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Dedicated to the memory of Pete, lux vitae nostrae and all those who inhabit the Buzzcocks universe.

Extra special thanks to Malcolm Garrett, ‘the fifth Buzzcock’, for graphic design concept and supervision, permission to reproduce record sleeves, various introductions, miscellaneous assistance and endless enthusiasm. Working with Malcolm Garrett was a dream I didn’t dare dream. This book is an objet which, unlike other art, can be handled and admired closely, without the need to stand behind a rope or don white cotton gloves. I’m hugely grateful for Malcolm’s ‘vision’ – it perfectly commemorates Pete, his life and his works.
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Foreword by Henry Rollins

There are at least two great things at work with Ever Fallen In Love: Louie Shelley’s bright idea to ask Pete Shelley hundreds of questions in a conversational interview format, do an enormous amount of research in order to lay out a timeline with carefully considered points of reference, establishing a chronologically smooth running progression of inquiry from past to present, allowing Pete to roll out a perfectly executed, highly detailed, incredibly interesting, readable story that answers so many questions a Buzzcocks fan would have about the songs they have loved for a large part of their lives. And then, of course, there’s Pete, who we come to find out, had an astonishing memory. Stories from decades ago are rendered with keen exactitude as if it all happened moments before. Detail upon detail, perfectly placed, as if for decades, while writing songs and touring all over the world, he was preparing a thoroughly researched biography on someone who happened to be himself. Of course, this wasn’t the case. He just happened to be an extraordinarily brilliant person with a sharp observer’s eye, a natural talent for composition and melody and, as evidenced, an amazing ability to call up memories that many people would have either discarded or, more likely, simply been unable to retain.

As with any great biography, the reader is allowed to gain insight into the subject because the information is dispersed in a context-rich environment that shows why events played out as they did. Pete’s descriptive narrative allows the reader not only to understand the time, and how different England is today, but also the sounds, the weary, rugged architecture and vigorous urban toughness of the Greater Manchester area. Narrow streets, black and white television, definitely not London. No doubt factors that went into the creation of Buzzcocks music.

How the band took off is an exciting story, and admirable as it was built on truly excellent songs and blazing performances that excused the band from the often grotesque contortions musicians are coerced into perpetrating in order to elicit sales, not that Buzzcocks would have engaged in these mundanities anyway. That the band had a steadfast value-for-money ethos when it came to their music being in the marketplace makes you see that it was only about the art and the work. Even after decades of great popularity, Shelley and Diggle still related to their fans as decent guys from a rough patch of a country that had seen quite a bit over the centuries.

Learning how the songs came to be is fascinating. Pete’s utilitarian approach of not overthinking anything and getting the recording process done quickly, not to mention cost effectively, with such incredible results is, as we come to learn, his modus operandi in a nutshell. You can hear it in live recordings with the often casual way he counted in songs. The under promise of the almost bored ‘One, two, three, four’ and the resulting over delivery of the song, which hits the punter like a truck. It’s almost funny.

Reading about these songs that we know from back to front, it’s as if we fans had been unwittingly preparing for Ever Fallen In Love from the first moment we heard Buzzcocks music and knew, without a doubt, that we would be listening to the songs for the rest of our lives. Pete’s ability to put names to dates to locations to everything else is incredible and allows so many dots to be connected. It’s as if all the songs were one single uninterrupted exhalation.

The sheer amount of possibility Buzzcocks existed in during those years has no comparison in the present day. As an example, for several dates in October and November 1979, Buzzcocks had an opening band on the road with them. They were called Joy Division. Imagine that double bill. It doesn’t seem possible.

Buzzcocks’ United Artists period is one of the most memorable, multi-year floods of uncanny song-after-song greatness in the history of modern music. The band, along with Martin Rushent, who some might consider a fifth Buzzcock, released, seemingly without much trouble, music that didn’t sound like anything happening at the time. Thanks to the vision of graphic artist Malcolm Garrett, the jackets, sleeves and adverts surrounding Buzzcocks music all had an exquisite, understated sophistication that allowed the music to do the talking. Coming back to the idea of context, the fact that Malcolm Garrett is interviewed for this book is so important. He was a Buzzcocks interpreter. The fact that Buzzcocks records had a ‘look’ without a doubt affected the listener’s experience. This was the great talent of Malcolm Garrett. He found the right band to work with and Buzzcocks were fortunate to have him as a resource and liaison to the fan, as well as the label.

