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Joe Strummer: 'I shudder to think
what would have happened if I hadn't
gone to boarding school'
To mark the 10th anniversary of the Clash singer's death � on 22
December 2002 � we visit Rock's Backpages, the world's leading
archive of vintage music journalism, for this interview by
Caroline Coon that first appeared in Melody Maker in November
1976

Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon on stage The Clash. Photograph: Roger Ressmeyer/Corbis
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I still love The Clash !

Simple as that.
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A true legend. Great lyrics, great attitude and boy did he give it 100% live!

Report

View more comments

comments
�88�
Sign in or create
your Guardian
account to join
the discussion.

Sort by
Oldest

Per page
100

Display threads
Collapsed

JohnnyJukebox

DickSpanner

Most
popular

Across The Guardian In Music

Police urge people in England
to respect Covid ‘rule of six’

Tory rebellion widens over
Boris Johnson's bill to
override Brexit deal

NHS reminder about face�to�
face appointments angers
GPs

BT broadband bills could
reach £100,000 for rural users

Live � Coronavirus live
news: WHO reports record
new global cases; Israel first
country to reimpose national
lockdown

Monday briefing: 'Abide by
rule of six,' police plead

Trump boasts about getting
'Bay of Pigs Award' � which
doesn't exist

Trump's first indoor rally
since June defies Covid laws,
attacks Biden

UK tech giant Arm Holdings
to be sold to US company
Nvidia in $40bn deal

Motorists who cause death by
speeding could face life
sentence

Most commented
Steve Bell's If … Boris
Johnson clarifies the rule
of six

Most shared
'We haven't seen anything
like it since Harry Potter':
UK bookshops report
record week

Books Music TV & radio Art & design Film Games Classical Stage

Sign up to our daily email

Email address Sign up

Contact us

Complaints &
corrections

SecureDrop

Work for us

Privacy settings

Privacy policy

Cookie policy

Terms &
conditions

Help

All topics

All writers

Digital newspaper
archive

Facebook

Twitter

Advertise with us

Search UK jobs

Discount Codes

Support
The Guardian
Available for everyone, funded by
readers

Contribute Subscribe

Most viewed

Live

Police urge people in
England to respect Covid
‘rule of six’

Tory rebellion widens over
Boris Johnson's bill to
override Brexit deal

NHS reminder about face�
to�face appointments
angers GPs

BT broadband bills could
reach £100,000 for rural
users

Coronavirus live news:
WHO reports record new
global cases; Israel first
country to reimpose
national lockdown

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

Reuse this content

Since you’re here ...
… joining us from Germany, we have a small favour to ask. Millions are
flocking to the Guardian for open, independent, quality news every day,
and readers in 180 countries around the world now support us financially.

We believe everyone deserves access to information that’s grounded in
science and truth, and analysis rooted in authority and integrity. That’s
why we made a different choice: to keep our reporting open for all readers,
regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay.

The Guardian has no shareholders or billionaire owner, meaning our
journalism is free from bias and vested interests – this makes us different.
Our editorial independence and autonomy allows us to provide fearless
investigations and analysis of those with political and commercial power.
We can give a voice to the oppressed and neglected, and help bring about a
brighter, fairer future. Your support protects this.

Supporting us means investing in Guardian journalism for tomorrow and
the years ahead. The more readers funding our work, the more questions
we can ask, the deeper we can dig, and the greater the impact we can have.
We’re determined to provide reporting that helps each of us better
understand the world, and take actions that challenge, unite, and inspire
change.

Your support means we can keep our journalism open, so millions more
have free access to the high-quality, trustworthy news they deserve. So we
seek your support not simply to survive, but to grow our journalistic
ambitions and sustain our model for open, independent reporting.

If there were ever a time to join us, and help accelerate our growth, it is
now. You have the power to support us through these challenging economic
times and enable real-world impact.

Every contribution, however big or small, makes a difference. Support us
today from as little as €1 – it only takes a minute. Thank you.

