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Preface

Summer, 2015

Idly browsing the internet late at night, I’m drawn to a message on Penkiln Burn, Bill Drummond’s website.

‘NOTICE’, it says. Fire-engine-red typeface, 24-point, upper case, the style Bill enjoys illicitly fly-posting beneath bridges in Shoreditch, marking one of his many actions and announcements.

FORTY MINUTE INTERVIEWS

You can be interviewed by Bill Drummond

You can be interviewed in private or public

You can reveal as much or as little of yourself as you choose

You can have the interview recorded or filmed

You can use the documentation in whatever way you choose.

This is an interesting proposition. I have met Bill Drummond on occasion, in and around music, particularly when Bill was active with the KLF, and I was involved in similar circles, jumping up and down on Top of the Pops as one half of the Grid. He is managed by my friend Cally, who I’ve known since I was a teenager. Cally played drums on ‘She’s Here’ by the Innocent Vicars, the first single I ever made, aged fifteen. He was also my first A&R man, working out of Warner Brothers in Kensington, a workplace that Bill Drummond had just departed.

I write a quick note to the email address at the bottom of the poster and forget about it. The next morning, at 8.49 a.m., I get a reply.

Richard.

11 a.m. this morning?

A café of your choice in N16.

Bill Drummond.

I have little time to think it over. Luckily, both Bill and I live in this N16, the Stoke Newington area of London. I know Bill lives round here, as I nod to him on the street occasionally. One day, sitting on the top deck of the number 73 bus, I spy him through the window of an upper floor of a terraced house, painting an enormous canvas with the words MAKE SOUP on it. That must be where he lives.

I choose La Duchesse, up by the Church Street junction. It’s quiet in there. I sit and wait.

Bill strides in. He is a big man. A head taller than me. Muddy hiking boots, jeans with high turn-ups, blue R.M. Williams outdoor shirt. He has an unwavering Highland glint in his eyes. It bores directly into your soul.

Bill takes up a lot of space. It includes wholly independent 
success with the KLF, the business with the Turner Prize, the burning of a million quid in used fifty-pound notes on a remote Scottish island, and his many adventures since. His uncompromising stance on recorded music, art, soup and, most of all, interviews, is something I’d been in awe of for decades. He is someone I would very much like to interview. Rather than the other way round.

I went to Liverpool University mainly because of Echo & the Bunnymen, a band Bill managed, taking them places most managers wouldn’t even imagine. I was drawn to the city after a magical mystery trip he’d engineered. Alongside a Bunnymen gig, the day featured a ferry ride across the Mersey, getting your tickets stamped in a greasy spoon, and a mass bike ride round town. Which, when completed, traced the outline of a giant pair of bunny ears.

‘Right,’ he says, before he’s even sat down. ‘Let’s get straight into it.’ I switch on my tape recorder.

‘When you were five years old,’ he says, ‘what did you want to be?’

No chit-chat. No hello. I mumble something about forests, and astronauts.

I ask him something about his childhood.

‘I’M ASKING THE QUESTIONS!’ he barks, in his signature bright-red upper case, eyes aflame. This isn’t to be a two-way interview.

Bill likes rules. He also likes numbers. If there are rules and numbers together, so much the better. For the next forty minutes, we count through my life in five-year jumps. Apart from the questions, Bill says nothing. I have little idea what he thinks of my answers, or if he is thinking anything about them at all. The conversation flows one way. It’s the most unnerving interview I’ve ever done.

It’s also one of the most energised. I associate freely, at a hundred miles an hour, like it’s my last testament.

When the forty minutes are up, I turn off the recorder. Instantly, Bill switches modes. We chat about the area, his kids, his process, whether he knows what he is doing when he makes a piece, what his family thinks about it. He is far more open and forthcoming than the previous forty minutes might have suggested. I promise to send him the tape for him to transcribe. We shake hands and part on Church Street.

A few weeks later, Bill emails, apologising for not having typed and edited the interview. He’d given it to one of his teenage daughters, who, quite understandably, was reluctant to transcribe it. He says he’s been in Serbia and is now off to Kolkata, India, and will finish it on his return. If anyone else had said it, I would have assumed it was a cop-out, but with Bill, trips to Serbia or India to make soup or form a new choir seem perfectly reasonable.

