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Introduction

Babyshambles. Raw, personal and approachable. Unpredictable and intense. Creating blazing anthems, they – like their legions of fans – are as comfortable in a skanky old back room of a pub as they are on the big stage.

The band and, most dramatically, frontman Peter Doherty, are embedded in the public consciousness as a consequence of the tabloid feeding frenzy that follows Peter wherever he goes. In their early days, however, the band made only tentative steps towards widespread public recognition. Predominantly embraced by fans of ex-Libertine, Peter – whose staggered, messy exit from the band he formed with Carl Barât was played out under the scrutiny of the public eye – the birth of Babyshambles was overshadowed by the The Libertines’ split and the widely reported attempts by Peter to overcome his crack and heroin addiction.

Despite the gross, tabloid-generated caricature of Peter, the band’s reputation as credible artists gathers pace, their music reaching a wider and more appreciative audience not solely on the back of the circus their frontman has inadvertently created.

A couple of albums in and Babyshambles has grown to become one of the music industry’s most unpolished pearls. Surviving the kind of knocks that might have seen lesser bands call it a day, while producing some of the freshest, most exciting music around, the learning curve hasn’t been realised without a great many growing pains. Indeed, they have made it through deep personal loss, betrayal, incarceration, severe addiction, numerous no-shows and annihilation in certain sections of an ever-observant media.

Initially a vehicle of creativity and freedom of expression that delivered Peter from what he grew to regard as the increasingly dispiriting, commercially-driven grind of life with The Libertines, Babyshambles have blossomed into a band in their own right.

And now, some five years after the band’s earliest, inauspicious shows, it could well be the right time to pose the question: are they standing on the frontier of greatness, or destined for the gutter?
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The Babyshambles Sessions

In 2001, the music scene in Britain was crying out for something fresh and exciting. With the fanfare that greeted Oasis’ arrival on the wane, and bands such as Coldplay and Travis offering a more melodic sound, the country looked across the pond for inspiration.

The subtle emergence of The Strokes and The White Stripes on our shores gave bored kids something to believe in again, and when the home-grown Libertines – deemed an extension of The Strokes’ reinvigorated, ballsy and guitar-driven sound – broke through they were embraced by fans desperate for something new and exciting.

Having established themselves as one of the country’s most controversial and inspiring bands, and hailed as anti-establishment heroes, The Libertines – fronted by Peter Doherty and Carl Barât and featuring bassist John Hassall and Gary Powell on drums – gained a reputation for chaotic performances characterised by stage invasions, with Carl and Peter often encouraging fans to join them during shows, quite literally smashing the barrier between entertainers and the entertained.

Début album Up The Bracket, released in October 2002, while not a massive mainstream success, was warmly received by reviewers desperate for the kind of anarchic spirit that had been missing for years.

The Libertines, rather than aspiring to the cliquey, false environment inhabited by many artists, promoted a community-based, inclusive alternative; a party atmosphere with a folk mentality. A shift in emphasis from a music industry-led to fan-led scene arose out of this interaction between band and audience. Music had a sense of importance again. Kids felt that they belonged to something again.

The internet became a vital instrument through which Peter and Carl communicated with their fans – to revolutionary effect. Gigs would routinely be posted on the web at less than an hour’s notice, frequently held in Peter and Carl’s flat or round friends’ and fans’ houses – ‘living room tours’, as they became known – on the tube, buses and practically anywhere else with enough room for a handful of instruments.

A U.S. tour and a performance on the Late Show with David Letterman in May 2003 demonstrated that the band were capable of cutting it in the notoriously hard-to-crack American market but, as The Libertines grew in notoriety, so did tensions within.

Despite earning critical acclaim and a larger fanbase, Peter felt increasingly that his artistic aspirations were being compromised, the commitments that come with heightened popularity stifling the spontaneity of spirit that so inspires him – to the point where he considered the four-piece “as manufactured as the fucking Sex Pistols… and the Spice Girls.”