Support the Guardian

Topics

T hree weeks ago at London's ICA, Jane and Shane, regulars on the
new-wave punk rock scene, were sprawled at the edge of the stage.
Blood covered Shane's face. Jane, very drunk, had kissed, bitten
and, with broken glass, cut him in a calm, but no less macabre, love

rite.

The Clash were not pleased. "All of you who think violence is tough – why
don't you go home and collect stamps? That's much tougher," roared Joe
Strummer. Then he slammed into the band's anthem White Riot.

"All the power is the hands/ Of people rich enough to buy it/ While we walk the
streets/ Too chicken to even try it/ And everybody does what they're told to/ And
everybody eats supermarket soul-food/ White Riot, I wanna riot/ White riot – a
riot of my own!"

The Clash - White Riot on MUZU.TV.

The song, played with the force of an acetylene torch, is no less politically
uncompromising than the other numbers in the band's repertoire – numbers
like Deny, Protex Blue, Career Opportunities and 1977. To hammer home
their impact, the Clash play with enough committed force to bring down the
walls of Babylon, Jericho, Heaven and Hell if necessary. And their audiences
go wild.

But, far from wanting people to hurt each other, Joe
Strummer (vocals, guitar), Mick Jones (guitar), Paul
Simenon (bass) and Terry Chimes (drums) insist that
their aim is to shake audiences into channelling their
frustrations into creative outlets. It's difficult,
however, trying to maintain a balance between
positive reaction and violence.

How easy it is, though, when you examine the Clash's
background (one only too similar to that experienced
by the thousands of young people who identify with
the new-wave rock bands), to explain their emotional
intensity.

Aware that, like the rest of the band, he'd rather not talk about his
childhood, I asked Joe (22) where he came from. "That's the trouble, see."

He speaks fast, using words economically. "The only place I considered home
was the boarding school, in Yorkshire, my parents sent me to. It's easier, isn't
it? I mean it gets kids out the way, doesn't it?" Then he adds defiantly: "It
was great! You have to stand up for yourself. You get beaten up the first day
you get there.

"And I'm really glad that I went because I shudder to think what would have
happened if I hadn't gone to boarding school. I only saw my father twice a
year. If I'd seen him all the time I'd probably have murdered him by now. He
was very strict."

While Joe is talking, Paul (20) is sitting next to him pointing and shooting a
realistic, replica pistol – bang – at the posters on the walls – bang – at Mick
across the room – bang – at Gertie the roadie's dog – bang, bang – anywhere at
all.

"I get on all right with my parents," he says. "But I don't see them very much.
They split up when I was eight. I stayed with my mum but I felt it was a bit
soft with her. I could do whatever I liked and I wasn't getting nowhere so I
went to stay with my Dad.

"It was good training because I had to do all the launderette and that. In a
way I worked for him – getting money together and that – down Portobello
market and doing the paper rounds after school. It got me sort of prepared
for when things get harder."

Paul liked school. "I never learned anything. All you done is play about …
there were 45 in our class and we had a Pakistani teacher who didn't even
speak English."

Mick (21, like Paul) comes from Brixton. His father is a taxi driver and his
mother is in America. "They kind of left home one at a time," he says. "I was
much more interested in them than they were in me. They decided I weren't
happening, I suppose. I stayed with my gran for a long time. And I read a lot.

"Psychologically it really did me in. I wish I knew then what I know now. Now
I know it isn't that big a deal. But then, at school, I'd sit there with this word
'divorce, divorce' in my head all the time. But there was no social stigma
attached to it because all the other kids seemed to be going through the
same thing. Very few of the kids I knew were living a sheltered family life."

When he was 16, Mick believes he bad two choices – football or rock'n'roll. He
chose rock. Why? "Because he couldn't afford toilet rolls," quips Joe. Much
laughter. Mick explains: "I thought it was much less limiting. And it was
more exciting and, I got into music at a very early age.