We converse for a few months more. Bill says the purpose of the interview is for me to use it in any way I like. It slides from view, gradually, and I forget all about it. Until a few years later, when I begin writing this.

Before I started writing this book, I’d completely forgotten about this interview with Bill. Like all strong magic, the intention needs to be wholly forgotten for the spell, or sigil, to work.

And here we are. The spell has been activated, lost, and remembered again. I’ve never revisited those tapes. I didn’t need to. The die is cast.

Thank you, Bill.


Part One


Rainbow Chaser 

1969

I hear my mother calling me, across the field. ‘Richard! Come here, quick!’

She is waving her arms, swaying. It looks like she’s dancing. She has a broad smile across her face.

A light film of rain drifts across the summer sunshine. A many-coloured arc fills the air. The rainbow reaches right across the sky, for miles and miles, and has landed right in the middle of our field, in front of the forest. My mother, Alison, is standing at the beginning of a rainbow. It reaches down from the sky, into the green field, glowing, alive, luminescent. I’m sure it’s a beginning, rather than the end, as there’s no pot of gold in sight. The point where everything forms or, perhaps, is not quite formed as yet. That’s my favourite place. A place alive with possibility. I rush to join my mum, and soon I am dancing too. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet. Swirling across our bodies. We laugh, and laugh and laugh. We jump and shout at the top of our voices. I look to the sky and marvel at this many-hued arc and its impossible, illogical landing. X marks the spot. This skyward pathway leads to who knows where. New ways to be, new ways to see. This is where the magic is. Where it all starts.

I am four years old. I live on a girl guides’ campsite. It’s a mile down a dirt track, a long way away from the nearest village, a part-rural, part-suburban spot called Colney Heath. A sleepy enclave in Hertfordshire. Mid-century council houses, a primary school, a church and a village hall. There’s a large expanse of open common with the River Colne running through it, surrounded by miles of farmland and wheat fields.

I’m not quite sure how we got here. Uncertain why my family chose to move from our small, ground-floor flat in a lively part of north London to rent this solitary one-storey bungalow in the countryside, a mile away from civilisation, with a girl guides’ camp attached to it. But I’m glad they did.

The bungalow is called Cherry Green Trees. It has, indeed, a couple of glorious cherry trees rooted in front of it, which spring into bloom in March with vibrant displays of pink and red. The bungalow is surrounded by nine acres of fields and a large, inviting forest. Every morning, I pack up my necessities and head out to the trees. Wicker basket – check. Crust of stale bread and milk for the hedgehogs – check. Butterfly-/mole-catching net – check. I head across the field, towards the deep green. My mum is busy in the bungalow and only calls for me at lunchtime, or when it’s time to go to bed. The campsite’s fields, and the forest, are enclosed by a tall metal fence, so she’s sure I’m safe. Its gates lead into a large, gravelled car park in front of the tiny cottage.

My older brother, Stuart, is usually either at school or playing football with his friends. My dad, Peter, is at work. Something to do with distributing fruit and veg. He used to work at Covent Garden market, hollering the latest price for carrots, potatoes and greens. One day, not long ago, he took me there. He knows everyone in the market by name. I think my dad knows everyone in London.

I barely see anybody, all day long. All summer long. Occasionally, I’ll catch a glimpse of the poacher, with his lived-in face, mooching past. He’s got a gun, a trampy old coat, muddy boots and a grey woollen sack which is stuffed with something that moves. He walks in and out of the light, barely acknowledging me.

In the long now, I go about my daily tasks. These include building elaborate dens, scouting for treetop lookout posts, and making secret, hidden hideaways, deep in the dark woods. There are hedgehogs to feed. There’s the hunt for fleeting and elusive grass snakes. Then, there’s the listening. Always listening. I am primed for every rustle, click and pop. The slightest rush of wind through leaves or branches, the sharp snap of every twig. Each new noise offers clues, new insights into the forest’s ever-changing interior, its dense undergrowth and the leafy pathways overhead.

