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FOREWORD

by Romesh Ranganathan

 

 

Scroobius Pip has always been somebody I have been a fan of and admired; he’s fiercely talented and hugely charismatic. I think what draws me to him the most is the fact that every single thing that man does is unadulterated him. He makes no concessions to what is expected of him, and instead allows his instincts to drive him.

It is for this reason that Pip is perfect for the podcast format. The thing that prompts so many of us to make a podcast is that they are so completely liberating and immediate. You figure out what you want to do, you record it, and instantly it is out there for everybody. The podcast world has become densely populated with both mainstream podcasts and condensed radio shows, but also people talking about niche topics and interests passionately. Some podcasts, like Serial for example, have taken the format and done something innovative. Others have brought together people with common interests and created communities around them. I have discovered both new interests and new ways of working from listening to various podcasts. I am also spectacularly lazy, and being able to consume something substantial without having to move or even look or concentrate is always going to be appealing.

With so many podcasts out there, it is extremely difficult to mark yourself out as worthy of selection, but Distraction Pieces has done that brilliantly. Its primary strength is that Pip is such brilliant company. He’s a fascinating conversationalist and I would happily listen to him rabbit on about anything. And he does. Over and above this, however, is his fearlessness in choosing what to talk about and who to talk to. His primary rationale seems to be whatever or whomever he thinks is worthy of discussion, which means that his podcast cannot be defined by any single area. It is delightfully eclectic in its concerns, from discussing football with Murder in Successville star Tom Davis, to alopecia and depression with Gail Porter. Pip is fearless in taking the podcast wherever he feels, and that is why Distraction Pieces is such a rewarding and varied listen above and beyond almost everything else out there. One minute he will be discussing swearing in West Coast hip-hop, the next he will be discussing the ravages of cancer.

When I guested on one of the early podcasts, I was taken by Pip’s interview technique. The man is a stealth Michael Parkinson. I felt very quickly like I was having an effortless chat with a mate, and yet we talked in depth and at length about so many topics. In lesser hands, this might have felt laborious, but Pip has a deft touch. One of my favourite episodes is where he talks to rapper Killer Mike. Pip knows exactly where to take the conversation and how to make the chat compelling. Then you listen to the preceding episode and hear Pip doing this just as effectively with Simon Pegg. The man needs his own chat show.

I was so delighted when he told me that he was doing this book. A podcast of such ambition deserves a companion piece of this nature, which pulls out the big themes that keep cropping up throughout the podcast interviews, and curates them into an engaging and fascinating read – with added bits of Pip to boot. I cannot wait for you to read it. Obviously, skip to my bit first then check out the other shit later.

Romesh Ranganathan
June 2016
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Good lord, I fucking LOVE podcasts. And it’s not just because I have one. My love for podcasts started way before that…

In April 2014, after just over a year of hosting a hip-hop and spoken word radio show on Xfm (now Radio X), my producer, Dan Riedo, and I unexpectedly won two Radio Academy Awards. The very next morning, slightly hungover from the festivities, I set off on my second holiday in seven years, which consisted of driving around and exploring a good portion of France. That journey was largely soundtracked by podcasts. Not radio shows or podcasts of radio shows, but podcasts. It was around this point that I started to toy with the idea that podcasting was what I wanted to pour my time and efforts into.

In 2013 I was lucky enough to be a guest on one of my favourite podcasts, The Joe Rogan Experience, and when discussing my radio show I realized I couldn’t really give a good reason as to why I worked for someone else. Don’t get me wrong, I LOVE Xfm. From the very start of my music career it has been one of my most important supporters, and if Eddy Temple-Morris, Chris Braughen, the Managing Editor of Xfm, and Dan Riedo hadn’t talked me into starting the Beatdown then Distraction Pieces MAY never have happened. But… my show was on at midnight on a Saturday night. And it was there for a reason. When given options of time slots, I chose the one that would come under the least scrutiny. As elitist as it sounds, I didn’t really want passers-by tuning in – at the risk of my offending them or getting complaints for some of the subjects covered and the show’s content. I wanted to be buried in the night schedule where those who were tuning in were tuning in specifically for our show. And, with that in mind, it became more and more apparent that it wasn’t THAT important where that show was located.

