’s car and in a fit of stomping exuberance caused the roof to collapse. Summoned to court, he received a £250 fine.

Leaving school with one O level in art, Jerry did a foundation course at Nottingham Art School. Then, securing an interview at Leeds Art College, he attended the meeting without a portfolio, informing the admissions panel that he wanted to create a work of ‘Pop Art’ like a ‘modern version of the Who’. Playing a tape of himself singing a self-penned composition, ‘Little Bitch’ (later recorded on the debut Specials album), Jerry said, ‘The professor just laughed and shook his head in disbelief and showed me the door.’2 History turns on such rejections. Had he been accepted, says Jerry, ‘The Specials and 2 Tone as we know it might not have happened.’3

Realising his folly, Jerry gratefully accepted a place at his second choice, Lanchester Polytechnic in Coventry, and quickly set about using the facilities to make animated films. An early four-minute short replayed the 1955 world heavyweight boxing bout between Rocky Marciano and British champion Don Cockell to show the stupidity of fighting. A second feature – Far Gosford Street – involved a dramatic mixture of live film referencing the IRA mainland bombing campaign and themed animation of a homeless alcoholic walking the streets of Coventry city centre. However, it was a third short about a Birmingham nightclub which had the most bearing on Jerry’s future career. Lasting only two minutes, Doing the Bump at Barbarella’s exposed a line of chorus girls dancing to a ‘funky reggae-ish’ instrumental soundtrack created by Jerry and a student from the year below, Horace Panter. The music would later morph into the Specials’ live favourite ‘Nite Klub’.

Completing art college, Jerry refused to attend the graduation ceremony and accept his degree certificate in protest against privilege and success. Formal education had served its purpose. Jerry’s part-time embrace of music would now take centre stage and essentially dictate the direction of his adult life. Having abandoned piano lessons as a young child, Jerry became a ‘mini-mod’ inspired by the Who’s performance of ‘My Generation’ on Top of the Pops in 1965. The BBC archive is long since lost, but an appearance by the four-piece on Ready Steady Go!, filmed earlier in the year, is an explosive assault of distorted guitars, aggressive drum rolls and vocal stutters. Fashioned in tailored two-tone long-sleeve shirts and target motifs, an eleven-year-old Jerry Dammers watched on entranced by the Who’s pulsating electric rhythm, determined that one day he would be in a band of his own.

Equally attracted to the early R ’n’ B rhythm of the Rolling Stones and the Small Faces, Jerry’s taste in music sharply developed. ‘A friend of my brother’s came round – my brother was in a soul band at the time – and he had this record with him, “Al Capone” by Prince Buster. He put it on, and I thought, “What the hell is that?” I’d never heard anything like it.’4 Rejecting the developing rock sound of the late sixties in search of music with more subtlety, Jerry drifted to the on-beat soul of Tamla Motown and, in Prince Buster’s Greatest Hits, the off-beat of Jamaican ska.

Optimistic and ever resourceful, one of Jerry’s first attempts at connecting to the pop mainstream was to send a demo tape to John Lennon. In May 1968, the Beatles launched Apple Records and placed an advert in the music press requesting tapes from aspiring musicians. Beneath the heading ‘This man has talent …’ a guitar player sang into a microphone, surrounded by instruments and with a bass drum strapped to his back. ‘One day he sang his songs to a tape recorder (borrowed from the man next door),’ the copy continued. ‘This man now owns a Bentley!’ Hooked, Jerry posted his music with great expectation. ‘My brother was saying, “You’re an idiot.” I was going, “No, no, no, it’s going to happen!”’ It didn’t. Apple never contacted the budding musician.

Next, and claiming to be a drummer, Jerry joined the Southside Greeks. Described as ‘a school rock ’n’ roll, R ’n’ B style band’, the Southside Greeks’ repertoire included cover versions of Desmond Dekker’s ‘007’ and Harry J Allstars’ ‘Liquidator’, facetiously renamed ‘The Masturbator’ to persuade various reluctant members within the group to play reggae. Further stints followed in Ricky Nugent and the Loiterers, a Teddy Boy rock ’n’ roll band, and a country and western outfit from Leamington Spa called the Lane Travis Country Trio.

By 1975, and now twenty-one, Dammers joined the semi-professional outfit Nite Train, a soul covers band led by local singer Ray King. An influential figure on the Midlands live circuit, King would be a pivotal figure in the emergence of 2 Tone, as Lynval Golding explains: ‘All of us played at one time or another with Ray. He was this sort of Geno Washington-type figure. People would serve their apprenticeship with him. That was our foundation. If it wasn’t for Ray, there would never have been a 2 Tone.’ Born Vibret Cornwall, the self-titled Ray King came to the UK from Saint Lucia in 1961 and recorded the acclaimed Live at the Playboy Club as the Ray King Soul Band. Next, King formed Nite Train. ‘We did lots of gigs over eighteen months doing cover songs like “Love Train” and “No Woman No Cry”,’ says Neol Davies. ‘Then we went to Djerba, a little island off the coast of Tunisia, and everything went wrong.’ From playing on a stage on the beach front behind a row of scantily clad English dancers, the chastened musicians returned to the UK penniless. ‘The final insult,’ says Davies, ‘was when the exhaust fell off the van thirty miles from Coventry.’ Disillusioned and hoping to persuade King to be ‘less cabaret and more funky,’ Jerry says, ‘it was hopeless … and Ray walked out.’

Broadening his horizons, Jerry began travelling to the Golden Eagle in Birmingham where DJ Mike Horseman hosted a roots reggae club night called Shoop for a mixture of ‘dreads’ and, later, ‘punks’. Reggae was available over the counter in Virgin Records or certain specialist shops, but as Jerry discovered, if you wanted to dig deeper, it was harder to find. ‘There was this funny little old white lady that used to sell roots records. You’d go into her living room and she would have these U-Roy records. It was very strange.’

Exasperated by the limited musical opportunities in Coventry, Jerry joined Birmingham outfit the Cissy Stone Band, spending weekends playing funk-soul covers in working men’s socials and nightclubs around the country. ‘I was learning the tricks of the trade,’ says Jerry, who at the time was still studying at art college but was becoming increasingly frustrated without an outlet to play his own material.’ Determined, Jerry borrowed a Revox tape recorder from Neol Davies and began to explore ideas, incorporating reggae with classic sixties pop songwriting. ‘That’s where it all really started,’ says Jerry. ‘The time had finally come for me to get my own band together to do my songs.’ Edification came courtesy of ‘Not If It Pleases Me’, a country-rock-tinged song recorded by Graham Parker & the Rumour. With its arrogant chorus refrain of, ‘You can’t stop me not if it pleases me’, the song’s uncompromising stance provided a fillip to Jerry’s burgeoning confidence. ‘That was the first song that made me think I could do something of my own. The record also had “Don’t Ask Me Questions” with a credible reggae backing.’ Then, punk hit, and with it a sense that it was suddenly acceptable to do your own material. ‘That was the big change,’ insists Jerry.
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