I spend my time waiting. Waiting for the moles. Waiting for barely detectable signs of underground movement, subtle clues that one of them is about to burrow its way to the surface from their mysterious tunnel kingdom. Waiting for that quick spray of mud, skywards, which falls back down in clumps, creating a muddy pyramid. When that happens, I make a speedy dive and place two grubby mitts around the wriggling, near-blind creature. The mole is surprised, to say the least. I hold it, tight. I stroke it. I marvel at its velvety, taupe pelt as it blinks in the early summer light. The mole doesn’t seem too pleased. Its heart beats. Boom boom boom. It wriggles some more, then, reluctantly, I let it go. There’s a desperate scramble, then it is cleaving, diving beneath the earth.

Mole hunting is not a quick process. It takes all day sometimes. You’ve got to deduce, exactly, where the mole is going to surface. The molehills dotted sporadically across the grass are a clue. Devilish pinpricks on an emerald map. They give you an approximate location, but you need to use your ears as well as your eyes. I press my head to the earth, sideways, and listen. There are muffled tones, barely registering scratches, somewhere way down below. It’s a mole on the move. I track it. Sometimes I get to play with it, sometimes not. This goes on until teatime.

In the distance, I hear motor engines and screeching tyres as old bangers go round a demolition derby track a couple of miles away. A Tannoy system blares out old American rock and roll. There are excitable, scrambled announcements floating in the breeze, on the bed of slap-back echo. They are too far away to hear. For now.

The girl guides barely register my missions. They only turn up on weekends. Occasionally, they’ll stay for a week. I keep out of their way, disappearing into the woods. They are too busy cooking sausages on a campfire, or having a water fight, to pay much attention to me.

We moved here a few months ago. I can barely remember the last place, a small downstairs flat in a concrete block on Avenue Road, Southgate, on the outskirts of London. I can remember a massive, menacing stone crocodile sitting docile in the sandpit in the block’s communal play area downstairs. But not much else. It was ferocious. Jaws wide open, showing many teeth, as if it was about to angrily bite its way out of the basement with a mouthful of builder’s sand in its gob, terrifying the hordes of screaming kids.

I am told that I was born there, in that flat, not in a hospital. I have no idea. As far as I can tell, my world started in the forest.

This place is alive, and constantly changing if you take the time to adjust to its pace. I’m alone, day after day. I’m not frightened though. Even when the poacher goes by. I know every inch of these fields and woods. I hear every bird’s call, every echoed response. The forest knows this. It is watching me. It looks out for me. I can feel it. It can sense my presence too.

The cottage at Cherry Green Trees has two small bedrooms. In one of them is a wooden bunk bed. I get the bottom bunk; Stuart gets the top. I love the bunk bed. It’s built like a sturdy wooden boat, a vehicle ready for motion. At night, it turns into a magic carpet. As dark approaches, I look at the window and, in my mind, I start slowly moving the bed. First the front rears up, then the back, then the sides. It tests its balance and position, and then we’re off. We shoot out of the window, climbing high. Right up, into space. Into the stars. I look at the earth below as it recedes into the distance, then shoot right down again, across the fields, over the house, up and down the winding dirt track, over the village and beyond. The rolling, rushing magic-bed carpet, and these visions of trees and bungalows, are as real as anything else I know. I zoom across the sky, ducking and diving, banking down one side then the other as air rushes across my face. It is the best feeling in the world.

Cherry blossom season is upon us. Then it’s bluebell season, covering the woods in an indigo carpet as far as my eyes can see. After another slow-motion summer, the forest turns a rich and tawny red, then becomes patchy and skeletal as the falling leaves expose sky. It’s time to start school. I’m put in grey corduroy shorts and a scratchy white polyester shirt. We get packed into our ancient, sage-green Morris Minor, which dad picked up for fifty quid. The creaking leather seats give off a familiar, comforting smell – lived in, reassuring. It’s not one of the old split-screen Morris Minors, but it still has its quirks, like the weird indicators that pop out of the sides of the car like tiny flags, any time you are turning a corner. Signs of rust have been welded over haphazardly by the local garage, using a sheet of brown painted metal, giving the car a patchwork effect. As in family legend, the car starts up first time, every time, even in this bitter, snowbound winter.

