

[image: Try This At Home by Frank Turner]



TRY THIS AT HOME

ADVENTURES IN SONGWRITING

FRANK TURNER

[image: Headline Logo]



Copyright © 2019 Frank Turner

The right of Frank Turner to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2019

by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All lyrics by Frank Turner reproduced with kind permission Universal Music Publishing/PGM Ltd (chapters 2-21 and 37) and BMG Rights Management (UK) Limited (chapters 22-36)

Lyrics from ‘I Was a Pre-Teen McCarthyist’ reproduced with kind permission from Chris Hannah

Every effort has been made to fulfil requirements with regard to reproducing copyright material. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 1 4722 5784 0

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London

EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About Frank Turner

About the Book

Dedication

Introduction

The Real Damage

Nashville Tennessee

Sunshine State

The Ballad of Me and My Friends

I Knew Prufrock Before He Got Famous

Photosynthesis

Love Ire & Song

Long Live the Queen

Jet Lag

Live Fast Die Old

The Road

Isabel

Sons of Liberty

The Ballad of Steve

Eulogy

I Still Believe

I Am Disappeared

One Foot Before the Other

Glory Hallelujah

Balthazar, Impresario

Recovery

The Way I Tend to Be

Four Simple Words

Anymore

Broken Piano

Get Better

The Next Storm

The Opening Act of Spring

Josephine

Silent Key

There She Is

Blackout

1933

Make America Great Again

Be More Kind

Conclusion: Try This at Home 

Acknowledgements

Picture Credits

Index

Footnotes




About the Author
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Frank Turner is an English folk/punk singer-songwriter from Winchester. He was the lead singer of post-hardcore band Million Dead, before embarking on a solo career with his band The Sleeping Souls.

Turner has released six solo albums as well as EPs and rarities, and has played thousands of shows across 38 countries. He sometimes lives in London, but mostly on the road.




About the Book

The brand new memoir from the Sunday Times bestselling author of The Road Beneath My Feet.

Taking 36 songs from his back catalogue, folk-punk icon Frank Turner explores his songwriting process. Find out the stories behind the songs forged in the hedonistic years of the mid-2000s North London scene, the ones perfected in Nashville studios, and everything in between. Some of these songs arrive fully-formed, as if they’ve always been there, some take graft and endless reworking to find ‘the one’. In exploring them all, Turner reflects with eloquence, insight and self-deprecating wit on exactly what it is to be a songwriter.

From love songs and break-up songs to political calls-to-arms; songs composed alone in a hotel room or in soundcheck with the Sleeping Souls, this brilliantly written memoir – featuring exclusive photos of handwritten lyrics and more – is a must-have book for FT fans and anyone curious about how to write music.




For Adam Duritz, John K. Samson and Jay McAllister




INTRODUCTION

What kind of presumptuous fool volunteers to write a book about songwriting?

Well, this one, apparently. In my defence, I have been largely thinking about songwriting, almost to the exclusion of everything else, for most of my adult life. And while I haven’t exactly had much in the way of chart hits with my work, I’ve written just shy of 200 songs, mostly alone, occasionally together with others. I’ve been touring those songs for twenty years, and making a living from them for around half of that time. It’s the work of my adult life. So, in fairness, I do have some thoughts on the topic that might be worth sharing with the world.

I wrote another book, four years ago, about touring, called The Road Beneath My Feet. It was a sort of incomplete memoir of my time on the road. It did pretty well. But there was something of a philosophical gap in that tome; it didn’t really have much to say about the songs I was playing through all those endless shows. I felt like it might be an idea to address that next time around. So here we are.

I should also say that I embarked on the previous work with no small degree of hubris. ‘Writing a book can’t be that hard!’ I cried. ‘I’ve written plenty of articles for magazines and the like before, it’ll just be like about forty of those in a row!’ Reader, how wrong I was. I’d like to take this moment to apologise to those of you who know more about writing books than I do and have more experience in the field. If it’s any consolation, I discovered quite how wide of the mark I was pretty quickly. I’ve approached this work with much more humility, and with my sleeves well and truly rolled up.

All the same, I’ve gone and written another book that is essentially about myself – the one topic that doesn’t require endless months of research in a library (though I have spent a lot of time going through notebooks and archives of recordings here to get this one right). Because this book is laid out chronologically, and because I have a tendency to write in a confessional first-person style, this book, like its predecessor, has an element of autobiography to it. It’ll certainly help, as you read, if you’re familiar with my music. 

