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This book is dedicated to the memories of two dear friends of Heavenly.

Andrew Weatherall
(1963–2020)
‘Fail we may, sail we must.’

and

Peter James Lusty
(1970–2020)
‘Are you scared of success?’
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FOREWORD NICKY WIRE

I’ve always believed that, as an artist, if you have a strong sense of your own aesthetics you have a much better chance of communicating to an audience.

Right from the start Heavenly seemed to have a real sense of itself and its mission. Stylistically, it may have looked chaotic and disconnected to the outside world, but that was the point. The sheer difference of the artists was its strength.

In some ways, as a rock band from Wales with an obsession with Guns N’ Roses, we were the biggest risk of all, but then that was the maverick spirit of Heavenly. Over the years, that spirit has remained and grown and grown.

I feel very grateful and properly proud to have played a small part in this incredible story.

MAGIC–FAITH–AESTHETICS. To me, that’s what Heavenly stands for.

[image: ]

Nicky Wire
March 2020
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INTRODUCTION JON SAVAGE

In mid-May 1990 Bob Stanley handed me a piece of paper. We were on a press junket in Sweden, arranged by Stone Roses PR Philip Hall: I’d just finished working on England’s Dreaming, and this was my first journalistic assignment after two years in a room. We saw the group play in Stockholm and sort of hung around them, not to much avail. There was a lot of spare time, and I bonded with Bob, who was then working for the Melody Maker. He told me about his group Saint Etienne and several other people that I should check out.

The paper mentioned The High (‘Box Set Go’), Northside (‘Moody Places’), and The Charlatans (‘The Only One I Know’). ‘Never heard of them,’ I said. ‘Where do I get them?’ Bob pointed me in the direction of someone called Jeff Barrett who had an office in Panther House, near the huge Post Office building in Mount Pleasant. So I went up to Capersville, to be greeted by a man with very long ginger hair, who was presiding benignly over an office full of mad kids. ‘Oh well,’ I thought, ‘this is the future and it looks like fun.’

In short order, I got pulled into the Heavenly orbit, seeing early London shows by the Manic Street Preachers, Flowered Up and Fabulous – whose best moment was when they came on stage and announced, in a voice dripping with sarcasm, ‘Hullo. We’re fabulous.’ Apart from some great records by Saint Etienne and the Manic Street Preachers, the high spot of this early phase was the infamous Flowered Up squatted party in a plush Dulwich mansion owned by a criminal on the run: several days of mayhem in the secluded street where Kelvin MacKenzie then lived.

The friendship continued over the next decade, as Heavenly pursued its course with Saint Etienne, Doves and Beth Orton. Sometime in 2004 I bumped into Jeff just off Kensington High Street and handed him a CDR I’d burnt of songs from the turn of the sixties into the seventies. Jeff had the foresight and generosity to say, ‘Why don’t we do a compilation?’

Our connection has continued to the end of the twenty-first century’s second decade: I’ve joined the Heavenly people for appearances at the Caught by the River stage at Festival N°6 in Portmeirion, Port Eliot and the Good Life Festival in North Wales. Nearly thirty years of meeting and music: here’s to many more.

February 2020
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DO YOU BELIEVE IN MAGIC? ROBIN TURNER

It’s late. You can tell that from the way the streetlights blur everything inside the room. That’s your excuse for not seeing straight anyway. Nothing to do with the fact that you’ve been here a while, possibly half the day. Certainly the best part of it.

You’ve definitely had a few. Some in the pub, quite a few more since. A glance around the room and it seems like you’re in good company. A constantly swinging door brings in a succession of increasingly loose people with carrier bags full of cans of Red Stripe, packets of Marlboro Lights and bonhomie to spare. Over the course of the evening, the room has filled with musicians and writers, band managers, deep thinkers and professional drinkers. The conversations that are taking place – the ones you can make out over the noise anyway – espouse the kind of philosophy you only ever hear in perfectly formed song lyrics. ‘… Send me a sign to save my life/Cos at this moment in time there is nothing certain in these days of mine’, ‘… but thinking young and growing older is no sin/And I can play the game of life to win’, ‘… as we walk, hand and hand/Sisters, brothers, we’ll make it to the promised lands’, ‘… awopbopaloobop alopbamboom’.

Someone tells you this place is actually an office and that he’s the office hairdresser (‘… I’m just a boy with a new haircut/And that’s a pretty nice haircut’). He tells you it’s the only office in the world where more work gets done when the boss isn’t there. You can’t stop wondering what kind of work would ever go on in these two and a half rooms. It feels more like the woozy, slow-motion bar scene near the start of Mean Streets (‘… But it’s all right now, in fact, it’s a gas’). The only interior lighting is a giant neon bird bent out of blue and red, a beacon so bright it could act as a summons to some kind of hard-partying Batman three cities away. Actually, if he’s coming, tell him to get some green Rizlas, and maybe another bottle of vodka (‘… My oh my oh my I’ve had a few’).

