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CHAPTER ONE: THE SAGA BEGINS

As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be a proper music journalist.

Beyond my love of (quality) pop and crossover acid house hits like Inner
City’s ‘Big Fun’ and 808 State’s ‘Pacific State’ (which, if memory serves, was the
first dance twelve-inch I ever purchased), I was a lifelong pop culture fan and
all-round music pedant™. I didn't want to work as a clerical assistant or teach
English in a school, even though the rest of my family became teachers to
some degree, including my nephew Hayden, who taught sport for over a
decade in London. I'd grown up reading the pop music bible Smash Hits, and
by 1989 and 1990, it was covering the sweet spot I loved to a tee: namely
everything from Neneh Cherry, De La Soul, and Beats International to New
Kids On The Block and a returning Tears For Fears, all with a sense of humour
and an ability to prick pomposity—qualities sorely missing from the
mainstream rock press. I was only 15 in 1989, so too young, shiny, and new
for NME ’s wicked and vicious games. I was aware of NME and its main
competitor Melody Maker, of course, but Smash Hits was my bi-weekly poster-
pullout bible. Without fail, I'd buy it from the local shop in Burgess Hill on
the day it came out, and I often stuck those posters and individual lyric pages
on my bedroom wall. Exclusive interviews, crosswords, competitions, and free
badges would be dissected and mounted, and the features with my favourites
would be read again and again as I looked for clues to figure out what was
hiding behind their proverbial pop curtains, haircuts, or otherwise. Certainly,
at secondary school, music journalism felt like the only realistic route to take if
I was going to keep the inner sanctum of my first-floor room alive.

So, it wouldn’t be right for this story to start anywhere except at the proper
beginning. But where exactly is the beginning of this particular saga? Is it on
the stage leading Cider With Rosie at Warden Park, playing Always The Last To
Know by Del Amitri and Diamonds And Pearls-era Prince on mid-morning

college radio in Haywards Heath? Was it at Warwick University, when I



interviewed The Utah Saints, One Dove, and Suede in quick succession within
the first year of arriving on campus? Or was it the chaotic five or six trips to
Ibiza from the summer of ’99 onwards—eye-opening, seat-of-the-pants
experiences that, in retrospect, were the ideal finishing school’ for an aspiring
young journalist who, until then, had been making it up as he went along?

We will start with Warwick.

In September 1993, I arrived at Warwicks Cryfield Halls—CH2 to be
precise—as an impossibly inexperienced English student with very little to
show for my name beyond a boxful of vaguely alternative CDs and a bagful of
what I hoped was boyish charm in my back pocket. I became fast friends with
a fellow music and film enthusiast called Tim Plimmer, a brown-eyed boy who
lived directly opposite me in those first-year halls. Friendly and fun, this tall,
bookish teenager would soon start dating a girl from the same corridor as us
called Lynn, making Tim and Lynn the first fully rhyming couple(t) I'd come
across. This was a whole new world for me—one that involved food shopping
once a week and fending for myself in class or in the pub. None of us knew
what was ahead of us in life, so we made the most of life day to day, which in
my case meant a mixture of studies, movies, music, and a phone call home
once a week.

Campus life offered everything a kid from the sticks could have ever wanted:
dirt-cheap beer and lager, a constant stream of live music, and plenty of like-
minded nineteen-year-olds eager to explore in every sense of the word. It wasn’t
long until I fell in love with a girl from Dorset called Anna. The Warwick Arts
Centre offered up all the latest films (I can remember devouring Jamon Jamon’
during my first term and watching ‘Reservoir Dogs’” through my fingers), and it
wasn't long until I was made Music Editor of the student newspaper, the
Warwick Boar.

I can still picture my first-year room. It was relatively small but perfectly

acceptable for my basic student needs, and like each Cryfield room in our hall



(and there were three different adjacent halls, now and then), it came equipped
with a sink, which could be used to wash your face or be royally sick in,
depending on the day of the week. I had a cork mood board on the wall to
show off my recent indie band tickets—Suede, Primal Scream, and The
Smashing Pumpkins among them—and a poster of R.E.M.s Michael Stipe
next to it, shot by my favourite rock photographer, Anton Corbijn. My trusty
Sony CD stacking system had made it all the way to Warwick too, as had my
carefully curated CD single collection, which I hoped would impress some of
my new friends. Next to Tori Amos, youd find Weirdo by The Charlatans and
Groove Is In The Heart by Deee-Lite. 1 paid incredible attention to music
curation, even at 19. But I really can’t pretend that I knew too much about
Detroit techno or Chicago house history before I was 20. My experiences of
acid house had just about reached Brighton, but only really to big clubs on the
main strip by the sea, and nothing beyond what you'd now politely call chart
fodder. 2