Up the bumpy track we go. It’s a miracle the milkman gets his electric cart up here every few days; the lane is full of rocks and potholes. We turn right onto the main road and drive on towards the main village street, soon arriving at the gates of Colney Heath School. Stuart knows the ropes and is away like a shot, straight into the football game that’s already kicking off in the playground. I’m led to my first class. My teacher, a Miss Elizabeth, has a gentle smile and quietly puts us at ease. It’s everyone’s first day. We eye each other, shyly. I soon get the hang of school, which seems as much social as educational.

Colney Heath School is made up of local kids from the surrounding houses and estates. Sometimes we walk to school. Up the one-mile dirt track towards the High Street. Past Joyce’s sweetshop, where the delights of sherbet dabs, Black Jacks and gobstoppers are duly noted. Past the Mepham’s Spar shop, where we get the Dandy or the Beano every Friday. Onwards to school, about a half-hour walk at our short-legged pace. Sometimes, in the summer, we cross the corn fields and take the shortcut past the quarry, although this is supposed to be off-limits. We tiptoe around its edge, fearful of the fathomless, muddy water. Or that we’ll somehow, inexplicably, fall foul of the ultimate present-day horror – quicksand! Death by quicksand is high on our list of likely deaths, without much evidence for such a demise taking place round our way. No matter, the fear is real.

There’s a scruffy mix of kids at school, mainly estate kids plus a few Irish traveller families. The most exciting thing to happen, so far, is when one of my classmate’s family wins a horse. They decide to keep it inside their council bungalow. It does its business everywhere, then eats the furniture. I hang out with Andrew, Robert, Janice and Claire. Later in the year, at my birthday party in the Cherry Green Trees field, Miss Elizabeth gives me a small book, Observer’s Book of Nature, which I treasure, and memorise.

Every morning, an enormous roll of school hymns is unfurled. It’s made up of massive swathes of thick material with giant churchy script painted on it, attached to a high wooden easel. It prompts us through unenthusiastic versions of ‘Lord of the Dance’, ‘Sing Hosanna’ or some other smash from the BBC Come and Praise hymn book. The one with the cheeky moptop schoolkids on the front. Who look like they’re on their way to a Slade gig. I doubt they’d be too fussed if Morning was Broken. We are accompanied by an octogenarian pianist, gamely bashing away on the vaguely out-of-tune upright in the corner. We lurch towards the melodies. It’s not nice. It’s less embarrassing than the other activity we get up to in the school hall, though. This is known as ‘country dancing’. On rainy lunchtimes we are kept inside, sashaying around the parquet floor. Forming lines, and reeling, to a scratchy selection of shellac 78s of Scottish jigs. Cecil Sharpe, the renowned turn-of-the-century folklorist, thought it would be bracing and inspirational for schoolchildren to practise these antique moves. It’s enough to put you off folk music and country dancing for a very long time.

Maths, English and the rest don’t hold my attention. I’m mainly waiting for break time, when I can wander round the playground. On my own. Slowly, aimlessly. I hole up halfway down one of the large concrete pipes left over from some building work. It’s the only place in the playground that is peaceful, and warm. Here I ponder the eternal questions, like

Q: Do we dream in colour?

A: Yes. I tested it. Last night I told myself, again and again, to remember to ask, in my dream, if it was in colour. Turns out it was. I spot the red and blue ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ tops on our taps in the middle of the dream. Result!

Q: Can you magic up money?

A: Yes. Here I sit in the half-pipe, thinking over and over that I am going to find a pile of money in the playground. I concentrate my brain so hard that I think it will burst. I wander about for ages, scouring the ground, and … lo and behold! I find a pile of 5p and 10p pieces, even a 50p, in a plastic bank-till bag. This only happens once, mind. Maybe magic only takes place under certain conditions. After a full moon or something, or on the equinox. I will investigate.