Then there’s the music.

Said boss is up and dancing, lost in music (‘… no turning back’). There’s one Technics deck and a CD player, both working overtime – like a jukebox programmed by Apollo himself, the music keeps coming in relentless and irresistible waves, each loud enough and good enough to turn heads and sink cities. A perfect, logical flow of early Chicago house, lovers rock, frantic Aussie garage, five-string serenades, freakbeat, breakbeats, power pop, slouching grooves and celestial folk. It’s an endless mixtape spooling onwards, a Dansette relentlessly dropping 7-inches one after another, an all-back-to-mine DJ set that never stops exploring around the next corner, and the next (‘Today on this program you will hear gospel/And rhythm and blues, and jazz/All those are just labels/We know that music is music …’). It is a relentless, dynamite sound and you’re sat inside it.

When things finally wind down – why do nights like this always have to stop? – someone reminds you it’s a Monday night and calls you a taxi (‘… cos Monday sure does hurt’). By the time you get in, you have no idea if the digits on display in the front of the cab are the time or the price that’s clocked up while the driver’s waited for you. It’ll puzzle you all the way down the road, as you turn onto Shaftsbury Avenue, head out of Soho and eventually out of the centre of London. Eventually, as you turn the key in your front door, you find yourself wondering, ‘Did that just actually happen?’ And if you told anyone about it, would they even believe you? ‘I’ll tell you about the magic, and it’ll free your soul/But it’s like trying to tell a stranger ’bout rock and roll.’

Anyone who ever spent a night in the Heavenly office on Frith Street will remember a night somewhere along those lines. Or maybe not; maybe they’ll have a mental fog and a nagging feeling that they had the time of their lives before they had to deal with a weapons-grade hangover.

That version of the Heavenly office was situated above Ronnie Scott’s and opposite Bar Italia on Frith Street. It sat on a wonky trans-time ley line that connected the 2i’s, the Astoria, the YMCA and the End. As much as it was a working environment, it was also a makeshift disco and an egalitarian meeting place – think a Quaker meeting house with religion replaced by Raw Power, Bummed and an armful of Strictly Rhythm 12-inches.

At that office, congregations met regularly, particularly on Mondays. For some, those Monday nights were the last gasp of the weekend, for many others they represented the early start of the next one. There were countless occasions when people would randomly turn up around 10 p.m. on the assumption that there would be a party on. Nine times out of ten, they were right. Strangely, no matter how many crazed Monday nights came and went and rocked the rest of the week like a thermonuclear blast, the legions of police refuelling outside Bar Italia never knocked on the door despite the fact that you could hear the music from nearby Charing Cross Road. Maybe they had bigger fish to fry. Maybe they just liked what they were hearing. The one time Westminster Council turned up to accuse Heavenly of opening an illicit drinking den, someone managed to convince them it was actually a respectable place of work.

On each of those Mondays (and Tuesdays and Wednesdays, Thursdays and occasional Fridays) the Frith Street office was a bricks and mortar embodiment of what Heavenly stood for. Much more than a mechanism for releasing music, 47 Frith Street was a warm and welcoming home from home (half the time there was someone asleep on the sofa trying to make it their actual home); it was where you heard the best music and met people who’d go on to become friends, comrades, work buddies. Ideas and crazed plans were welcome, encouraged, even. Bands could form there, career paths could radically change on the basis of a conversation with a stranger. Many of the ideas that have propelled and energised the label over the past thirty years happened after hours in the office.

There was a ‘top down approach’ that meant it was invariably Heavenly founder Jeff Barrett who cranked up the volume on the stereo sometime around 5 p.m. before switching the glowing neon sign on. Elsewhere in the same industry, anyone at their desks beyond 7 p.m. was frantically working late, trying to make sense of the rapidly changing landscape, or waiting for a call from the States. Here, the volume of the music made that kind of industrious behaviour impossible. The fridge full of cans didn’t help much either. It would be reasonable to assume that this kind of hedonism would end up creating an unsustainable business model, and that insolvency, madness or death would be the logical conclusion. But Heavenly has always thrived off the kind of behaviour that encouraged the caper to continue. Bands could end up getting signed after pub conversations or exuberant tips from wild-eyed, worse-for-wear mates. Single choices might be made after reading the room at 2 a.m. and seeing if a particular song could make battered and flattened revellers get back onto their feet.