Warwick University in the mid-‘90s was a fantastic place to come of age. It
wasn't as serious or fiercely academic as the students I'd seen at Cambridge (I'm
proud to say that I'm an official Cambridge reject), and it didn’t have
mediaeval spires or even Victorian arriviste red brick. Instead, it was more of a
modern campus uni—but it remains in the UK’s Best Universities Top Ten
perennially and, like the ubiquitous Swamp Thing by The Grid, stayed there
snugly for a very long time. Warwick is where the feminist icon Germaine
Greer taught as a lecturer (from 1968 until 1973, to be precise), during which
time she published her first and most famous work, 7he Female Eunuch. As for
the nuts and bolts of the university, it remains organised into three faculties:
Arts, Science, Engineering and Medicine, and Social Sciences. But where all
the action happened, for me at least, was in two particular places: to the left, as
you arrive by road, was Warwick’s Arts Centre (where there was a cinema I'd

frequent religiously in my first year), and to the right, The Student’s Union,



where I spent the majority of my time when I wasn’t in lectures, chatting to
fellow students, playing pinball, or picking up campus newspaper 7he Warwick
Boar when it came out on alternative Wednesdays. Although I had never been
especially bothered or affected by class, I was vaguely aware that Warwick had
attracted a certain strain of Oxbridge rejects. But then again, as I had been one
of those myself, I didn’t particularly mind or ever feel on the periphery.

I certainly never met anyone I didn’t like within my own campus bubble, and
the Warwick educational experience was definitely not stuck-up in any way. (It
also had a healthy appetite for sport.) I was there to learn, to grow (up), and to
get a decent degree. The fact that it was full of people I liked perhaps appealed
to my own desire to explore different outlooks beyond the ones I'd seen in the
sticks. I was relieved that a few familiar faces had made it all the way from
West Sussex to Warwick, including one friend, Helen Broadway, who had
done ‘the triple’ with me, meaning Warden Park 11-16, Haywards Heath
College 16-18, and now Warwick University 18-21. (And we are still friends,
in semi-regular contact today.)

I'm not going to pretend that I was particularly cool, even though I
desperately wanted to be.

That's what the posters and tickets in my room were for. My diet, for
example, was a joke. I would buy my weekly box of Pop Tarts and drink
endless cups of sugary tea, saving my money for a once-a-week trip to
Coventry to see what singles and albums had been released. Still dabbling with
grunge and alternative rock, I vividly remember buying Pearl Jam’s second
album Vs (the one with the sheep on the cover!) in Our Price the day it came
out and continuing to support my favourite Australian rock icons INXS as
they sputtered into the mid-90s. In truth, my sound and vision were fairly
mainstream, and I wanted to get away from that. One of the things I hoped
Warwick would do (for me) was widen and stretch my repertoire.

The only major DJ/producer who had really come to my attention beyond



Norman ‘bassline’ Cook!? was the producer and remixer Paul Oakenfold, and
that was because he'd remixed and produced Pills for The Happy Mondays,
whose music I had loved at school, and also because I had seen him supporting
U2 on their stadium shows in 1992. By the time I got to college in 1991, I was
a fan of the band via Achtung Baby, which 1 still think is a killer rock album
that’s stood the test of time. Paul’s remix of Even Better Than 1he Real Thing
gave U2 a hit twice in 1992, and the second time, Paul’s remix—which, to be
fair, was fantastic and way more muscular musically—had charted even higher
than the original version. I'd add Andrew Weatherall as the third, mainly
because I'd bought Primal Scream’s Mercury Award-winning, Weatherall-
produced album Screamadelica and had started to see Sabres Of Paradise
remixes on lots of artists’ CD singles.

Although he hated the idea of DJs making their way up some kind of career
ladder, Andrew wasn’t against taking (slightly pointless) major label remixes for
a wedge of cash, and who could blame him? After all, he'd been a labourer
before becoming a producer, and I can only imagine how different those two
worlds felt. One definitely involved more sitting down.

