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Praise for Paper Cuts

‘Paper Cuts is a wonderfully funny and moving book about a life devoted to music and music magazines. With all the ensuing chaos that that creates. And the heartbreak and salvation of a life lived in song. Artists notoriously have a fractious relationship with music journalists. Hate them even. But I was always happy to see Ted’

Florence Welch

‘I read Paper Cuts in two sittings, over 24 hours. It’s fucking brilliant. The stories! The telling! Ted Kessler’s unmistakable voice. The spirit. The heart. Also rattled my consciousness, man’

Terri White, author of Coming Undone

‘Kessler’s unswerving belief in both the redemptive, sometimes life-changing, power of popular music and the need for it to be documented from the inside by writers such as himself means Paper Cuts defines an era. And it defines it rather beautifully’

The i newspaper

‘I love how Ted writes: incisive, relatable, funny and sad but shot through with optimism and wise good humour’

Miki Berenyi, author of Fingers Crossed

‘[Paper Cuts] ensures lots of bright, hilarious miniatures of musicians – Paul Weller, Shaun Ryder, Mark E Smith – but the bigger picture involves implacable cultural shifts, changing models, the internet’s “content abyss”. Anyone brought up on the weekly rituals of the old-school music press will want to read this insider view, ruefully funny, but also sharp with poignancy’

The Times, 14 best rock and pop music books of 2022

‘The world I once inhabited – the world of print, vinyl and face-to-face interviews – vanished in a blast of broadband. It happened so quickly and so silently I almost forget that world had ever existed. Ted Kessler’s restless eye for detail conjures it back to boozy, smoky, noisy life. Then he turns it all around and points it into the future. Not just a good book, but an important one’

Frank Cottrell-Boyce

‘Paper Cuts is a rollicking good read’

Jah Wobble

‘Ted Kessler and all the music writer crew that cut their teeth under indie’s golden age are as much the songs from that era as the songs themselves. Paper Cuts humanises Ted and his peers whilst taking you back to the largely unsurpassed musical utopia of a late 1980s England’

Jason Williamson, Sleaford Mods

‘For 30 years Ted Kessler was in the music press’s front row. His hair-raisingly honest, helter-skelter memoir tells you how it all went wrong and why it was worth it anyway’

Dorian Lynskey, author of The Ministry of Truth
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Foreword
 by Stewart Lee

I first came across Billy Childish when he was supporting some grunge band at the Astoria in the mid-nineties, with Thee Headcoats. I forget who it was. It might have been the Afghan Whigs or Mudhoney, all them lot used to like him, didn’t they, those Seattle types.

I thought it was fun, but it didn’t make that much of an impression on me. He was doing this thing of not playing through the house PA, which in the larger venues means it doesn’t really penetrate. So I thought it looked interesting and they were having fun, but I didn’t really know what it was.

I came to appreciate him late: I saw him next at Glastonbury about twenty-five years ago, with the Buff Medways. That was when I thought, ‘This is absolutely amazing.’ That, to me, was like seeing the Who in 1966. They just seemed absolutely incredible. I started to buy everything, worked back through it all systematically and I realised what an incredible artist he is.

I wish I’d got into him earlier. I wish I could say to you that I liked him when I was a teenager, but I didn’t. Although, to be fair, it was pretty hard to find out about him, because, unlike most things that are any good, he wasn’t played on John Peel much, weirdly, given that in those days, you could broadly have regarded the Milkshakes* or Thee Mighty Caesars as operating in the same field as some psychobilly groups, and Peel played Guana Batz and stuff, but he didn’t play Billy Childish, so I might blame getting into him late on Peel.

After getting into the music I got into the writing, and I thought it was brilliant. I read the autobiographical stuff and the poems and everything I could get my hands on.

Then a few years back, after I met him, he took me to his studio in the Dockyard where he’s now working on these massive landscape canvases that are almost illustrative, but have a slightly weird edge to them. And that was the point at which I thought he was a great artist. I thought he had real style before, and I thought he was good at knocking out a manifesto, and I thought he was good at concepts and ideas, but I think that no one would be able to deny the obvious skill and talent in what he’s doing now. He probably does so well out of it that he has to keep quiet about how well it’s going.