One of my favourite nights of the year is the fifth of November. There’s fireworks, hot dogs and Heinz tomato soup in styrofoam cups. Potatoes are baked in foil, on a fire, behind the football pitch. The main attraction is the shabby, dark-olive army tent, next to the bonfire. Inside, a grinning, tightly permed figure has set up his Roger Squire double decks, a tower of PA speakers and an underwhelming panel of flashing lights. It’s the local mobile disc jockey. He’s playing the current glam sound – Marc Bolan, Slade and the Sweet. Better than his impressive audio rig, and far better than his weedy lights, are the electric stripes of colour he’s creating on the tent’s roof. Amorphous, shape-shifting blobs flicker across the battle-scarred ceiling, beaming from projection lamps that have either a whirling oil-filled wheel on their front, or a slowly revolving circular slide, with images of groovy dancers and exploding stars on it. Twirling ever round, a non-stop, flickering boogie. I am entranced. There’s something about this combination of music, fireworks, projections, synced-up lights and yes, even the warming joy of the Heinz tomato soup, that feels, sounds and tastes better than anything I’ve ever experienced before. It’s a chimera, an after-dark, smoke-and-mirrors illusion. Yet this industrial light and magic casts a potent spell.

It’s the tunes that gets me most. I’m absorbing music via radio and TV, from this disco, from these transmitters to the playground. The first songs I hear are radio hits that my dad sings along to. Rousing, cheery numbers, like the Scaffold’s ‘Lily the Pink’, Marmalade’s cover of ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da’ and the Strawbs, ‘Part of the Union’. Cheeky tunes with oompah choruses that would liven up any boozy suburban house party. Not for my dad though. He is teetotal. He loves a good singalong, however, and is the life and soul of any party, without the need for a livener.


Cum on Feel the Noize

1973

Thursday’s TV chart rundown on Top of the Pops is a weekly ritual. An instant, unmissable obsession. Bizarrely, we have purchased a tiny red Russian-made television, from the massive Walco store in Hatfield. It is perfect for watching Apollo moon missions, as well as the similarly stellar new acts on the BBC. Top of the Pops is a gold mine. A ragbag of unlikely talent and glittery turns, one after the other. They seem to get hairier, and more spangled, by the week. The Sweet histrionically stomp their way through ‘Teenage Rampage’, the drummer’s sticks a-whirling, the guitars screaming, with the bouffant blond rug of Brian Connolly leading the charge from the front. He rips up a school notebook, singing ‘recognise your age it’s a teenage rampage’ in his strangled falsetto. It all seems highly transgressive. The band look rough as fuck, like poodle-haired brickies who’ve had a punch-up with a make-up bag. And lost.

Luckily, there’s higher-class fare on offer. 1973’s TOTP has started beautifully, with David Bowie performing a live version of his new single, ‘The Jean Genie’. Bowie is a white-out ghost, a panstick spectre. Hennaed bouffant, insect-thin bare chest, massive bike chain around his neck. It looks far too heavy for one so slight. The effect is topped off with an equally weighty-looking single earring, which must have been borrowed from the BBC Christmas tree. Mick Ronson’s chopped-up guitar riffing is a minimal statement of intent. His gold leopard-skin drape mirrors the singer’s sartorial flash. Bowie smiles like a reptile. Like a cadaver. Death-white cheekbones, like razors. This is sharp and nuanced rock and roll, harking back to those electric blues-harp tones of yore, while looking straight ahead, straight up, towards the twenty-first century. Not that I’m sure about all this. But I can feel it more than the Sweet.

Two weeks later, the Sweet are back with ‘Blockbuster’, which quickly climbs to number 1. It sounds exciting; urgent in a bubblegum sort of way. It also sounds curiously like ‘The Jean Genie’– there’s a lot of ‘blues plus glam stomp equals top 10’ hit equations going round at the moment. The difference is that Bowie looks, sounds and acts like an originator, while the Sweet just camp it up with a knowing wink. As if they’ve arrived at the studio directly from a post-Christmas run at an end-of-the-pier panto. Puss in Stack-heeled Boots, perhaps. I may only be eight years old, but I can spot the difference. So can all my friends in the playground. We avidly watch Top of the Pops every Thursday and discuss every minute detail. Including whether ‘Blockbuster’ is a ‘Jean Genie’ rip-off. We intuitively understand that Bowie is the real deal, and the Sweet are hitching onto his sequinned coat tails.