"I went to my first rock concert when I was 12. It was free, in Hyde Park and
Nice, Traffic, Junior's Eyes and the Pretty Things were playing.

"The first guitar I had was a secondhand Hofner. I paid 16 quid for it and I
think I was ripped off. But, I tell you something – I sold it for 30 to a Sex
Pistol." Everyone laughs again, gleefully.

Laughter is a cheap luxury when, like Clash, you never have the money for a
square meal and when, like Joe, you live in a squat – or like Paul, you "crash"
in your manager's vast unheated, rehearsal room (where this interview took
place) with no hot water or cooking facilities.

After Paul and Mick left school, they both eventually ended up as casual art
students. Mick was already in a group when a friend of his dragged Paul
down to a rehearsal. "The first live rock'n'roll I can remember seeing was the
Sex Pistols, less than a year ago. All I listened to before then was ska and
bluebeat down at the Streatham Locarno.

"But when I went to this rehearsal, as soon as I got there Mick said: 'You can
sing, can't you?' And they got me singing. But I couldn't get into it. They
were into the New York Dolls and they all had very long hair so it only lasted
a couple of days."

Ten days later however, Paul had "acquired' a bass guitar, Mick had cut his
hair, they had formed a group called the Heartdrops (although the Phones,
the Mirrors, the Outsiders and the Psychotic Negatives were also names for a
day).

Then walking down Golborne Road with Glen Matlock of the Sex Pistols, they
bumped into Joe.

The meeting was auspicious. "I don't like your group [the 101ers]," said Mick.
"But we think you're great."

"As soon as I saw these guys," says Joe "I knew that that was what a group, in
my eyes, was supposed to look like. So I didn't really hesitate when they
asked me to join."

How did Joe first get into a rock'n'roll band? "Because I owned a drum kit.
Someone gave me a camera and then I met this guy who had a drum kit in
his garage and I had a go on it one day. And I thought: 'This guy's going to
swap me this little camera for all that kit.' And I said, 'Here you are.'

"Then I went down to Wales and I ran into a band who had a drummer but
no drum kit. But I didn't want to play drums because I wanted to be the star
of the show, right? So I said: 'If you use my drum kit you're going to have me
as your singer.' And they had no option but to accept."

Before Joe joined the band they were called Flaming Youth. He changed their
name to the Vultures. They did six gigs before Joe decided to come back to
London to form the 101ers.

Joe broke up the 101ers directly as a result of seeing the Sex Pistols. A few
months ago he told me: "Yesterday I thought I was a crud. Then I saw the Sex
Pistols and I became a king and decided to move into the future."

Today he says: "As soon as I saw them, I knew that rhythm and blues was
dead, that the future was here somehow. Every other group was riffing their
way through the Black Sabbath catalogue. But hearing the Pistols I knew. I
just knew. It was something you just knew without bothering to think
about."

What is it about punk rock which is so important to Joe? "It's the music of
now. And it's in English. We sing in English, not mimicking some American
rock singer's accent. That's just pretending to be something you ain't."

Continues Mick: "It's the only music which is about young white kids. Black
kids have got it all sewn up. They have their own cultural music. Basically
young white kids are relying on a different time to provide for their kids."

But what's so different about youth today, then? Silence. Joe stands up and,
relishing the drama, he turns to reveal the stark, hand-painted graffiti on the
back of his boiler suit. HATE AND WAR glare letters in red and white across
his shoulders. It's the hippy motto reversed.

"The hippy movement was a failure," is Joe's explanation. "All hippies
around now just represent complete apathy. There's a million good reasons
why the thing failed, OK. But the only thing we've got to live with is that it
failed.

"At least you tried. But I'm not interested in why it failed. I'll jeer at hippies
because that's helpful. They'll realise they're stuck in a rut and maybe they'll
get out of it."