Having said that, I hope that there is a didactic angle here. Songwriting is both an art and a craft. While the art part remains appropriately mystical and out of reach, the latter craft side of it can be examined, dissected, practised and ultimately taught (although personally, I’ve never been to school for anything I’m about to write about). I hope that anyone who writes their own material might find some points of interest herein, a few tips and pointers. And, of course, I hope there’s a lot here for people who aren’t in the business of composing their own songs. Either way, this here is most of what I have to say about how to write songs, how I’ve written them in the past, and how I think it’s best to approach the whole thing.

What exactly, then, are we talking about, when we talk about writing songs? 

Art of all kinds is, in essence, a form of communication – perhaps the most complicated one that humans engage in, and one that seems to be universal to our various cultures. Friedrich Nietzsche once said, ‘Without music, life would be a mistake.’ That’s certainly how it feels to me, though of course, I’ve encountered the rare incomprehensible curmudgeon, for whom music does nothing at all. I’m presuming, if you’re reading this, that you’re not one of them. 

The corner of art, of music, that I inhabit and that I’m going to discuss is rock’n’roll. I’m not going to try to elucidate the entire history of the art form here (get on with it, man!), but I think I can safely say that this kind of music has long been something of an awkward stepchild within the wider family of the Arts with a capital A. That actually makes me more loyal to it. It’s something that grew out of the demotic folk song traditions of the pre-industrial world, but which came into its own through the additions of electricity, mass popular culture, recording equipment, jazz, blues and the Folk Revival of the 1960s (and much more besides), until, by the end of the twentieth century, it was an established institution.

Rock’n’roll, and indeed my own music, is largely based on the guitar. The guitar is the great democratic instrument of modern times. Easy to play (unlike the accordion) and portable (unlike the piano), and full enough to accompany a solo performer (unlike the fiddle), it has dominated the arrangements of popular song for a long time for good reason. It’s not the only basis for a song, of course, not even within my own canon, as we’ll see. But it’s at the middle of the picture. Much of our story is dominated by the timeless silhouette of the troubadour, the lone figure with the lone instrument, pouring out their truth in song for the rest of us to enjoy, absorb and apply to our own lives.

The songs we’re talking about here tend to be short compositions. While punk has taken them down to a few seconds (well done, Napalm Death), and prog rock has stretched them to symphonic lengths (thank you, Genesis), for the most part, these songs hover around the three-minute mark. Intriguingly, there might be commercial and technological reasons for this. Apparently, in the post-war era, fast-food restaurants did market research to find out the average length of time it took an American to eat a cheeseburger – around three minutes. They also found out that, if a song finishes as you finish your food, you tend to get up and leave. The corporations encouraged the makers of records to manufacture a product that stuck to roughly that length of time, and the 45 single was born. Whether or not that’s true (and I sincerely hope it is; it’s cute), songs still last roughly 180 seconds or so. The removal of technological restraints with modern music making and listening equipment doesn’t seem to have changed that.

Let’s go deeper. A song is a blueprint, a genetic code. Normally it comprises a sequence of chords that provide a harmonic bed for a leading vocal melody, which carries a set of lyrics. Lyrics are not quite poetry, in that they’re written within pre-existing musical constraints. Regardless, these instructions for music can result in very different end products from the same starting point (‘With a Little Help from My Friends’ sounds radically different in the hands of the Beatles and Joe Cocker, for example). The song can be stripped right back to its central, troubadour components, or it can be worked up in an arrangement to include walls of sound and symphony orchestras. Musicologists categorise different stylistic approaches into phylae that we know as ‘genres’, but I’ve always felt that songs tend to have more in common with each other than these artificial lines would suggest.

Songs can tell stories. They can shine a light on the inner workings of the author’s troubled mind. They can deliver messages. They can incite riots. They can address a lover or the entire world. They can tell us things about ourselves, or they can make us sing along with meaningless but catchy ditties. In a time when pure poetry is a dying art, the lyrics to popular songs are, for most people, their most frequent and profound encounter with that end of literature.