From the very beginning, Heavenly aspired to be more than just a label. The name was meant to encapsulate a feeling rather than just act as another machine for putting out singles and albums. It meant that over the years that feeling could manifest as a book, a gig, a festival, an exhibition, a night in the office or a plastic toy. And as a ceiling-high stack of great records. It helped that Paul Cannell’s bird logo – originally cut into a pencil eraser – could be transferred to, and look brilliant on, pretty much any surface.

I’m writing in the past tense as I no longer work at Heavenly. I used to. They’re in a different office now, one a few yards down the road that is no less creative – arguably more so now than in my day. It’s still imbued with the same spirit of adventure as the one I left nine years ago. I started working at Heavenly in January 1994. At that point the office was two desks, one phone and a pedal-powered computer two floors above Wardour Street. You’d find it up a steep staircase above a newsagent called the Hobbit where, if your timing was spot on, you might be lucky enough to bump into a supremely lusty Tom Baker buying his daily newspaper. Over the road, London’s premier heavy metal pub the Intrepid Fox and a Formica and frothy coffee caff called Bar Bruno. Most days, you’d see Jeffrey Bernard loudly berating some poor sod who’d been tasked with pushing his wheelchair from his flat on Berwick Street to the Coach and Horses on Greek Street. He’d had his right leg removed by this point, and really didn’t look happy about it.

Soho in the mid-1990s was gloriously grimy and still partially off-limits. There were knocking shops everywhere, after-hours dive bars that served warm cans of Hofmeister, and streets you didn’t want to walk down after dark, no matter how badly you needed a pee. Most major record companies were out west (Sony being the exception); lots of pubs closed up in the afternoon, and staff in specialist record shops still looked at you like you were pond life. It should go without saying that it was fantastic, and it suited Heavenly down to the ground.

Heavenly back then was Jeff Barrett, Martin Kelly, Tasha Lee, myself and Robert Linney – the poor accountant who had the job of trying to keep the office solvent, and would later go on to very successfully manage The Chemical Brothers. Although I’d later self-describe as Office Bez, at that point I was working in Heavenly’s press office, where I learnt the job from Jeff, who remains to this day one of the greatest PR men in the game – a man who, according to former NME and Melody Maker writer (and one third of Saint Etienne) Bob Stanley, could ‘convince you that you liked a record that he would admit himself he didn’t even like’. The press office often worked independently to the label, taking on records by artists we all loved. The first records I worked on were Underworld’s Dubnobasswithmyheadman, Primal Scream’s Give Out But Don’t Give Up and Saint Etienne’s Tiger Bay. That year wasn’t the label’s busiest time release-wise. Heavenly was between distributors and the sum total of releases was a series of four one-off singles grouped together as the Heavenly 7-inches. Frustration soon dictated that we start a club in a pub on a Sunday night. This was back before things like that derailed your relationship or got you sacked for being permanently hung-over at work (actually, thinking about it now, I did manage to completely derail my long-term relationship).

As a label and as a workplace, Heavenly was unconventional to say the least. Imagine that an office could also be like a clubhouse, one where your workmates were the people you went to the pub with at lunchtime and then again after work. One where all of the bands associated with the label and the press office were more like friends than clients. This design was entirely down to Jeff and the way he ran things. He’d never worked in a conventional office – none of us had – so why would he end up creating something that acted like one? On any given day, you might answer the door to Throb from Primal Scream, who’d be in need of a ‘Berwick stop’ between Covent Garden and Oxford Circus, or Paolo Hewitt and Paul Weller, who’d end up heading a football round the office for half an hour. If that sounds like a brag, imagine trying to get actual work done under those circumstances.

Unconventionality ran through every aspect of Heavenly, where day-to-day decisions were often driven by passion and the ability to make you smile rather than ideas of saleability. Why not start a hedonistic club night on a Sunday? Why not put out a soundtrack album to an imaginary island and make a plastic toy to go with it? Why not sign a bunch of Welsh punks when everyone was deep in their Balearic phase? Why not assign a catalogue number (HVN13) to an artwork made out of a bag that had once contained a toasted cheese sandwich that had been eaten by Bobby Gillespie?
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It was there right from the start when the first Heavenly recording was released in the spring of 1990. HVN1 was an Andrew Weatherall-produced swirling Balearic throb named ‘The World According to Sly & Lovechild’. Thirty years on, as I write this intro, that record is enjoying something of an unexpected second life thanks to inclusion on a Peggy Gou mix album. We could read that as a testament to a long-sighted view of how music works or a tribute to the passing of one of the world’s greatest DJ talents but, really, it’s just a sign of a label that’s always been run by people with a great ears.