Given the direction my career would eventually take, I should also give a
brief mention to another fan of rave who lived at the very end of my CH2
corridor, whose name was Richard. An amiable, dark-haired weekend drinking
partner who also loved club culture, we became fast friends through my
university years, probably because I spotted a very early Paul Oakenfold mix
CD on the table in the corner of his bedroom during Freshers’ Week!. It
resonated with me because the cover featured Paul warming up for U2, which
was decades before it became the norm for selectors to warm up for superstars
in stadiums.

Looking at the photos from that era thirty years on, I'm struck by how
impoverished and pale I looked at 19 — but I don’t think diet (or mental

health, for that matter) was important to anyone going through university in



the early to mid-’90s. As long as we had enough money to buy lager beer
(which, incidentally, was never, ever more than £1.50 on campus), we were, in
every sense, good to go. And if you look at any student photo from 1993 or
’94, you won't see a boy without his beer or, in most cases, his plaid shirt.

The internet had started to gently bubble over in the deepest recesses of the
library, but in this era — slightly before the mobile phone had become
commonplace — we all shared a single landline where concerned parents
would do their best to connect with their kids in the evening via the one
incoming number. So, if you walked past it and the phone rang, you were
duty-bound, as a good citizen, to pick it up and run to the relevant room to
see if their son or daughter was around. Let me tell you, I have never
experienced a landline ring louder before or since.

Me? I was just happy to be as far away from my (former) home as possible.
Home life had become utterly exhausting and monotonous by the time I
finished school at 16, with my father’s rants about his daughter “bringing
shame to the family” becoming almost nightly occurrences. Initially, my sister
had two children, my nieces Cherelle and Antonella, “out of wedlock,” as my
father described them, with her partner Danny, who also happened to be —
gasp — black. My father had never been an empathic or understanding parent
to either myself or my sister Elena at the best of times, and the arrival of two
mixed-race grandchildren did not bring him any joy at all. Sadly, my mum just
didn’t have the right tools to repair the cracks, so she would constantly fall
through them. And that meant home life needed to be put in a box and
forgotten about until at least the Christmas holidays.

Although I was born in Brighton and lived for a few years in a quaint village
called Ringmer (which is where my very earliest childhood memories stem
from), I'd lived most of my teen life to date in Burgess Hill, which didn’t have
much to recommend it beyond my school friend Steve’s independent music

shop, Round Sounds, and a burger joint near the station called Uncle Sam’s,



which is still trading and selling burgers and cheap milkshakes by the train
station today. Closer to home — downstairs, most nights — that shouting I
mentioned had now become a nightly occurrence. He was a figure from the
past, my father: the fast and occasionally furious modern world frightened and
angered him, and he mainly took his supposedly misunderstood frustration
out on my mother, since I tended to keep out of his way and focused on my
studies. I was what youd call, back then, a ‘swot,” someone who wanted to be a
straight-A student, and in an ideal world, those grades would get me as far
away from West Sussex as possible.

At 19 and on my own in the world for the first time, university represented a
chance for sweet freedom. And while I worked hard, I also enjoyed the social
aspect as much as the endless English and American Literature essays I had to
write and study for. We were all in the same boat, and I hope that remains the
same for any student experiencing the university experience today. I never
understood the point of studying from home. My father had wanted me to
study locally, but I took that to be another attempt at old-school control, so
the Midlands was the very definition of meeting them halfway. Besides, my
mother always had my best interests at heart, and one open day visit later, I
just knew instinctively that this was the place for me.

Warwick was attached at the hipbone to the nearby Arts Centre, and since a
small part of my three-year course was film studies, I joined the Film Club
pretty quickly. At a pound a pop to watch a movie, it seemed like the bargain
that most social escapades were back then. I also had a Saturday show on the
radio, but most important of all, I joined the music team at the uni newspaper,
The Warwick Boar.

I wanted to do well, but I also wanted to go to gigs, play endless games of
pinball at the weekend, and dance to all the acts coming to perform on
campus. There was always something to do, especially when you had a sports

background (not me in the slightest) or a more creative spirit (100% me, now
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and then).