Carl, in contrast, looked upon the band’s more formalised activities as a necessary evil; a medium through which the band could spread their message: “The reason we justified that at the time, to each other, was because we were getting out to a bigger audience, and through that we were touching hearts and minds in Wigan – people who were having their beans and watching the telly, and going: ‘Fucking hell, I understand this…’ You’ve got to reach these people, otherwise what use is the message?…

“I loved, as Pete did, the short, sharp hard hits and the little riots and little clubs, and I wanted to do that on a bigger scale… as it is, it has permeated and, you know, there’s a lot of little movements because of it, but I felt that we weren’t ready to explode; I mean: implode – either way. We could be bigger than that…

“It wouldn’t be true to say that I wanted the quiet life, as if I’d happily play bass in U2 for the rest of my life, d’you know what I mean? I’m not fucking like that at all; I’ve got fire in my belly.”

Peter’s drug intake was another bone of contention, but while, by his own admission, his ingestion was mushrooming, he didn’t consider it to be hugely detrimental to his creative output. His bandmates, however, thought differently, and by the spring of 2003, tensions had escalated to the point where The Libertines’ European tour had to be shelved after Peter decided against returning to a tour bus heading for its first stop, Hamburg, electing instead to get off at King’s Cross to escape the suffocating confines of what he had grown to regard as a “hyped-up”, regimented group: “I freaked out a bit in King’s Cross. I went to go and score; I just wanted to go for a little walk and I wanted my mate to come with me – get off that fucking bus for a bit. In the end they left without me…

“They were just locked into this conveyor belt – nothing else seemed to matter, apart from doing what the record company wanted… It wasn’t like I didn’t want to be on stage and play gigs, because I did, but I wasn’t gonna just fall into place as part of the system… I think they were glad to be shot of me in a way, especially the rhythm section… Carl was kind of getting into his head that he had to just stay on course – he had to stay on the tour bus with the machine – because that was the only way he was going to survive financially and that.”

Carl, however, has a different take on the occasion: “I don’t like the conveyor belt. If I did keep on the conveyor belt I could have got rich and ‘still be in The Libertines’ now, d’you know what I mean?… But if that meant it wasn’t me and Pete together, doing our thing, then that would be something that I found disgusting, which is why I decided I had to disband it… I could still be touring with them now, raking it in, selling hoodies. I’m not fucking doing that…

“I feel nothing but love for Peter, and… the last thing I want to do is instigate a bitching, but when he got off at King’s Cross it was: ‘Let’s score and get back on the bus’ – that’s what it was, I remember that… and I was fucking worried about him. It was just getting silly; because of all his little flights of fantasy, it was becoming inoperable… [It was about] commitment, in keeping a promise. And if that promise is to, like, seventy German kids,… [to] bring something of importance to their lives, you know?”

While in the U.S., and with his dependency on drugs increasing, Peter sought to feed his habit, soon finding himself in the company of the dubious characters who supplied him – much to his bandmates’ chagrin – while songs that he and Carl laid down, christened the Babyshambles Sessions, were concluded without Carl, who was growing increasingly alarmed at the company his friend was keeping.

Carl Barât —

“There was a lot of shady people…they just wanted fame/drugs, and they were hanging around for that. For that, and that alone. And I didn’t wanna see my mate getting taken for a ride and getting used, and so, you know… I had to physically kick them out of the room. It was fucking scary at one point: when Pete phoned up and said it was all too much one day, and there were loads of pipe-hitting New Yorkers and little me having to kick them out – that’s not good.

“And then he was all grateful, and then the next day they’re all back. And it’s, like: well, what can I do, apart from extricate myself from the situation and say that I won’t have this? I can’t just be the fucking maid, so I had to leave that.”

By the time the cancelled European tour had been rescheduled that summer, relations within the band had soured to the point where they broke down completely.

Peter started playing solo acoustic gigs to distract himself from his estrangement from The Libertines, and in June 2003 was persuaded to enter rehab for the first time – at The Priory’s Farm Place in Surrey – hoodwinked into a meeting with record label Rough Trade, which, he’d been led to believe, wanted to discuss his plans for Babyshambles. But with his heart not in it, he left after six days to concentrate on his new band, using the fabrication that friend Peter Wolfe, affectionately known as Wolfman, was getting married.