After some long discussions with the team at Xfm it was agreed that, on the commercial side of things, we weren’t really bringing in the numbers. With my tastes drifting over to the world of podcasting (a world I was convinced was about to blow up in the UK), it was the perfect time to part ways, leaving the Beatdown as the beautiful little creation we wanted it to be and not having to compromise it in the name of ratings or time delegation.

So I set about planning Distraction Pieces and what I wanted it to be.

For me, podcasts had started in the UK with The Ricky Gervais Show and the Adam and Joe podcasts. But after that boom they seemed to have eased off a little. My focus had certainly drifted to content coming out of the US. Podcasts like the The Joe Rogan Experience and WTF with Marc Maron provide hours and hours of conversation and entertainment every week. And they do so on their own terms.

And that part is VERY important to me.

It’s the whole point of ‘Now it’s Your Turn’ (in which I lay down some very basic guidelines as to how YOU can start your own podcast). At a time when mass media had become a smoke show of hidden agendas by dusty backbenchers, podcasts suddenly seemed to appear and offer uncensored secret agenda-free broadcasts. That’s not to say they don’t have agendas, but simply that the agendas are more the views of the individual expressing them than of some background billionaire puppet master.

Podcasts suddenly represented free media in every sense of the word. They were shows on which you could be free to express what you wanted, how you wanted and, equally as importantly, they were free for the listeners. They were even free from the schedule restrictions of radio’s ‘tonight at nine we will be discussing…’ traditions. Podcasts were yours to listen to when you wanted, where you wanted. And that excited me hugely.

So I started making a list of people I had come into contact with and could even, possibly, maybe, be bold enough to call ‘friends’ over my eight or so years as a touring musician. I then contacted them and set out to record a few episodes.

When I launched I wanted to have a few podcasts already in the bag so that I could start strong. I feel one of the keys to a podcast growing is consistency; your listeners knowing that every Wednesday (in our case) there WILL be a new podcast for your trip to work or your evening jog. I also had to figure out what I wanted the podcast to be. So much of our modern media and entertainment has been broken down into ‘digestable chunks’, and I thought that was assuming too little of people. I decided I wanted the podcast to be 60–90 minutes of unedited discusion. I figured that, even if it put some people off, there WERE people out there who still had the attention span to handle such a daunting engagement.

After making a long list and starting to contact a few people, I decided on my first four interviewees: Russell Brand, Zane Lowe, Alan Moore and DJ Yoda. This, off the bat, felt like a nice statement of intent. A range of names from a variety of lines of work – some of whom had been discussed in great depth already, others curiously unexplored by mainstream media.

This seemed like a solid start and the reaction when they dropped proved that to be an understatement. Now, to be clear, I didn’t really know what I was doing.

Worgie (Warren Borg) was my closest audio-type friend so he helped me to put the podcasts together. Then, having helped a little with my website in the past, Jarrod and Steve at BSI Merch helped me get them online and hosted (until I found my way to Acast, who will be covered in ‘Now it’s Your Turn’). It was a bumbling, cobbled-together mess… but it worked.

Before we knew it the Distraction Pieces podcast was in the top ten podcasts in the UK on iTunes. We went on to climb to the number one spot, getting praise from the Guardian, Buzzfeed, Shortlist, the AV Club and many more esteemed areas of paper and Internet-based real estate.

There have been guests and episodes along the journey that have knocked me off my feet and made me genuinely feel part of something important, and there have been episodes and guests that have made me wonder how we haven’t put off or offended our whole audience by now. Throughout this book I will go into a few of those in a little more detail and, more importantly, let their words and views be documented here for you all to take in and enjoy.

The idea of a book simply transcribing what is already free and forever available in cyberspace seemed pointless to me. But the opportunity to discuss further some of the topics and to highlight some of the amazing insights I have been lucky enough to have shared with my guests has me typing away right now with the drive and excitement of someone who, quite frankly, just wants to finish this so I can take it all in and experience it again myself.

 

Scroobius Pip
June 2016
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