Heavenly’s first year happened amidst a whole lot of chaos and a lot of gleeful press coverage that followed in its wake. The speed at which it blew up seems scarcely believable now – it’s a masterclass in following instinct rather than trend. It’s a period that ran from that Weatherall mix of Sly & Lovechild to Richey Edwards carving ‘4 Real’ into his left forearm with a razor blade on a Wednesday night in Norwich Arts Centre; one that featured killer pop singles by Saint Etienne, Manic Street Preachers, East Village and Flowered Up as well as numerous parties in London and abroad. Heavenly and its associated acts quickly began to write their own stories, each one perfectly suited and massively appealing to the (then vibrant) weekly music press.

Heavenly’s releases prior to the Manics speedball manifesto ‘Motown Junk’ might have given the impression that it was a London label that had sprung up in the wake of the acid house explosion, or a southern response to Factory’s northern powerhouse. It was possibly a fair assumption: Flowered Up wore their Camden roots like tarnished suits of armour; Saint Etienne hailed from fringes of the city and arrived at Victoria Station with a sense of wonder and a unquenchable desire to eulogise the unsung corners and characters of the capital; while label associates like Weatherall were busy providing the soundtrack to wild Friday and Saturday nights in smoky basement rooms all over town. Even the one-off single release by the West Country’s finest naked hippie septet The Moonflowers remains a great piece of gonzo dancefloor swag.

In reality Heavenly was, and still is, a magnet for like-minded souls: the meeting point for so many people who’d been magnetically drawn to London from the sticks, entranced by Tin Pan Alley and Harry Beck’s tube map, by Immediate Records and magazines that hailed from King’s Reach Tower SE1; by ‘West End Girls’, the Wag and the Shoom; by BBC broadcasts from White City and the Pistols, The Clash and the Roxy. London was where the party was at that point, and the people who ran Heavenly happened to be there having the most fun. But London wasn’t the reason for the label, it was just a catalyst – something it would continue to be though successive offices and their nearby pubs and, eventually, Heavenly’s sister bar (the Social in Fitzrovia). Over the years, the label’s gaze has variously moved north to Manchester, east to Holland, south to Australia and west to old South Wales. Wherever they’re looking, what they’re on the search for remains consistent: unique talent with an ear for a good story and a solid belief in the transcendent, magical powers of a perfect pop song.

It’s been three decades since that initial flawless run of singles. Since then, Heavenly has steadfastly followed its own nose. Very little has been off limits, be it book publishing, running clubs up and down the length of Britain, signing a country and western band at the height of grunge, or allowing and encouraging King Gizzard and the Lizard Wizard to release five full-length albums in the space of a year. Heavenly’s most stupidly limited release remains the sole single by the mysterious Ooh Ooh Ah Aah Band – the musical guise of former Heavenly employee and East Village drummer Spencer Smith. Only one hundred copies of ‘Show Me the Way to Sasparella’ – a track memorably described by Jon Savage as being the sound of ‘a gay nervous breakdown’ – were ever pressed to mark the occasion of Spence leaving the label. All were sold at Rough Trade on Talbot Road. Once heard, never forgotten.

Not everything has been easy, or even fun. Distribution deals have come and gone, often coinciding with regime changes at the sister company and ushering in hand-to-mouth periods of thinking on one’s feet. Over the years, Heavenly records have been funded by Revolver (RIP), Columbia, Deconstruction and EMI. Where those labels do still exist today, they are unrecognisable from the days when Heavenly was part of their roster. Different bosses, different ideologies. Happily, Heavenly’s most recent distribution relationship – with European giant [PIAS] – is the label’s longest and most fruitful to date.

The Heavenly office is now back at the heart of things after spending a few years out of Soho on Portobello Road. It sits three floors up on Old Compton Street, halfway between the old sites on Wardour Street and Frith Street. Many of the faces have changed in there – take a bow Danny, Andrew, Katherine, Daisy, Diva and Sonny – but the ethos is the same. Jeff still gives the stereo a beating on a regular basis, the office hairdresser is still the same brilliant guy giving the same brilliant haircuts, and anyone with a good soul and an open mind is still welcome inside. Mondays especially.

Believe in Magic isn’t a complete history of Heavenly. It focuses on thirty releases from those thirty years (apologies to anyone whose story has been lost in the creation of this book) and is an attempt to document one of the country’s most consistently brilliant record labels – a label as innovative, as creative and as singular as Factory or Warp or Island in their early days. Only always with a better-stocked fridge.
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Pictures on our wall: Robin Turner in the Frith Street office, sometime in 1996.
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