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That's me in the
picture
The Clash

‘It was described as a riot’: the Clash
at the Rainbow, London, 1977
Eddie Duggan on a legendary punk gig

Eddie Duggan, left, at the Rainbow: ‘The look on our faces hardly suggests that it was a riot.’
Photograph: Chris Moorhouse/Getty Images
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… we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in
the Guardian’s fearless journalism since we started publishing 200 years
ago, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope.
More than 1.5 million supporters, from 180 countries, now power us
financially – keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent.

Unlike many others, the Guardian has no shareholders and no billionaire
owner. Just the determination and passion to deliver high-impact global
reporting, always free from commercial or political influence. Reporting like
this is vital for democracy, for fairness and to demand better from the
powerful.

And we provide all this for free, for everyone to read. We do this because we
believe in information equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of
the events shaping our world, understand their impact on people and
communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action. Millions can
benefit from open access to quality, truthful news, regardless of their ability
to pay for it.

Every contribution, however big or small, powers our journalism and
sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as little as £1 – it only takes
a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount
each month. Thank you.
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It was a few weeks after the Clash’s debut album had been released. I was 17,
and it was the biggest gig on the punk scene at the time.

Those were turbulent times, dominated by unemployment and discontent. A
few months earlier, the Sex Pistols had been interviewed on TV by Bill Grundy
and caused outrage. As a result, many of the dates on their Anarchy In The UK
tour – on which they were joined by the Clash, among others – had been
cancelled.

Violence would often erupt at gigs, and there was rivalry between youth
factions: punks, teddy boys and skinheads. London could be a dangerous
place for a young punk like me. I had left school and was doing various office,
warehouse and factory jobs. But as a dedicated scenester, I was going to loads
of gigs, hanging out with bands, having a crazy time.

This gig was described in the press afterwards as a riot, but the look on our
faces hardly suggests that. The Rainbow operated as a seated venue, and
really the seats should have been taken out for this. Hundreds of teenagers
stood up to see the band and to dance, and the chairs collapsed under the
weight. Far from rioting, we were simply passing the broken seats forward to
the stage. The girl next to me is my friend Selena. I love the way she’s putting
her hand up to protect her hair.

I had started taking pictures at gigs. Behind me in the photograph is my
schoolfriend Mick – I would borrow his mac to smuggle my camera in. I’d
wear it around my waist on a strap, keep a lens in my pocket and some spare
film down my sock. At first it was just as a personal document, but then I
started developing prints and taking them to the music press – in those days,
you could just walk into their offices. If they used any of my photographs, a
cheque would arrive in the post a few weeks later.

This picture brings home how much times have changed. If this gig had been
in 2016, someone would have done a risk assessment and the seats would
probably have been taken out. A lot of contemporary music seems to be safe
and manufactured, marketed to teenagers through reality television or talent
shows. I have 17-year-old twins, the youngest of five children, and while they
do listen to some current stuff, mainly indie bands, they also listen to some of
the music I was into at the same age. It’s great, but also a bit strange: it’s like
the 17-year-old me listening to stuff from the 1930s and 40s.

There was a real DIY ethos to punk in the 1970s and, as a teenager, anything
seemed possible – despite the recession, the growth of right-wing politics in
the form of the National Front, and the high levels of unemployment. Let’s
hope the social and economic conditions facing today’s teenagers (a divided
country, a political swing to the right, inflation and joblessness) might also
inspire them to create art that will be the subject of retrospectives in 40 years’
time.
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