And of course songs can be much, much more or infinitely less than all this. I’ve written here about my own work, so this is a necessarily limited, idiosyncratic exercise. I haven’t written about every song I’ve written, that would have made for a book too long to read and too heavy to pick up. Any other songwriter could probably write a book on the same template and say the exact opposite of everything I have to say. As I mentioned earlier, songwriting is both an art and a craft. I remain sceptical whether the artistic part of it is something that can even be explained directly, let alone taught. Much of the time, when I’m trying to write, I feel like a fisherman, sitting by the edge of the water, dangling a hook into the stream and hoping that something bites. In some ways, there’s not much more to say than that. But this book isn’t really a lesson, it’s more of a travel memoir of my own journeys through song; in that sense, I suppose it does have something in common with my first book. I hope you enjoy the journey.

Frank Turner, London, 2018




THE REAL DAMAGE

I woke up on a sofa in an unfamiliar house,

Surrounded by sleeping folks that I didn’t know.

On failing to find my friends, I decided that it was clearly time to go.

So I made my way out of the door as quietly as I could –

There was no one there I knew to say goodbye.

Squinting in the sadly sobering sunshine of the Sunday morning light.

I started the night with all my friends and I ended up alone,

Oh yes I started out so happy, now I’m hungover and down.

It was about then that I realised I was halfway through the best years of my life.

I scanned the local landmarks, trying to find out where I was,

And maybe even find a bus back home.

I was longing for a shower, and for clean sheets, and a charger for my phone.

Suddenly it hit me – I got paid this Friday last,

So I rifled through my pockets for some change.

But all I found was a packet of broken cigarettes and a sinking sense of shame.

I had to ask myself, well,

Is it really worth it? Is any of this worth it?

Well the whole thing’s far from perfect,

But I’ve yet to figure out a better way to spend my time.

Too many suits and dirty looks made me rack my brains –

The real damage started to sink in.

It’d been quite a heavy weekend but I could just about remember where I’d been.

Well I started the night with all my friends and I ended up alone,

Oh yes I started out so happy, now I’m hungover and down.

I stood on a street corner and I felt a little sick.

It was about then that I realised I was halfway through the first day of the week.

* * *

‘The Real Damage’ was far from the first song I ever wrote, but in a strange way, it feels like it should have been the first. It deserves that accolade, I think, because, in the process of writing it, I thought about songwriting for the first time, as an art form in and of itself.

Prior to the summer of 2005, I had, of course, made a lot of original music. On receiving an electric guitar starter kit for my eleventh birthday (‘guitar and amp – comes with strap and lead!’), I set about learning chords for the songs then in vogue on my cassette player – well, the easier ones, at any rate. Almost immediately, I started messing around with those progressions, and claiming the resulting hybrids as my own. I remember changing the third chord of ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’ from an A minor to an A major (which actually completely recontextualises the melody, as it goes), and feeling like I’d written something. It sounds ridiculous now (though not as ridiculous as the fact that, at the time, I thought the song was by Guns N’ Roses – tragic but true), but there it was, right at the start, a desire to make my own songs.

That said, I didn’t really think of songs as coherent artistic entities then, or for a long time to come. I could identify songs I liked, of course, and learn how to play an approximation of them, good enough for a singalong on our family beach holidays in Devon and Cornwall. But they just existed as sections of music bolted together like a cut-and-shut job on a car; I can’t remember thinking about any over-arching structures. The fact that the chorus reprised at the end of the song just meant there was one less bit to learn. A key change was a hassle because it meant the song required more chords.

This episodic, mechanical view of what songs were, and how they were put together, was given major reinforcement when I started getting into hardcore punk music. Hardcore songs (and I say this with affection) often tend to be built from an assortment of riffs laid out in a linear fashion, with little thought for overall coherence. The particular corner of the genre that captured my imagination in my teens actually made a virtue of this – bands like Cave In and Converge wrote long, rambling pieces that rarely came back to where they started. The only thing holding them together as ‘songs’ was the fact that they (usually) didn’t stop dead for any length of time in the middle, they were listed as a single track on the CD, and maybe that there was a single set of lyrics over the top of the racket to give the whole thing some shape.

That approach to making music was very much at the heart of how my first serious band Million Dead operated. I remember us in dingy Holloway practice rooms, taking pieces of riffs that different people had contributed and trying to find ways to get them into the same song, the whole thing feeling more like an engineering problem than anything else. That’s not to disown anything we did – I remain immensely proud of the music we made – it’s just that I still wasn’t really thinking about songwriting in any dedicated fashion.