I sponged up everything I read, saw, and experienced on the physical plane.
This was a golden magazine era for NME, Melody Maker, and the surrounding
print press (Q, Vox, Mojo, Select Magazine), and I not-so-secretly dreamed of a
job on the News Desk at NME, scooping up exciting stories about Oasis and
The Stone Roses before teatime. It wasn’t just the music these bands made, but
also their ethos: they seemed to be having more fun on tour than any of their
predecessors from the ’80s, and there was a romance to reading about acts
heading to America or Canada for the first time. It was an endless world of
rock and pop possibilities, and some of these acts — Underworld and The
Happy Mondays among them — appeared to have even more fun after the
clock struck midnight. They were the very definition of “don’t wait up for me.”

Looking back, the list of bands I saw or interviewed for 7he Boar is pretty
incredible for a fairly shy 19/20-year-old, and a testament to both the music
scene in the UK and the uni’s draw for contemporary acts. Taking their name
from the Nicholas Cage film Raising Arizona, British rave duo The Utah Saints
(Jez Willis and Tim Garbutt) first came to my attention on 7OTP but then
again during their timely Freshers’ Week visit (and they were super-nice, even
talking to me at length about that Kate Bush clearance of Cloudbusting for
their crossover club smash Something Good). Then there was the Northern Irish
rave act D:Ream (who would soon be number one with their anthemic dance
hit 7hings Can Only Get Better and at this point still featuring Professor Brian
Cox in their ranks — something they all celebrated together at Glastonbury
2024), and finally the underground Scottish dance act One Dove, probably the
definitive dance music interview in all my time as a student journo.2

One Dove were a young, soulful indie-dance outfit signed to London
Records — which seemed daring then, considering how uncommercial their
pop was compared to, say, Shakespears Sister, whod made it to number one

the year before with Szzy. But they had a singer with pop panache, and the



band had been darlings of the lefthield music magazine Select, thanks to their
cool, techno-leaning credentials and their stellar songwriting skills.

They were ‘electronic,” but crucially, they were also in love with classic pop
and soul, right in the middle of my own spiritual sweet spot. I mentioned

Saint Etienne during the interview as a comparison, and Dot politely pushed

back.
Are One Dove a pop group then, Dot?

“Yes, classic pop, your Beach Boys and T-Rex, not your massive advertising
campaign. I think what we do is more effortlessly sincere than Saint Etienne,
but Primal Scream I don’t doubt. Saint Etienne use clever musical allusions,
theyre looking to the past solely, whereas were using our influences from the past

and present and hopefully channelling it for a unique sound of the future.”

Later in the piece, I ask if London Records have been helpful. (Yes, these

really were the kind of questions I asked pop stars at 19.)

“They are,” says Dot quickly before stopping. “No, not really,” she adds. “They
see us as a potential Shakespears Sister. Theyve given us a lot of equipment but

theyre just business people, theyre not interested in your artistic integrity at all.”

One Dove’s stories of visiting Rimini, their producer and indie-electronic
confidant Andrew Weatherall, and the Glasgow techno label Soma (later home
to a nascent Daft Punk) blew my tiny teenage music mind, but it was Dot’s
innate kindness that really stuck with me, along with the thought and depth
with which she talked about her music and career. Now an acclaimed solo
artist who has worked with My Bloody Valentine’s Kevin Shields and Massive
Attack in her own right, there’s a slightly faded framed poster of the band’s



single Breakdown signed by Dot and Ian from the band on my living room
wall as a reminder of this time. Anyone who loved the band would also
experience a slew of classy remixes across the various formats. While the group
may have been unhappy with Stephen Hague’s shinier single mixes, the
double-packs and promotional cassettes featured UK and US remix royalty
aplenty: William Orbit, Secret Knowledge, Scott Hardkiss, and even
Underworld on their final London single, Why Don't You Take Me. Whoever
got that assignment knew what they were doing.

In essence, this brave, soulful band opened a window to a world I wanted to
climb through and explore... and that brave new world was rave culture.

Beyond the Melody Maker-style bands I thought were cool and cutting-edge,
Warwick also played host to dozens of future BBC 6 Music legends, from the
Talkin’ Loud-signed Galliano and 80s upstart Alison Moyet to Tori Amos, The
Stranglers, Belinda Carlisle, and... Craig McLachlan. But hey, pretty much
everyone at Warwick had grown up watching Neighbours on BBCI, so the
sight of Craig (I don't recall Check 1-2 being available that night) singing his
huge chart hit Mona with his guitar was as good as it got in '95. On Mondays,
Warwick had a night called Top Banana, and I am still haunted by the sound
of Boom Shake The Room to this day.*®

It was a reminder that on Monday nights, cool and creative took the evening
off. And that’s something I still experience weekly working within DJ culture
thirty years later. Absolutely nothing good comes to fruition before the middle
of the week!