Not to overstate this but it’s a fact that, without Louie Shelley’s initial idea to steadily extract information from Pete, we would not have this book. Also, Louie’s vast amount of meticulous research and dedication made what could have easily been a good book into a truly marvellous piece of work. Like all good interrogators and well-prepared biographers, it’s obvious she knew many of the answers to the questions she was asking. Ever Fallen In Love is more than a biography; it is a fantastic collaborative effort. To read Pete so matter-of-factly respond seemingly instantaneously to every question Louie throws at him with such rich detail is to realise what a complete loss it would have been had his great mind not been so ably tapped. Oh, and something else that cannot go unmentioned, although you will no doubt pick up on it immediately: Pete had an incredible grip on the English language. He composes his thoughts beautifully. His humility and low-key humour are the through lines that make this book such a joy to read.

Just a fan’s thoughts here but it is fascinating that Buzzcocks recorded with Martin Hannett, aka Martin Zero, to make Spiral Scratch before signing to United Artists and, at the very end of their UA period, reunited with him for some more recordings, all of which are really, really good. If you’re a Buzzcocks fan, this book is a must. If you’re not yet initiated, you probably will be within a few pages. Take it away, Pete…indeed.

Henry Rollins


Foreword by Kid Strange

It’s extremely difficult for me to write about living with Pete. In my early days of getting to know him, of course, I knew Pete like everyone else had known Pete – through his music. In our shared later years, though, it was just Pete, my husband. A rather private affair.

This book is written by a very close friend of ours, who had both the pleasure and the sense to ask Pete these very important questions. Funnily enough, I never really talked that much about Pete’s work; it would be brought up very seldom. I suppose someone like me should know all these things, especially since I did a few Buzzcocks tours as well!

I wish to extend my gratitude and thanks to Lou for not only asking the questions, but also taking the time to write this book about a particular period of Pete’s career. It is a fitting tribute to someone so beloved and cherished, not just by me, his family, and friends, but by millions of fans worldwide too.

I think a common mistake many people made with Pete was in assuming he was a big, avid fan of music, of all music, because he wrote and created music. The reality is, quite shockingly, the opposite. Pete, as he always professed to me, wrote music ‘for myself and people like me’. He always rejected the notion of liking music, or even the idea of being branded as ‘punk’ all the time. I suppose when you have a big industry such as music, there are bound to be a lot of fillers; something disposable.

But, truthfully, Pete and I always enjoyed a lot more pop songs at home than your typical punk or rock music. We were the kind of people who would gleefully sing Kylie Minogue’s ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ to each other1, he didn’t mind my joyful excitement when I found Sylvester’s ‘You Make Me Feel’ on vinyl, and put up with me singing Cher around the house. He even insisted that we watch Eurovision every year, something I never cared for but now I have to watch2. I suppose my fondest memories are of when he would sing me a very old-fashioned song from the Fifties or Sixties – of his childhood. Something I’d never heard of that would either be by a singer or from a movie that was popular at the time. I will always laugh if I hear Pat Boone’s ‘Johnny’. That no good Johnny3!

Pete made me realize that when you do something creatively, the number one rule is always to make sure you are doing it for yourself and never for someone else. There will be absolutely no pleasure or joy in doing something for someone else.

There were plenty of times when I asked about writing music – whether the lyrics came first or the instrumental parts. For Pete, certainly in his later years, it was more instrumental. Even on the last Buzzcocks album, The Way, I remember Pete having some trouble writing up lyrics for ‘Virtually Real’. I am happy to say I helped out with the line, ‘LolCats, confessions of Shiba’. The problem was that by this time a lot of the things he’d previously written about (mainly hardships in love) weren’t things he was experiencing any more. Even when the opportunity came up again to write a ‘classic’ new Buzzcocks album, I was adamant that it would be hard on him as he was no longer going through the same heartache. We were both quite settled with each other. I should be so lucky/Lucky, lucky, lucky4!

Yes, the occasional joke did occur. I would threaten to have an affair, and then he would do something deliberately senile that made me not only laugh hysterically but also reject the idea because he ‘clearly needed me more’. Or he’d jokingly threaten to have an affair to experience the emotions he needed to write about heartbreak, and I’d point out, ‘But then I am the one who’s hurt! How is that going to help?’

‘I’ll write it from your perspective…’

Eventually, he decided to scrap the idea of a new Buzzcocks album.

Sometimes, in the early days in our relationship, he would tell me how theme songs for TV shows reflected the title of the show, and would show me examples by singing the title throughout the instrumental theme songs – Emmerdale being one example. This was just a bit of fun, but it highlights Pete’s inherent ability as a songwriter and his instinctive compulsion to formulate lyrics for even the most unlikely music.