I’ve met him socially about four times in the last decade. Basically, whenever I’m in Kent, in the Medway towns, I’ll tend to see him. The first time was in Rochester. I was keen to meet him because all of his family were going to see me perform, but he wasn’t. I’m very surprised and flattered that he tolerates me, or when he actively seeks me out, because he knows that I’m a fan, and I think he has an admirably difficult relationship with people that are his fans, particularly if they’re perceived as successful in some way. I think his independence is very important to him. He doesn’t like to be in the orbit of anyone else, and I understand that. But I often end up getting on quite well with people that are described as difficult, certainly in music and comedy. I get on all right with the people that other people say can be hard to get to know – except for Jerry Sadowitz, who has always been difficult: he was supposed to be difficult and he is difficult. But most people I’m always all right with.

I’m very honoured that Billy Childish would give me the time of day. His body of work is so vast and impressive, to be able to pursue those ideas, he’s had to separate himself from the wider world of the music industry.

It’s quite interesting what he’s doing now, this sort of folk-rock type thing, the 1967 Dylan sound. It seems like each incarnation of his work drives a particular year of the 1960s into the ground, starting with the Hamburg Beatles in the Milkshakes, for example; Thee Headcoats were that beat sound with a bit of garage; and then the Buff Medways’ stuff was like the Who. There’s a parallel thing going on with things like the Musicians of the British Empire that’s 1976/77 punk rock, as well, but he has an almost Cubist-like approach: he seems to make twenty albums or thirty albums in the style of 1965, and 1965 has been thoroughly exploded from every possible angle that the human eye can view it, and next he’s moved on to 1966 and he’ll do thirty or forty albums that sound like 1966. Even when he covers a Hendrix song, ‘Fire’, it’s perfect for that time: it’s just as beat music starts to move into psychedelia, perfectly judged.

In fact, just now I thought, ‘I wonder what he’s up to at the moment?’ He’s done about a dozen 1967 Dylan-style albums since I last looked, which must be about four months ago. It is overwhelming. His closest equivalent, I suppose, is Robert Pollard, the guy who did Guided by Voices, but Billy Childish makes Robert Pollard look like Taylor Swift in terms of his engagement with the media.

When I went to his studio, I had a really nice day there. He was getting on with painting and I just hung around and asked him the odd thing. He’s very knowledgeable about all sorts of music-hall type comedy and old-fashioned comedy, stuff like that, which is quite interesting. The studio was breathtaking: every wall, these incredible landscape canvases. It felt like it was a real privilege to have seen that.

He kind of reminds me of my cat. Cats get on with what they’re doing, don’t they, and sometimes they overlap with you, but they’re not seeking you out. They’ve got their things that they get on with. I think that he’s a driven man, and he would do all this work whatever: I suspect that there’s been a degree of quantitative easing caused by the success of the art work that enables him not to have to worry at all about how the music lands commercially, but with all great artists, you feel that the work would have to be done anyway. William Blake – who I guess is a not dissimilar character in some ways, one of the great English artists – talked about printing in the ‘infernal method’, and that stuff was sort of hacked out of the printing plates, gouged out. It had to be, and that’s what it feels like with Billy Childish. It’s driven work that has to be made.

I also admire the fact that there’s always an assumption that if you work in genre, you should move on. I know Alan Moore, who, again, is not a dissimilar character in some ways, feels that he wants to write comics, and yet he’s always being told, ‘That comic would make a good film’, or whatever. He’ll respond by saying, ‘I didn’t write it to be a film, I wrote it to be a good comic. I don’t want it to be a film.’ What I like about Billy’s work is you do hear the same two or three chords coming up a lot, and yet the little variations in rhythm and the emphasis of the song mean that their possibilities are infinite. A great artist can approach things in millions of different ways, or they can take a process and run with it forever to see what happens. It seems to me he’s done that. He’s done with rock ‘n’ roll what Henry Moore did with big lumps of stone: he’s thought, ‘How many different things can you get out of this?’