Then, on the night that Peter planned to launch Babyshambles, 25th of July 2003, he was arrested for breaking into and stealing from Carl’s flat, while The Libertines, who had played a number of dates – including Glastonbury, on the 28th of June – without him, were touring in Japan.

Arriving in what his lawyer at the time, Richard Locke, later described as “a highly emotional and drug-befuddled state”, Peter said that he had gone there in search of money to pay his new bandmates, leaving instead with a number of Carl’s belongings, having kicked the door in.

Freed on bail until the 11th of August, Peter retook the reins of his fledging Babyshambles outfit, the name of which was spawned from spontaneous demos that had been recorded in New York with The Libertines in May of that year – songs which were to appear on the second and final Libertines album, The Libertines, Babyshambles’ début album, Down In Albion, and their EP, The Blinding, released in December 2006.

Peter —

“The original Babyshambles Sessions were in New York, the summer I went [there] with The Libertines. It was, like, this conveyor belt promoting this album, the album coming out, and all these new tunes. At the time, they [Rough Trade] thought I was cutting off my nose to spite my face. I said ‘I want a studio, I want to record these new songs,’ and they were, like: ‘No.’ I don’t know what they’d say now, but they said no.

“So I went and got the local paper in New York, found a studio, got in there, and started knocking out these tunes. Carl popped down, someone from Rough Trade popped down, and they were, like: ‘Oh fuck, he has actually got some new tunes.’ And then they decided they wanted to pay for it. At the end I had, thirty, forty tunes, and just put them on the net.

“The truth of the matter is I advertised for someone who was a computer expert who could help me put two or three songs on the net, and this bloke didn’t quite get the hang of what I was saying, and whacked the lot up, and I said: ‘Oh fuck it, leave it up,’ and that was the start of the Babyshambles Sessions.

“Not long after, I think, I got booted out of the band and tried to carry on calling ourselves The Libertines, but no-one was having it, so we called ourselves Babyshambles.

“And we all got one of them [shows Babyshambles tattoo – spelt Baby Shambles, as the band were then called – which arcs over his left nipple] tattooed. We had three Yorkshiremen: Neil Thunders; Steve Bedlow on vocals; me on guitar; and a guy called Max on drums. We threw ourselves into eternity, … but really and truly it only lasted about three or four gigs. There was a night at The Troubadour. We all started at the same time, but different songs, and I ended up swinging for Steve with the guitar, and then legging it out of the venue. And that was kind of the end of that, really.”

Fans Amah-Rose Abrams and Hannah Bayes, who became friends with Peter and Carl the day before they were signed to Rough Trade, were at The Troubadour that night.

Seeing how distressed Peter was, Amah-Rose, who in the summer of 2004 appeared onstage with Peter during a solo gig at the Rhythm Factory, thought it best to find him. Some ten minutes later, having caught up with him, she recalls Peter’s fears that he may have jeopardised his new band: “I just knew he was very concerned about the future, what was gonna happen; how things were gonna pan out.”

Peter, while inheriting the freedom of creativity and spontaneity that had been compromised by signing to a label, suddenly found himself horribly exposed. For now, there would be no bossing around by any form of authority; but, at the same time, he would be deprived of a foil in Carl, and felt isolated and vulnerable – “removed from his group of friends and from the people he was working with, and was in a completely different situation socially”, as Hannah, who went on to design the artwork for For Lovers, Killamangiro, Fuck Forever and Albion, recalls.

For Carl, the manifestation of Peter’s side project signalled a major departure from their shared vision: “It felt like Pete saying: ‘Look, I can still do this, with or without you… I still can do this, so fuck you.’ But I suppose I thought it would pass…I guess that’s when I knew that our distant trajectories had crossed, that the first fork had come, really.”

This early version of Babyshambles was fronted by Steve Bedlow – more commonly known as Scarborough Steve – who had also appeared in earlier versions of The Libertines. A friend of Peter’s since before the band formed, he proposed to take lead vocals in Babyshambles in exchange for finding a bassist and drummer who he persuaded to leave the first incarnation of The IV’s with him and come to London.

Conceding that the early shows were messy, Steve puts the lack of finesse down to a woeful lack of rehearsal time, Peter’s failure to teach him the songs, and “far too much time spent scoring and smoking drugs.”