There were many moments showing Pete’s brilliance when it came to writing music. Being musically creative and talented came so naturally to him, it was something amazing to behold. It was always awe-inspiring to see his brilliance at work. Even learning a new instrument came naturally and easily to him. He just knew how everything worked, what notes were what; his brain could figure it out in seconds – especially if the instrument was something as basic as a rubber band over a tin box5.

I could honestly go on and on about Pete and his absolute genius; I could tell you the stories he told me about being on tour over so many years. It is a bit strange when I think that at home, Pete was such a quiet, low-key, very private person, but when it came to his career, he was bigger than life itself.

I hope that you enjoy reading this book, and that it gives you some insight into my husband and what he was like during a specific period in his creativity. I hope this brings you joy and comfort in some way, as it brings me. I miss my husband so much; I miss all the joy that we shared together, and I am happy that people can share those joyful moments with me too.

Kid Strange

Widower to Pete Shelley
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Notes

1 If you must know, Pete’s favourite Kylie song was ‘Wouldn’t Change a Thing’ from her second album, Enjoy Yourself (1989). We sang ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ because we were (obviously) lucky in love.

2 I always root for the stupid songs; I’m never serious.

3 I am reminded of Andy Stewart’s ‘Donald Where’s Your Troosers?’ too. Pete would sing this to me, copying his father’s impression of bagpipes. Pete’s father, John, was from Glasgow.

4 ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ by Kylie Minogue, written by Stock Aitken Waterman (SAW).

5 Yes, really! He played me a well-tuned rubber band!


Preface

The seed for my love affair with Buzzcocks was planted with ‘Harmony in My Head’, in the summer that I left junior school.

I’d been aware of ‘Ever Fallen in Love’ – my mother and I had sat and watched it on Top of the Pops on Thursday evenings the previous autumn – but I was at an age where I was pretty contemptuous of love songs and everything that being in love entailed, so to some extent it passed me by. Steve Diggle’s song, though, about fast-paced city living, with its ‘clattering shoppers’ and lines of buses, spoke to me in a way that love songs hadn’t. It described sights and sounds with which I was enthralled, all delivered in Steve’s cigarette-stained growl – which showcased his nasal northern-ness and was very different to the southern whine that was prevalent in punk – and accompanied by the buzz-saw guitars that my ears were quickly becoming attuned to. For me at that time it was the perfect song, and it kick-started both my interest in music and a lifelong devotion to Buzzcocks.

I collected anything about the band that I could get my hands on – although admittedly that was not a lot at that time, with a pre-teen’s opportunities and early-Eighties pocket money. I devoured anything about the band that I could find to read. A particular treasure was a cache of NMEs and Melody Makers from 1977 to 1979 that I bought at a jumble sale, all of them packed with interviews with both Pete and Steve. I lived for their music; I drooled over their hard-candy-coloured record sleeves; I virtually inhaled their printed image. It was like I’d found God.

I was a teenage girl but I wasn’t romantically interested in the band. I wanted to be their mate. I wanted to write songs with them. I wanted to be in the band. I wanted to be them.

At the time we lived across the road from M J of punk band The Drones (another member of the band lived next-door-but-one to him). We used to see him carrying musical equipment in and out of the house, dressed in black from head to toe – a tall, slender guy, he was the epitome of cool. I asked my mother whether she thought our neighbours across the road could in fact be two of the Buzzcocks. She said no, she didn’t think that rock ’n’ roll royalty would choose the dingy backwater that we inhabited as their abode. It was only five miles from Manchester, yet managed to combine the worst aspects of urban oikdom with the nasty cliquishness and nosy neighbours of a village; it was like the crossroads where Coronation Street meets Deliverance. My mother thought that the Buzzcocks would be living it up in Swinging London – though of course I now know that Pete Shelley was living in a similarly uninspiring hinterland to ours, only a few miles away in Gorton, to the east of the city; the band hadn’t yet succumbed to the lure of the Smoke. When we found out who our neighbours were I was mildly disappointed that they weren’t my idols but was comforted by the knowledge that they were part of our city’s punk milieu – they probably knew Buzzcocks and may even have played on the same stage as them, and that was good enough for me.

I was devastated, then, when Buzzcocks split when I was 13. I was too young to go to gigs so I’d never seen them play live – and now I never would. I felt a sense of loss, almost of mourning, that my dreams of hanging out with the band – or at the very least of seeing one of their shows – would never be realized.