Stewart Lee is a comedian and writer.

 

 

 

 



* Released music as both the Milkshakes and Thee Milkshakes. The former is used throughout the book.


Ten Minutes on the Phone with
 Billy Childish, March 2021

‘I’m really intense. I like truth, and things like that.’

Billy, it’s Ted.

Wotcha, Ted.

How are you doing?

I’m OK. I’ve had better times. But I’m all right.

What’s the matter?

Oh, I had a nervous breakdown about three years ago and I get real repercussions from it.

Ah, sorry to hear that. Are you on the road to recovery?

I’m sometimes all right, but I don’t take medication. I take natural stuff. Sometimes it feels … a bit excessive. It felt very difficult this morning in particular. I also have to have some tests for a pain in my side. But, you know, nothing is terribly wrong.

Just your mind and body.

Exactly. Just the bits holding me together. Nothing important.

What have you been working on today?

Painting. I always paint on a Monday. I just made an eight by five foot painting. Then, this week we’ll be working on music. We’ve recorded two more William Loveday Intention albums and I’m recording two more now. We have one coming out on Hangman in a couple of months called They Wanted the Devil but I Sang of God. That’s all originals. Then we have one coming out on an American label, can’t remember which, called Cowboys Are Square and it’s a really long extended version of ‘Cowboys Are Square’ and ‘Girl from ‘62’, which we did with Thee Headcoats, plus some originals. And we’re doing The New and Improved Bob Dylan, Volume Two.

How come you’ve been making so much music?

I’m not entirely sure. I think maybe because I get bored painting all the time. I had this silly idea where I thought it would be good to do a career in a year. Ten albums in a year. It’s the same with the painting stuff. We did a big book collecting four years of painting and it was essentially a lifetime’s work collected in just four years. Then we did it again over the next four years. Obviously, this causes problems commercially, being so prolific, but nevertheless I thought I’d try a career in a year in music too.

The records you’ve been releasing have been very direct, lyrically. What emotional place do they come from?

It’s not hard for me to tap in to that sort of thing because I had a very disturbed upbringing. I’m really intense. I like truth, and things like that. I’m not very political. I’m probably a little bit like that lad [Bob Dylan] when he was a bit more acid-tongued. I always have an axe to grind. For me, it’s trying to get some clarity in my mind, so I’m not messed with. I’m always interested in people’s motives. The spiritual development, the lack of spiritual development in people. I’m interested in God and death, I can always write about that. Often it’s just we’ve booked the studio, so I better write a song.

Are all your secrets in your work?

Most of me is available for inspection, yes. Often I don’t know what I’m going to say. I don’t feel overly identified with what I do once I’ve put it out there. I was saying to [my son] Huddie today about my painting, I bet people think I like what I do. It’s not necessarily the case. I do what I do. I don’t do what I want to do, I do what I do. Very rarely does something go the way I want it to, but I just follow it, obey it. It’s the same with the sound. It couldn’t sound more differently to how we imagine it. We just try to make it come across with energy and humanity, some semblance of meaning. The idea is to keep it sounding like a group in a nice old wooden studio with soft reverb and some genuine energy.

I read in an interview you mention that ‘Hanging by a Tenuous Thread’ was about your breakdown, but because there was no follow-up question I assumed it was a historic breakdown, perhaps around you quitting alcohol many years ago. I didn’t realise it was recent.

I presume it was that. I didn’t choose the subject, I just write the words down – ‘I’m hanging from a tenuous thread’ – and think, oh, it must be about that.

And you’re still up and down?

Oh, I just had a bit of bad time recently but generally … it was very bad this morning.

It’s not harmed your work ethic at least.