Peter —

“In the end he was, like: ‘You known what, you sing them better than me anyway.’ And that was that, really. And I’d just got done then, for the burglary, and was just doing little terrorist gigs, literally playing in crack houses around Kilburn – little dives, and a few half-decent clubs; didn’t really make any money, but just getting these songs out. There was a mad, mad group of kids following us around then, all getting tattooed – all getting Libertines tattoos and Babyshambles tattoos.

“I was quite creative then, but I wasn’t in a good way. My drug use was in overdrive… I was mixing with the wrong people.”

Scarborough Steve —

“It’s, like, you know, starting a band with someone who’s already got, sort of, iconic status, so loads of people come to see you, but the guy with the iconic status hasn’t allowed the band to rehearse to its true potential. We were all smoking crack and heroin, rather than rehearsing, but Pete would instigate that and say: ‘Right, let’s go and score,’ or whatever. But we all used to do it. We’d all done it before.”
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Above: Peter during the trip to the “Late Show with David Letterman” — May 8, 2003

Anthony Thornton, NME journalist and author of Bound Together, which details how The Libertines scaled the giddy heights before their fall from grace, remembers the very first Babyshambles performance.

Antony Thornton —

“The first Babyshambles gig at the Tap ‘n’ Tin was pretty ropey. Scarborough Steve – who was once a Libertine – was on vocals. No one could really understand – it seemed a little odd that Peter gave up the opportunity to sing. I think it was Peter seeking some security, though; he went backwards to a situation he could feel comfortable in, while he licked his many self-inflicted wounds.

“The place was pretty packed – Dean Fragile had arranged it after becoming close friends with Peter. They went at it with some gusto, but they weren’t doing the songs a great service. It was a pretty inauspicious beginning for Babyshambles all in all…

“You’d go and see Babyshambles and two weeks later it would be a completely different line-up, pretty much, apart from Pete. Every one was different. Some were fantastic, some were bloody awful, and you didn’t know what you were going to get, which of course is half the fun… I like my rock ‘n’ roll to be a bit unpredictable, a bit raw; a bit like you don’t know what’s going to happen, and that was it – definitely.”

Ronnie Flynn, a long-standing friend of Peter’s who has amassed film footage documenting the band’s history, as well as that of The Libertines, was one of the few to see promise in those early shows: “Pete’s always had some sort of magic… You could see that something was going to happen sooner or later. Although the early Babyshambles gigs were shambolic, there was a magic; they had the quality of something that you couldn’t quite define. You couldn’t see where they were going… But it wasn’t going to be run-of-the-mill bullshit.”

Peter carried on gigging – sometimes with a rotating Babyshambles crew; sometimes on his own with an acoustic guitar – freed from the formalised, sterile routine of life as a rising star in a band becoming increasingly dictated to by the money men. Now, on his own or accompanied by like-minded musicians, he was able to effect his spontaneous, unorthodox style of performance without constraint.

Free to play with whoever he chose, whenever he chose, future guitarist Patrick Walden, then in White Sport, remembers a scenario where “whoever turned up on the day would be involved.”

Patrick —

“That I would not call the beginning of the band. I really wouldn’t. They got terrible reviews and it was shit, it was awful… I don’t think he really left [The Libertines]; I think he got pushed out. And I don’t think it was right, because it was his band. And I know it hurt him a lot, because – I’m not saying he didn’t want to do Babyshambles – but respect to the fella: instead of moping about, he started another band.”

Peter continued to use the internet to advertise his gigs and would play at every opportunity, “putting our strings on our guitars, if we had them, and just getting them down in some back room somewhere or on some fucking roof or in some garden or some bus stop, or even from the back of a van. Sometimes just an acoustic guitar and a harmonica, sometimes just myself, and I’d just play and play and play and play, for an hour, two hours. We’d book hotel rooms and use the pavilion of the hotel and play.”

Early reviews were generally unkind – a perverse form of flattery, given that while most new bands would be given a good eighteen months in which to prove themselves, Peter’s increasingly messianic status gave cause to believe that he could somehow transform his growing collection of interchanging bandmates into a tight, cohesive unit practically overnight.