Fast forward to 1989. Buzzcocks have re-formed and I go to see them at the Manchester Apollo. I am no longer into punk at this time: I’ve become allergic to anything with guitars in it since taking my first E earlier in the summer (coincidentally, my first E experience was in a repurposed cinema in north Manchester that had in the late Seventies served briefly as Factory 2, an outpost of Tony Wilson’s Factory club). I go to the show just for old times’ sake – like meeting up with an old flame for a final, farewell fuck – but I don’t wholly enjoy it. I just can’t wait to get the bus into town so my clubbing buddy and I can go to our favourite haunt and take Es. The poignancy of the reunion is wasted on me. I devote the next three years to clubbing and drugging with a vengeance and waste the next seven years after that even more pointlessly on a career doing something I really don’t want to do.

Fast forward again to 1999. I’ve just endured a difficult split with my partner of seven years and I need something to take my mind off it. I go with another friend to see Buzzcocks play at Manchester University. An acquaintance of my friend says that if we hang around after the show he can ‘get us in to see the band’. My interest is piqued but I’m not entirely optimistic – it seems too good to be true, and I know how unhelpful the security staff at the university can be. We queue up with some other hopefuls outside the dressing room for what seems rather a long time. I’m close to giving up the ghost when the door to the inner sanctum is suddenly opened and we’re welcomed in.

The band are friendly and hospitable. They offer champagne and food (although, somewhat bizarrely, their post-show buffet seems to consist mostly of raw onions). I notice Pete but am too in awe to go and speak to him. Instead Steve sits me down on a couch next to him and then we’re chatting like old friends. It feels as though I’ve finally come home.

The band go and play some dates in the States, and by the time I next see them – only weeks after first meeting them – I’ve reinvented myself as a journalist. As I’ve started going out several times a week to get over my broken relationship I decide to write reviews, of both live shows and club nights; I’ve fallen back in love with guitar music but am two-timing it with clubbing. Buzzcocks are touring with their new album, Modern. I call their record company and ask if I can interview them when they next play in my area. The very amenable girl in the label’s PR department gives me the phone number of the promoter who is putting on the shows in my region – Alan Wise, a larger-than-life character from Manchester’s punk and Factory Records scene of the Seventies.

I call Alan and he very cordially invites me to accompany him to the five shows that he’s putting on in the Northwest of England. I travel with him in his car to the first gig, in Liverpool, and when we get to the venue I find myself working as his unpaid runner – he seems pleased to have an enthusiastic young woman working for him for free. He sends me to Lidl to buy the alcohol for the band’s rider and the food for their buffet (which this time consists of white finger rolls – no butter – and a block of cheap Cheddar with nothing but a plastic knife to cut it with). And he sends me into the dressing room to get the titles of the songs so he can print out the setlist. I’m mortified. I suppose I’m there in a professional capacity, but I’m painfully shy and also concerned that the band will recognize me as the avid fan from a few weeks back and worry that I’ve successfully managed to stalk them. And yet they don’t appear to think anything of the sort; they’re friendly and open – and I reward this good-natured approach by being tongue-tied and flustered.

I accompany Alan Wise to those five shows and have the time of my life. My career as a journalist commentating on Manchester’s creative scene takes off and within a few short months I’m writing for a number of regional and national titles. I have a ball – out every night, sometimes going to three events in one evening, while also running a business. Something has to give, though, and that ‘something’ is my physical and mental health. I become severely ill with ME. I’m too sick to work, my personal life falls down around my ears and I ‘don’t know what to do with my life’. I limp through the next few years like a tragic Victorian heroine before a change has to be made.

I end up living in Spain, in a vain attempt to improve my health. Years pass, then in December 2004, feeling nostalgic for the soundtrack of my youth and my more recent escapades as a journalist, I travel to the UK to see three Buzzcocks shows. It is five years since I first met the band, and I haven’t seen them in all that time, yet when I bump into Pete backstage he beams as he says, ‘Oh, it’s you!’ He hasn’t forgotten who I am, which I find disquieting as well as comforting. Steve is just as welcoming as he was the first time I met him and I strike up an easy conversation with bassist Tony Barber too. I am welcomed back into the fold and – just briefly – it’s like old times.

Back in my rented apartment on southern Spain’s Costa del Sol on Christmas morning I wake with a start from a vivid dream. I had dreamed of the band and their music, and my dream ended with Steve performing the spoken ad-lib from the end of ‘Mad Mad Judy’ in its entirety: ‘There were these three fellas and one says to the other. So I said to them, I said – I told them straight. I made me point. Do you understand now? I understand. I’ve got all the answers.’ Alone in my ‘half-empty bed’ on Christmas morning I see this as a sign – a call to go back to the UK to do the one thing that’s made me happiest in recent years. I decide to follow the band as they tour – perhaps they have got all the answers. It turns out to be the best decision I’ll ever make.