It’s strange, isn’t it? I don’t know why I’m made to do these things, but I have to do them so I do. In many ways, I’m very lucky because I am allowed to do it and people like it – that includes the painting. I must be doing the work that I am allowed to do. I don’t like the way other people do stuff so I do it the way I think it ought to be done. It helps me and it may help some other people, so it’s probably worth doing.

Well, it’s been very good talking to you and I hope you’re on the upward swing soon.

I’ve got great family. I’ll talk to you again, I hope. Stay in touch.

From: william claudius

Date: 16 August, 2021

Subject: billy calling – hello ted



hello ted

i hope your well

i unfortuntly had a 2nd break down – on meds and hope to be free soon

love billy


1.

Chatham Town Welcomes Desperate Men

In the beginning, before there was a book, there was an email. I wrote it in January 2022 to Billy Childish, who I first interviewed for a fanzine in 1990 and whose work, style, humour and philosophical outlook I have loved for much longer. I also interviewed him in the mid-1990s, for NME, shortly after his band Thee Headcoats had released their ‘(We Hate the Fuckin’) NME’ single – a chorus I had as my answerphone greeting for a time while editing NME’s review section. I then interviewed him in 2002 for the Observer magazine, and in 2016 for Q magazine, while in 2015 he contributed a brutal chapter to a book about paternal relationships I edited called My Old Man. Sometimes, it feels like I’ve spent my entire adult life trying to convince reluctant editors that they should allow me to write about Billy Childish.

My email to him explained that I was shortly to have a memoir published. I wondered if I could send Billy a proof so that he might consider giving me a quote for the jacket. He replied that of course he would be happy to do that. Then he asked – in his idiosyncratic and profoundly dyslexic manner – ‘whos ritting it? are they good?’ reprising an old Tony Hancock joke about self-portraits.

Not particularly, I replied.

Soon after, Billy emailed back: ‘fancey doing one on my crap one day’ he wondered.

I paused.

Billy Childish has released well over 150 albums with numerous different groups since his first with the Pop Rivets in 1979. He has published a dozen autobiographical novels and at least fifty collections of poetry, a couple of memoirs, along with several printed collections of his photography and art. He has produced thousands of paintings, and his work is exhibited around the world. And he’s not slowed down since crossing the border into his sixties in 2019. In 2022, he decided that he would attempt a musical ‘career in a year’ and release an album a month with his William Loveday Intention. He nearly succeeded as well, defeated not by a lack of recordings but by the availability of vinyl.

Every month brings a new Billy Childish release, publication, performance or exhibition, stretching back decades. He is the UK’s most prolific creative force – a painter, poet, photographer, musician, memoirist and novelist who is in constant production of the goods.

How would I be able to describe both his life and artistic endeavours tidily? A vast task made much harder to untangle, as almost all of his work is unflinchingly autobiographical in nature. Most music journalists lazily prefer to tell a linear story of a singer-songwriter in a band who delivers three or four successful albums, takes a creative stumble, endures both commercial disappointment and personal toil – drugs, divorce, ideally prison – before some valedictory final release saves the day and they sweep in to tell the tale. I am no different. How could I keep up with and contain this enormous and evolving story?

I filed the Billy Childish biography in the back of my mind, to be revisited once my own book was published in July. Before then, however, Billy emailed again. In March 2022, he wrote: ‘can we talk about poss book.’

I wondered what kind of book he wanted me to work on.

He replied: ‘it would cover my very strange up bringing – which sounds like a mad fiction all sorts of nonsence + painting writing music being part of that. family background. young skool. sexual abuse. art school punk, poetry, novels, (small) chapter on each main group) – christ – it goes on. but bite sized chunks with plenty of the funny strnge things that have lead to here …’

We agreed to meet for a coffee one Thursday when Childish regularly comes to London from his home in Rochester, Kent, to have breathwork therapy.