The fact that there was such grand expectation underscored the regard with which people held him, but to expect this new outfit to immediately produce anything like the quality of music that The Libertines created was unrealistic, not to mention unfair.

Antony Thornton —

“I’m not sure he realised just how difficult it was going to be, just how concentrated everybody’s gaze would be, and everyone had an opinion about it. I mean, everyone. People who’d never seen Babyshambles before had an opinion about them, which is bizarre.”

Peter —

“A lot of negative things were said… but my salvation was the music, and I don’t think we ever let ’em down on that front – we belted out a good tenner’s worth of tunes. That’s what we were all about – the music… People could say what they liked on the internet, they could type what they liked, they could be spiteful and vitriolic and as hurtful as they liked, but at that time there was no way in the world anyone was gonna come up to my face and say anything to me…

“It was all word-of-mouth, it was all internet, the media didn’t wanna know at all. No-one wanted to know, we got slated all over the place. And we knew that people coming to gigs were there because they wanted to hear the tunes and nothing else. You don’t fucking trudge from fucking Southend to Whitechapel at two hours’ notice because of the media hype; you do it because you think: fucking hell, I love this bloke’s music and I wanna hear it, and that’s what I was feeling.”

But with his impending court case over the break-in at Carl’s, the building blocks of his Babyshambles project were in danger of dissolving. Though Peter had been warned of the likelihood of a spell behind bars, it still came as an enormous shock when, at Horseferry Road Magistrates’ Court on the 8th of September, he was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment.

Peter —

“I wasn’t really helped by the pre-sentence probation report. Mind you, I was kind of shot with my own gun, because I was told that if I play-up down the probation office – you know, exaggerate the extent of my drug and alcohol abuse; not that that was technically possible at the time anyway: it would have been hard to pretend that it could get any worse in any way, the way I was living – but nevertheless I really played up at the interviews for the reports, because I was told the more fucked-up you are, the less chance you’ve got of going to prison.

“But on the actual day, it turned out that the judge presiding over the case, it made things worse for you, in his eyes. He actually commented on the report. He said [effects snooty accent]: ‘Mr Doherty, I’ve seen the report and, quite frankly, you have continued to lead a wilfully dissolute lifestyle.’ Whereas if I’d gone into those probation meetings and just told them: ‘Yeah, I have been using a bit of drugs, but I’ve been clean for three weeks, rah rah rah,’ they probably wouldn’t have sent me down at all…

“I was absolutely gutted – there was no way in the world I should have been sent down with no previous for that type of offence. It was a horrible crime as well to be done for, but I had no previous… I think they tried to make a bit of an example of me, as they say.”

His lawyer at the time, Richard Locke, had brought to the court’s attention “a long acrimonious history” between his client and Carl. He said that Peter “felt he had been victimised by the band” following his ejection, though Peter refuted suggestions of revenge, talking instead of remorse and explaining, in an interview with the Evening Standard a day after his 11th of August hearing, that it was more a case of: “Why are you ignoring me? – a cry from the darkness.” He also attested to Locke’s description of a “drug-befuddled state” when admitting: “I found myself shouting at him and it turned out I was arguing with my reflection. When I realised, I booted the door in. I was engulfed by complete misery and despair.”

In the event, the appeal was successful, Peter’s sentence was reduced, and on October 8th he left Wandsworth Prison, where he was greeted by Carl, the animosity between them shelved as they embraced warmly among family and friends. Together again, they set off an adventure that culminated in that night’s gig at the Tap ‘n’ Tin in Chatham, Kent – later named NME’s Gig Of The Year, Carl remembering: “The optimism in me was just fucking celebrating, and I convinced myself that we were gonna set sail again. That’s how I felt – completely.”

The boys in the band were back together. They would put past disagreements behind them, wipe the slate clean, and fulfil their huge potential. Except that they wouldn’t. Already existing tensions would fester, mutate and become uglier. And with his appetite for creative liberty whetted in the form of Babyshambles, Peter would only last so long back on the conveyor belt.

The only question now was: would he jump, or would he be pushed again?
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