A number of exciting years with the band ensues. I drive all over England to see them with my gigging buddy, Elsa. I make myself costumes – fabric-painting the band’s lyrics on to a nurse’s tunic, among other things. I make a ‘What Do I Get?’ shirt for Pete, similar to the ones that the band wore in the Seventies. The floodgates are opened and I then can’t stop painting. My health is still an issue, but these Buzzcocks-inspired art projects are something I can offload my nervous energy into along with my passion for and obsession with the band. It feels good to be able to give something back and I’m thrilled whenever I see Pete onstage or on TV wearing my creations.

Eventually I find myself managing the band’s merchandise, travelling with them to all of their shows around the UK. It’s the realization of my teenage dream, touring with them in the ‘bus’ (a less-than-glamorous converted Transit van), sharing meals, chatting easily with them, seeing the show night after night. How my 12-year-old self would have envied me...

And that’s how I came to write this book – as a fan of the band. I suggested to Pete that we conduct a series of interviews about Buzzcocks’ early years, his exploits in the beating heart of the punk scene and the whirlwind adventure of becoming a world-renowned musician and writer of some of the most memorable, iconic songs of the punk era – as well as getting under the skin of his creative process, the stories and meanings behind those famous songs. I was thrilled when he agreed.

We recorded everything during web chats, with me sitting up in bed while Pete talked from his home in Estonia. The interviews were really just conversations. I asked the questions that any fan would like to ask and Pete responded with anecdotes that any fan would like to hear – how the band got together; the inspiration for the songs; where they played gigs; the minutiae of recording and rehearsals and anecdotes about life on the road – all delivered with Pete’s characteristic wit, warmth, razor-sharp memory and occasional lubricious aside. To me, that’s the real beauty of these interviews – that some of the easiness and intimacy of our friendly conversations shines through. This book is a chance for a music icon to tell his Buzzcocks story, in his own words. But behind the anecdotes, in his humour and his openness, there’s also a snapshot of the real Pete that I, his family and close friends knew.

It had been my intention to quiz Pete about his solo career and Buzzcocks’ later exploits too; but time ran out on us, as it so often does. Pete passed away on 6 December 2018. In the world of rock ’n’ roll, life can be all too short – and ‘After all,’ as Pete sings, ‘life’s only death’s recompense.’

The band are extraordinarily good to their fans. I suspect for some devotees they take the place of family – and for some the idolization of the band is perhaps even a substitute for traditional spiritual beliefs. Pete had been a fan himself so, although modest, he understood the way people felt about him. He was always kind, patient, gracious and generous – something that comes across in abundance in the conversations that follow. He gave of himself, and for his fans this was the greatest gift.

After Pete’s passing, our interviews sat unused for some time. At first the emotions and memories they evoked were too painful to uncover in too much detail. But, as time has passed, I have come to see the true value that they hold. Pete never wrote his memoirs, never committed his story to the page, and so the story that he tells in our recordings – not just the story of Buzzcocks, but also his own memories, his inspirations, and the emotions he drew upon to write the songs that are so loved by so many – offers a chance for people to hear him tell things his way, at least in part. And so, with the blessing of Pete’s widower, this book allows Pete to speak with his fans.

To preface the interviews, which pick up the story when the band signed their first record deal with United Artists, I wanted to offer a more complete view of both Pete’s and the band’s early years. By speaking with his family, bandmates, friends and contemporaries, I have pieced together what I hope is a fascinating backstory, for those who don’t know it, as well as a way of better understanding both the man himself and the place in which he grew up.

In particular, I feel that my familiarity with and love for Manchester have perhaps helped me to understand the band in a way that a writer from another town couldn’t. Like Joy Division, Buzzcocks developed as a product of their environment: the gritty, grimy wasteland that was post-industrial Manchester, before it became aware of its own charm and reinvented itself as a city-break destination and site of musical pilgrimage.

And now, in a peculiar twist of fate, I find myself living in the town next to Leigh, where Pete grew up. These days Leigh town centre consists mostly of pound stores, charity shops and pawnbrokers; it has none of the record or music shops that it boasted when Pete was young. But I think of Pete every time I go shopping there and I am comforted to know that I’m close to the place where he wrote some of those timeless songs.

Louie Shelley
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