On Thursday, 12 May, I joined Billy in the queue to enter Monmouth Coffee Company in Covent Garden, central London. Disappointingly, he wasn’t carrying the fold-up scooter on which he once used to zip around from London appointment to appointment. A decade earlier, when I worked in a magazine office on Shaftesbury Avenue, I’d regularly see Childish being whisked upright at 10mph along Seven Dials, flamboyant moustache leaning into the breeze, immaculate vintage suit or military camouflage hanging from his lean frame, a wide-brimmed hat on top of his well-maintained (very) short back and sides, weaving in and out of traffic and bemused tourists.

Inside the coffee shop, we each drank two strong Americanos and Billy ate three large chocolate truffles in swift succession, wiping his moustache in between mouthfuls, as we discussed what kind of book I might write about him.

Here’s how it would go down, he explained. Billy would tell me everything that I might want to know about him. He’d put me in touch with anybody close to him who was willing to speak. I’d be able to reproduce any of his writing, painting or photography – photos both by him or taken of him by the friendly network of photographers he has known over the decades. If he had research material to hand, it would be mine. He wouldn’t want anything in return other than an attempt at even-handed historical accuracy. He probably wouldn’t even read the book.

It sounded like an unusually inviting opportunity for a biographer. I asked him what was in it for him.

‘We might enjoy ourselves,’ he replied with the soft, mischievous grin that punctuates even his most intense conversation – which is to say, all conversation.

And so we agreed to start work together on it after the summer.

In September 2022, I travelled to the North Kent coast to visit Childish at his painting studio in the Historic Dockyard Chatham. The dockyards themselves closed in 1984. For centuries, they built warships there, on the banks of the River Medway. At its height, 10,000 men were employed on the docks and the site stretched for over a mile, expanding into nearby Gillingham and including a large naval barracks. The Dutch even came to attack the British fleet in Chatham’s dock in 1667, with the idea of sailing up to London afterwards, but the plan came to naught and the Dutch sailed sheepishly home with just the flagship HMS Royal Charles in tow as their bounty, rather than the entire fleet of the British Empire.

Many famous British Navy ships were subsequently built in Chatham, over 500 in total. These included HMS Victory, which at 245 years old is the world’s oldest naval vessel and, to Kent’s dismay, is today docked in Portsmouth, and HMS Temeraire, which was so renowned for its action during the Battle of Trafalgar that J.M.W. Turner painted the Temeraire’s final journey before the ship was broken up in 1838. In 2011 Billy Childish honoured it with a delicious folk-beat single, ‘The Fighting Temeraire’, released by his Spartan Dreggs combo.

In the post-war twentieth century, after the navy phased out the dockyards as a provider of warships, nuclear submarines were maintained at Chatham instead. That’s what was going on when Billy Childish was employed in the dockyards as an apprentice stonemason in 1976, aged sixteen to seventeen, in his first and last-ever full-time job.

While Childish was working as a teenager in Chatham’s dockyards, there was an incident nearby in the North Sea, where a minesweeper got dragged underwater during a NATO exercise. Lives were lost. When they recovered the dead, they brought the bodies back to the dockyards in coffins aboard one of the nuclear submarines. The admiral was there, along with the local press, and all stopped work for the ‘Last Post’.

Billy wasn’t hugely interested in that, so he continued to carve his block of stone in the sunny breeze outside. As the press filed back from the ceremony, they paused to take a photo of this lad happily at work during his dinner hour. It ran in the local paper alongside a story about the joy Billy found as an apprentice at Chatham’s dockyards, appearing beneath the headline ‘Chips with Everything’.

Billy Childish was, in fact, not happy in his work. His six months as an apprentice stonemason were such personal torture that in between carving identical pieces of stone, he produced 600 drawings in what he describes as ‘the tea huts of hell’, the best of which helped him eventually gain entry to St Martin’s School of Art. But not yet.

By the winter of 1976, Billy’s older brother, Nichollas, was studying art in London at the Slade School of Fine Art. He lived in a squat in Chalk Farm that Billy would visit, sleeping on the floor. It was upon hearing the Sex Pistols for the first time on one of these trips, when ‘Anarchy in the U.K.’ was playing on the jukebox in the student union building at the University of London, that Billy’s axis was shifted by the early tremors of British punk rock. Change was afoot – he could understand that loud and clear.