Everybody loves Slade though. Their grinning, gurning leader Noddy Holder barks out his crazy misspelt teen anthems ‘Cuz I Luv You’ and ‘Cum on Feel the Noize’ with an infectious energy. His oversized tartan jacket flaps about as he shakes his hairy mutton chops and reflective mirror hat. Even better is guitarist Dave Hill, decked out in a silver one-piece outfit he calls the ‘Metal Angel’. Dave riffs away on his SuperYob guitar, beaming, staggering around on stack heels, having the time of his life. Slade seem to be different to the London bands. I imagine them putting the outfits on, playing the show, then motoring straight back to the Black Country. Job done. The band seem to be reliably down to earth, but also rowdy, the perfect band for our playground gang with their singalong, heads-down anthems.

Marc Bolan is another matter. He is glam personified, every inch the diva superstar. I was too young to catch him play what becomes my favourite song, ‘Hot Love’, on Top of the Pops, with its glorious loping beat and chanted chorus, but I paid full attention when ‘Metal Guru’ was a hit, all last summer. As 1973 rolls around, he’s everywhere. By the time I spot him lighting up the living room with ‘Metal Guru’, he’s morphed from floating hippy to a space-age Chuck Berry in silver lipstick, spending weeks at number 1. The playground committee instantly approves. He seems not of this world, but also oddly familiar. We love TV and we love T. Rex.

Our passion for sparkle and drama isn’t surprising. It’s normal for us. We’ve never seen pop stars without make-up and glitter on TV. We’re also glued to Doctor Who, and all manner of dramas soundtracked by the strangest bleeps and whooshes the BBC Radiophonic Workshop can invent. Our TV life is full of deranged fantasy, set to creeping, ominous, analogue synthesiser tones. It’s no wonder we take a shine to pop stars decked out as lipstick bootboys, as Bacofoil space aliens. Every aspect of Marc Bolan’s stance – his feather boa, the way he holds his head back, his pout, his leer – is permanently etched into my brain, in real time. As is the come-hither hand jive of be-quiffed rocker Alvin Stardust, who beckons us with his jet-black glove with its massive, shiny ring on it. Over the top of the glove, like a fisty version of Superman’s pants.

One indelible TV moment is the arrival of Sparks on Top of the Pops. They hit the screen with ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough for Both of Us’. Their performance creates the most excitement the playground has ever witnessed. Even more than when Mick Ronson draped his arm round Bowie during ‘Starman’. ‘Did you see the scary man???!!!’ everyone asks. Ron Mael’s malevolent stare, slicked-back hair and Hitler moustache are TV gold. Everybody watches the keyboard player’s creepy moves with unabashed glee, mixed with the kind of terror normally reserved for the Cybermen on Doctor Who. The singer, Ron’s brother Russell Mael, ramps up the drama with more flounce to the ounce and a startlingly high vocal. It’s fabulous, but it’s Ron we love the most. His death stare never falters. Later, a slight hint of the most sadistic smile ever emerges, through thin, tightly closed lips. This makes him look even more psychotic, if possible. We are convinced he is like this twenty-four hours a day. There are playground reports of younger children crying, screaming, running behind the sofa, clinging on to parents for dear life. It’s that good.

Lessons come and go in a repetitive haze. I don’t pay much attention. Apart from that one time when the head teacher, Mr Gibbons, explains that maths is about infinite patterns. A world opens up to me. It’s the best kind of teaching – he’s communicating something that I feel like I’ve known forever, but that no one before has put into words. That’s it! Pattern recognition! It’s in everything. I picture vast, endless, interlocking shapes, repetitive patterns creating life forms, codes, language. It’s such a brilliant lesson. I never forget it. I now understand the grid.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
Strange
Things Are
Happening

S

Holl
< N N N N_N N N Nv>
X320

— x,vN SEQuy OO ~A
N N N >4 N N

>4 N
-

eI »4

4

v
PN
v
P
v
o~
v
V'S

b4
o4
A\ Y &

‘I\’

4

v N N N FOOITIC

4D W NI\ A

N N OO

L _ 3 O YAy 4

N ST N

‘Every bit as
fantastic
as its cover’






OPS/images/title.jpg
Strange Things
Are Happening

Richard Norris

8‘\“""4 Y
3@<
SN

/7,’,‘\\\\

WHITE
RASBIT