The pervading, resentful feeling on the New Youth Front is that the older
generation, squandering the opportunities of the rich 60s, has left them with
the shell of a distintegrating society. One of the reasons drummer Terry
Chimes is notable for his absence is that he is having a serious argument with
Joe. Terry wants to "get out" of the country while there's still time. Jo thinks
he should stick around to see IT – the political chaos they see as inevitable –
through.

What do they feel about society today? "It's alienating the individual," says
Mick. "No one gives a shit about you."

Says Joe: "There's nowhere to go. Nothing to do. The radio's for housewives.
Nothing caters for us. All the laws are against you. Whoever's got the
money's got the power. The Rent Act's a complete mockery. It's a big joke. I
just have to fuck off into the night for somewhere to sleep."

Adds Paul, with feeling: "At the moment what the government should do is
put licenses on clubs so that kids can have somewhere to go. But they're
clamping down on all that. But it's great because there's going to be kids on
the streets. And they're going to want something to do. And when there ain't
nothing to do you wreck up cars and that.

"The situation that is beginning to happen now is their fault. If we end up
wrecking the place it's the Government's fault. They'll bring back National
Service and we'll all be sent down to South Africa or Rhodesia to protect
white capital interest. And then we'll all be slaughtered..."

They may knock society, but they're all on the dole, aren't they? "Yeah. We
get a little freedom from social security. Otherwise I'd have to spend 40
hours a week lifting cardboard boxes or washing dishes, or what ever I done
in the past.

"But because we're on the dole – which is £9.70 a week – I can get a rock'n'roll
band together.

"If I got up at 4am and went to Soho and joined a queue I could get a job as a
casual washer-upper. That's the other opportunity I've got. Or the
opportunity to work in a factory!"

But someone's got to work in a factory? "Why have they?" demands Mick.
"Don't you think technology is advanced enough to give all those jobs over to
a few people and machines.

"There's a social stigma attached to being unemployed. Like 'Social Security
Scroungers' every day in the Sun. I don't want to hear that. I cheer them. You
go up north and the kids are ASHAMED that they can't get a job."

The Clash - Complete Control on MUZU.TV.

Aren't they being rather pious when all they are doing is playing in a
rock'n'roll band? "No," says Paul. "It's the most immediate way we can handle
it. We can inspire people. There's no one else to inspire you. Rock'n'roll is a
really good medium. It has impact, and, if we do our job properly then we're
making people aware of a situation they'd otherwise tend to ignore. We can
have a vast effect!"

Oh yes, I jibe, rock stars have usually started out saying they're going to
change everything. Joe reacts first. "But you learn by mistakes. The Rolling
Stones made mistakes. But I want to do something useful. I'm not going to
spend all my money on drugs.

"I'm going to start a radio station with my money. I want to be active. I don't
want to end up in a villa in the south of France watching colour TV."

Do they want money, then? "Yes," says Paul. "Money's good because you can
do things with it. Bands like the Stones and Led Zeppelin took everything
without putting anything back. But we can put money back into the
situation we were in before and get something going for the kids our own
age."

Not that there are any profits at all at the moment – which completely belies
the resentment in some quarters that these new-wave bands are "having it
easy, and don't deserve all the exposure they're getting". Apart from playing
such – as Mick Jones himself so aptly puts it – "wonderfully vital" music,
which deserves all the encouragement it can get, these bands are struggling
harder than ever to stay on the road.

"We make a loss at every gig," says Joe. "It's the promoters who we want to
attack. I bet you can only name one or two who really care about music and
I'm amazed that there isn't one that really cares about what's happening at
the moment. We're really having to get down on our knees and grovel for
venues."

No doubt life will be easier when the Clash sign the contract dangling under
their manager's nose. They are more politically motivated than the Damned,
perhaps more musically accessible than the Pistols. Their lovingly painted
clothes (the same on and off stage, of course), which are acrylic-spattered
with the ferocity of a Jackson Pollock action painting, have started one of the
most creative fashion crazes of the year.

And their acute awareness, and ability to articulate the essence of the era
which inspires their music, will ensure that their contribution to the history
of rock is of lasting significance.
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