One day soon after, back at the day job in the dockyards, dressed in his overalls, carving away at his lump of stone, he decided he’d had enough. He’d seen what the working world had in store for him, an undiagnosed dyslexic who could neither read nor write. He believed that society needed stonemasons; that someone had to carve perfectly aligned pieces of rock. But it wouldn’t be him. So he took a 3lb club hammer and smashed it down upon his hand, declaring that he’d never be employed again. In time, his injury would heal. His mind, however, was set.

He admits now that it was perhaps an overly dramatic resignation, but it delivered the intent of his message. He kept his word, too. He hasn’t been employed since that day in February 1977, other than a stint as a ward porter at Oakwood Hospital, the local asylum, and a day picking fruit.

The people Billy worked with at the dockyards told him he was mad to leave. At that time, in the 1970s, the vast majority of working-age people in the Medway towns of Chatham, Strood and Rochester clocked in at the docks, if they weren’t employed in one of the factories. Working there meant a job for life, they explained. He left anyway, as a job for life was the last thing he wanted. Then, seven years later, the dockyards closed, all those lifetime jobs disappeared down the plug and the Medway towns were plunged into an economic despair they still haven’t really fully recovered from. The only jobs going at the Historic Dockyard nowadays are as tour guides, security guards, in the gift shop or when it’s open as a film set.

Ironically, though, this is now where Billy Childish comes most regularly to work.

Every Monday, he returns to the Historic Dockyard Chatham from his home in nearby Rochester to paint. He became artist in residence at the Dockyard in 2011 and was awarded a big draughty studio above the Victorian Ropery the following year. He has since kept to a schedule of working here weekly, surrounded by his array of huge canvases, and painting latterly alongside his son, Huddie, and his friend and occasional co-painter Edgeworth Johnstone, while BBC Radio 3 plays in the background and his art collaborator (‘no, not his agent, nor his representative’) Steven Lowe sits glued to his phone and laptop, doing whatever he can to disrupt the art world’s best-laid plans.

I stood next to Billy as he worked at a massive landscape canvas, dressed in his green overalls with a white hangman logo stencilled on the back, small-brimmed hat and round spectacles. He was concentrating on a painting of a man in a checked shirt, standing in a canoe beneath Mount Rainier – a large and active volcanic mountain in the Pacific Northwest of the USA, sixty miles south of Seattle. It’s one of the most potentially dangerous volcanoes on earth, but the man in the canoe seemed unperturbed. The painting, Childish said, was called Beneath Mt. Tahoma, which is what the mountain is known as by the local indigenous people. When Childish married his wife, Julie, in 2000, in a park in Seattle, Mount Rainier could be seen in the distance behind them. It’s always felt significant.

We had paint-splattered mugs of green tea and spoke about Billy’s earliest memories for an hour or so while he painted. Then we embraced in farewell and arranged to continue interrogating his childhood by Zoom later in the week, perhaps when his son wasn’t listening, as Billy hadn’t actually discussed some of the family dynamics with him before. I said goodbye to Huddie, Edgeworth and Steve, jogged down the stairs outside, following the road back through Chatham for the forty minutes it takes to reach Rochester station.

As I walked, I thought …

Over 150 albums.

Dozens of books. Dozens of groups.

Thousands of paintings, with a new one every week.

There have also been wives, children, several profound love affairs, a fractured, dysfunctional childhood home and a thoroughly modern blended family.

I made a deal with myself to spend the next year gathering as much material as I could about Billy Childish, in the hopes that the conversations I had with him, about him, and my journey from one September to the next following these breadcrumbs, would become the book itself. I’d interview everyone who’d travelled in his orbit that I could and that I’d spend as much time as possible with Childish in those twelve months, gradually building a mosaic of his life. The picture I gathered from these fragments across the year would be my portrait of him.

And that’s how this particular Billy Childish story begins.
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