I don’t remember much about my first Christmas back in Burgess Hill, but
what I do know is that Warwick’s music bookings got better and better in my
second year, with bona fide NME-approved pop icons like Primal Scream, The
Orb and The Charlatans all visiting our hallowed campus stage, along with a
legendary Saturday night appearance from a very young and just-signed-to-

Creation Oasis. * T was there for all of these shows, and they seemed like a



weekly reminder to me that music was the world I wanted to be in, as it moved
me in a way that sport and science could not. I was always excited when a new
band came along that I could claim as my own, and so many of them passed
through university campuses in the 90s. Another good example of a world-
class band I saw early on was Skunk Anansie, whose singer Skin I would later
meet in Ibiza as a raver in the mid-2000s. (“I enjoyed meeting your brain!” she
quipped as she left the party.)

But it was really Oasis who rocked my world, and they had ever since their
debut single Supersonic crash-landed into the UK charts at number 31. They
were hyped to high heaven for their show at Warwick SU in 1993, but for
some reason, I didn’t chat with them before the gig. I had to wait until 2020 to
meet songwriter Noel Gallagher at Tileyard Studios in Kings Cross for a 30-
minute interview for Worldwide FM. Noel was charm personified that day,
even though I'd been instructed by his PR team not to mention or bring up his
brother Liam, which I wasn’t planning to do anyway. I turned up (early) to his
Kings Cross studio with a copy of Wilmot by Sabres Of Paradise in my tight
mitts as a musical icebreaker: it worked like a dream, but so did the other two
records, which were Gravity Grave by 'The Verve and Cry Myself Blind by
Primal Scream. I somehow bumped into him again outside his studio after a
meeting in Tileyard in April 2024. He was waiting by the door for a package to
arrive — 'm pretty sure it was his lunch — and once again, he was very engaging
and friendly. But it later dawned on me that I had completely reverted to my
excitable 19-year-old self. As Noel’s lunch arrived, I told him I'd seen him play
at Warwick one Saturday night in 1993, and he immediately smiled and
countered with, “We were always good on a Saturday night!”

I spent my first summer vacation from Warwick working for a few weeks at
McDonald’s at Gatwick Airport, which isn’t something I would recommend to
anyone. Although it came with a free lunch, that lunch did terrible things to

my insides, and I vowed never to go back there again. I think the most positive



thing that happened was getting a £5 Our Price voucher one weekend, which
immediately went towards a finished copy of Definitely Maybe on CD.

For my second and third year, I opted to live in Leamington Spa rather than
nearby Coventry. Leamington Spa had nice parks, a good high street, and
plenty of cheap Balti houses, where for £2.50 a pop, hungry students could
fuel up. Between my second and third year, I took a job at Woolworth’s in the
summer, as it meant I could stay completely away from my parents’
increasingly tense home life and still be home in time for 7he X-Files in the
evening. The only thing missing during the summers was the camaraderie of
campus life, which, in term time, meant live music every week and a multitude
of friends to drink lager with.

So, while I enjoyed writing about music for 7he Boar, 1 also worked hard on
my essays and read literature from Toni Morrison (Beloved), Edith Wharton
(The House of Mirth), The Edible Woman by Margaret Atwood, and Zara Neale
Hurston’s  7heir Eyes Were Watching God. 'These books remain on my
bookshelves along with all my key autobiographies. I never, ever missed
lectures as a rule — even at school, I only missed one day due to sickness in
five years — but I also never missed a major social occasion or a movie
screening. At that age, movies, just like music, can affect you deeply, and I
remember seeing American Graffiti one Friday night at a midnight screening
and coming out feeling... different.

What was it that made this Graffiti stick? It might be that it captures the
zeitgeist of the 60s and reminded me how far we've come. It also captures an
innocence about America and its teenagers that would soon be lost, and
perhaps that’s what I was yearning for, as well as looking forward to losing a bit
of innocence myself. It was set in 1962, when the radio was powered by
personalities like Wolfman Jack (perhaps the closest America got to John Peel),

and he even beamed down to earth to make a brief appearance in the film

himself.
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