Sometime around 2004 I started hanging out at a bar in north London called Nambucca. I’ve told that story in more detail elsewhere; for now, suffice to say that I encountered a new group of people who were making a new (to me) style of music. There was a lot of country and folk in the air, a lot of acoustic guitars, all of it centred around the Sunday night open mic called Sensible Sundays, which was hosted by Jay McAllister (who made music under the name Beans On Toast), who ran the bar along with Dave Danger. 

We also used to do a lot of partying, staying up for days and getting wrecked. One particular weekend, a friend of ours took acid and was convinced he was being followed everywhere by very small Chinese soldiers. The following Sunday, Jay had a new song about ‘Steve and the Secret Chinese Army’. The song was short, simple and funny – and a total revelation to me, on a number of levels. Firstly, the simplicity of the music was striking to someone who was lost in trying to overcomplicate things in the rarified atmosphere of a technical post-hardcore scene. Secondly, the lyrics were clear, direct and witty, and they told a simple story, which also told us something about ourselves as a group of friends. And most of all, the song was about something that had happened last week – to us. I was used to slaving over words for months at a time, putting complicated and deliberately obscurantist metaphors at centre stage. And yet it didn’t have to be like that – and we could be the heroes of our own stories!

The seed was planted; this was a new way of making music, a new approach, something radically direct and simple. It felt punk to me, but also like it was real folk music. And at the heart of it all was the idea of a song, a thing in itself. I started to wonder, idly, if I could write that way too.

So it was that I started thinking about stories I could tell in a simple song format. The universe was not long in providing. As mentioned, my time in and around Nambucca was pretty debauched. There were a lot of drugs, and not much sleeping. One weekend, apropos of not very much, a friend (let’s call him Paulo) and I started a session at the bar of the pub that quickly got heavy. We went clubbing, came back, went upstairs, went to house parties, generally said yes to everything we could, and ended up getting very, very trashed. The details of our progress slowly faded to black, until the cloak of intoxication overtook me completely.

The next thing I remember is waking up on a sofa in a room I didn’t know. Opening one eye at a time and squinting through smoky morning light and a headache, I saw that the floor around me was littered with comatose bodies, none of whom I could immediately recognise. It looked how I felt – like a bomb had gone off. I slowly gathered myself, realised I was still fully dressed, and had my phone and wallet with me (a relief – but then I was always a professional wreckhead), and decided to creep out without waking any of the strangers around me. Outside felt pretty challenging, but I set my mind to the most important task – getting back to my place in Finsbury Park for a shower and some proper sleep in my own bed.

I slowly figured out where I was by consulting local bus stops, and eventually got myself home, after enduring a journey studded by waves of nausea and the suspicious and judgemental glances of strangers – of whom there seemed to be rather a lot, given that it was, as I understood it, a Sunday. When I finally got back to my room, I was able to charge my phone, and to call Paulo, to try and piece together some of the missing hours. To my shock and horror, Paulo was at work. We had begun our adventure on a Saturday night, and it seemed reasonable to me to imagine that I’d passed out somewhere and woken up the following morning. Alas, no. I had actually somehow powered through an entire extra day, none of which I remembered. Paulo laughed at my predicament, while I felt pretty shady and shame-faced; as much as I enjoyed getting wasted, this was a new high – or low – in my career as a party animal, losing twenty-four hours. I still don’t know where I was or who I’d been with, to this day.

A few days later, I’d recovered from my weekend, and decided that my only course forward was to see the funny side of it. In fact, I decided to try out the idea of using this escapade as the basis for a song. The inspiration for a set of words was in. Now I just needed some music to go with it.

I’d been listening to a lot of stuff like Ryan Adams, Springsteen’s solo work and, in particular, Neil Young. The traditional country chord structures in the key of G that form the basis of songs like ‘Comes a Time’ had really taken my fancy; they were easy but satisfying to play, and in the key I know best. I started thinking of a melody and a chord sequence to underpin it, actively trying to keep things traditional. It begins with the root chord, G, working in the major scalefn1. The chorus starts on the IV chord (C major), which gives a feeling like the song is moving forward. The bridge section uses the III chord (B minor), which always sounds wistful to me. And then it all resolves again, back down to a I, a G major.

Over the top of all this, the lyrics fell into place. Again, I was trying to restrict myself, to hold back, and to make a virtue of simplicity by telling the story as it happened. That said, I felt like I wanted to make some kind of point with the song as well. I’d recently watched (and loved) the film The Football Factory. In a climactic scene, Danny Dyer’s character asks the pertinent philosophical question, after going through the wringer of drugs and violence: was it worth it? ‘Of course it fucking was!’ comes the reply. I hadn’t been in a fight on my lost weekend, but it kind of felt like it, and so the scene appealed to me. Despite the chaos and the damage done, it seemed like it had been worth it. After all, I had a story to tell, and now a song to sing.

The writing process was quick, and it was given extra impetus by the fact that I had a rare (at the time) solo show coming up. Towards the end of Million Dead’s time, I did a handful of these solo sets, usually for charity shows. In this instance, our young label, Xtra Mile, had a night on at the Underworld in Camden coming up. Label stalwarts Reuben were headlining, and I’d been asked to play some music on my own beforehand. I decided to use this as an opportunity to try out my new song (previous such solo outings had largely comprised of covers), not least because I knew Paulo was coming to the show. I took the stage – sitting down, as I recall – and rambled through the song, somewhere in the set. It seemed to go down well; Paulo in particular found it hilarious, and all in all, the experiment was a success.

Over time, Million Dead came to an end. I never made a move to do something else seriously before the band was over, but we agreed to see out our existing touring commitments after the decision to split was made, so by then, I had another route that I could explore opening up before me. I’d played ‘The Real Damage’, and a handful of others, at Sensible Sundays over the summer. When Dave and Jay heard Million Dead was done (a band they’d never much liked, not being hardcore punk fans), they enthusiastically encouraged me to pursue this new line of songwriting. 

I started booking shows around the country, travelling by train. But, as anyone at the bottom of the gig ladder will tell you, that’s not easy to do without a demo of some kind. Using some very basic recording software on an old laptop, I knocked out some recordings of four songs, the lead of which was ‘The Real Damage’. I kept the recorded version pretty simple – I tried double-tracking some guitars on the chorus, and adding a very simple piano line on the bridge – and started burning off CD-Rs to sell at shows. As time went by and things started to pick up, this song in particular became something of a crowd favourite (small as those crowds were). It moved from being my opener to being my closer, always the sign of a strong piece. I’ve probably played that song as much as any other in my catalogue.

Over time, two more versions were recorded. I did a bedroom session with a budding producer called Tristan Ivemy, who played some slightly more elaborate piano on the track; it was released on an Xtra Mile sampler CD, if memory serves. Later on, when we came to record Sleep Is for the Week, I tried to gather the best aspects of the previous recordings and get a definitive version down. The arrangement kind of works like that (although Matt Nasir, of The Sleeping Souls, has, over the years, added a much better piano part to the bridge). I have to say that, listening back now, the way I deliver the vocals sounds odd to me. It took me a long time to find a way to sing in the studio that matched how I delivered songs live. I also tend to slow down the broken-down final chorus when I play live. Ben Lloyd, as producer, later suggested we do that in the studio and I decided against it; not for the first time, he was right and I was wrong.

One point that I was specifically focusing on at the time was trying to sing in my natural English accent. Growing up listening to American punk rock and rock’n’roll, it’s an eternal temptation to sing with a Yankee twang – I certainly did so in Million Dead from time to time. Now, however, I was dead set on delivering my words in the same way I’d say them. I think I succeeded at that, and it makes the finished item feel more honest.

The song became a single at one point, and so had a music video made for it. My idea was for it to be a businessman arriving late for work and giving a PowerPoint presentation of why exactly he wasn’t on time, and what he’d been up to the night before. In the event, the plotline got kind of mangled by too many people trying to put their oar in – another lesson learned the hard way. It’s a little cringe-inducing in places, but nevertheless, I kind of like it. We spent a night at Nambucca ‘method acting’ the party scenes, and the video contains shots of The Automatic (who I was touring with around that time), plenty of witnesses to the incidents that had given rise to Jay’s song, and my terrible mini-afro haircut. A period piece, then.

[image: ]
At Nambucca for ‘The Real Damage’ video shoot with friends

‘The Real Damage’ stands as a successful first stab at writing a folk song, in my mind. I’d never tried anything like it before. There are parts of it that sound naïve to me now, but overall I still love it. It stands me in good stead to this day – in most parts of the world, especially in the UK, I can drag that one out for a setlist and guarantee myself a singalong.
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