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      Born on 11 August 1954 in Burton-on-Trent, Staffordshire, David Ian Jackson spent the first year of his life in Swadlincote, Derbyshire. The family moved back to Portsmouth, his mother’s hometown, and in a council flat in Paulsgrove, the family line-up expanded over time to include two younger brothers. Growing up in working-class poverty led to Jackson becoming a chronic asthmatic, and a sensitive disposition didn’t help the young boy during his school days. A lover of books, Jackson was bullied but was not given to violent revenge. Prevented from playing sports due to his medical condition, he turned to books; his original desire of becoming a professional writer was soon overtaken by music. He began playing the violin and joined a class at school, primarily to avoid the bullies. Further stints on the oboe and timpani added to his musical knowledge. A couple of years later he switched to the piano, feeling that this was the instrument which could be the springboard to his new ambition: composer. Instrumental composition and songwriting consumed him, and by the time he was sixteen, he was being paid to play gigs in local pubs.

      The eighteen-year-old Jackson passed an advanced ‘S’ level examination in music that earned him a grant to study at the Royal Academy of Music in London. In the ensuing three years, he worked with a fringe theatre group, studied jazz with John Dankworth, was a member of the National Youth Jazz Orchestra, and played in several pop ‘covers’ bands. One of these was Edward Bear, where his supposed likeness to the 1960s children’s television puppet character ‘Joe 90’ led to the nickname ‘Joe’ which stuck and became his public persona.

      By the time he left the Royal Academy (with a degree in percussion), he was a songwriter with the group Edward Bear, who were gaining some minor record company interest. Unfortunately, there was another Edward Bear, a Canadian band, (it’s the old story, you wait all this time, etc, etc,) who already had a record deal and so Edward Bear turned first into Edwin Bear, finally getting a record deal as Arms And Legs. Two singles were released on MAM Records. The label seemed to have very little interest in the band they had signed, and Jackson left in October 1976.

      Jackson’s next musical diversion was into cabaret, acting as pianist and musical director for the Portsmouth Playboy Club, saving his earnings to finance the recording of his own album. He left the Playboy Club to tour with the singing duo Koffee n’ Kreme between August 1977 and Spring 1978, who came to brief national recognition as a result of appearing on the amateur talent television show New Faces. Income from these activities was also put towards the cost of recording demos of his own songs.

      1978 saw Jackson living in London, armed with a fully-fledged album-length demo. He had the talent and determination, the songs, and a band. The demo was turned down by both Stiff and Chiswick Records, and even Virgin Records expressed a lack of interest. Eventually, the tape attracted the attention of David Kershenbaum who was in London scouting for new talent for A&M Records. Jackson was immediately signed, and the ‘album demo’ was re-recorded in just two weeks, and issued as ‘Look Sharp!’ in January 1979.

      Fast forward (ahem) 40 years and Jackson has consistently recorded and toured. He has published a memoir (A Cure for Gravity), and made numerous guest appearances on other artists’ records, including – erm – William Shatner. He has appeared in the film The Greatest Game Ever Played as a pub pianist, which also featured some of his music, and worked extensively on a proposed musical Stoker, about the creator of Count Dracula. He has been awarded a Fellowship of the Royal Academy of Music, and an Honorary Doctorate by the University of Portsmouth.

      A quote from A Cure for Gravity succinctly sums Jackson up;

      

      What would I have done if I hadn’t been a musician? I haven’t a clue. Sometimes I see myself in the sad bastards who mill around outside pubs at closing time, looking for a fight. Sometimes I think that music saved my life.

      

      Not all of Jackson’s music is to everyone’s taste, obviously. However, every single version of his output shows him to be a consummate musician, an outstanding songwriter, a gifted composer, and a charismatic performer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Look Sharp!

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Joe Jackson: vocals, piano, harmonica

      Gary Sanford: guitar

      Graham Maby: bass

      Dave Houghton: drums

      Recorded at Eden Studio, London, W14

      Produced by David Kershenbaum

      Engineer: ‘Hot’ Rod Hewison

      Assistant Engineer: Aldo Bocca

      All songs written and arranged by Joe Jackson

      Released: January 1979 on A&M Records

      Highest chart positions UK: 40, USA: 20

      

      Recorded in August 1978, and released six months later, Jackson’s debut album sought to capture a spontaneous sound. Reminiscing about the album on his website Jackson concluded:

      

      What can anyone say about something they did so long ago?! I’m not embarrassed by it, or not by most of it, anyway. It positively reeks of London 1978-79 and, well, it is what it is. I’m glad people liked it, and still like it, though I think some of that is nostalgia and a tendency to romanticise peoples’ first albums, as though later ones must somehow be less ‘authentic’. For a first album, this one’s not bad, but I was only 23 when I made it and it would be pretty weird if I didn’t think I’d done better things since.

      

      The album could easily have been called ‘Sound Sharp!’ The songs breathe energy, attitude, melody, and a recording style which leaves plenty of space for the music to breathe. Despite his eclectic musical background and academic instruction, Jackson was, at this stage, clearly impressed with the ‘new wave’ movement of the time; his songs echo the energy and simplicity of the style, allied to the outspoken tone of the lyrics. Jackson was adept at incorporating these influences and, if he was sailing under the flag of ‘new wave’, it was a style which was a good fit for the time.

      What reviewers at the time mistakenly took for pseudo-punk disgust was Jackson’s tongue-in-cheek attitude; he had served his time in a variety of musical ventures in show business, and his sardonic, intelligent, lyrical commentary supported by razor sharp songs, arrangements and performances served up an intoxicating blend of talent, attitude, and potential.

      Look Sharp! was re-released in 2001 with two bonus tracks; ‘Don’t Ask Me’ and ‘You Got the Fever’ which were the B-sides of the single releases of ‘One More Time’ and ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’ respectively.

      

      ‘One More Time’ (3.15)

      In A Cure for Gravity Jackson recalled;

      

      I [...] worked on a song called ‘One More Time’, with a driving guitar riff and anguished lyrics about the end of a relationship. The guy can’t believe the girl wants to leave: tell me one more time, he says, one more time, one more time. I’d taken a little piece of my breakup with Jill, one moment, one feeling, and embellished it into something else. I guess that’s how fiction works: not creating something false but creating new truths out of bits of old ones. Just as we create new music by endlessly reshuffling the same old chords and scales.

      

      What sounds like it should be a typical ‘band encore’ song judging by the title is anything but. The first track of this punchy debut is an unconventional ‘end of relationship’ song where the arrangement of the guitar, bass, and drum playing adds much to the relatively sparse, highly energetic musical texture.

      Opening with an aggressive guitar sequence (which will underscore the chorus) together with a driving high bass line and syncopated drums, Jackson immediately lays the emotional landscape wide open; ‘Tell me one more time as I hold your hand that you don’t love me, Tell me one more time as teardrops start to fall. Shout it to me and I’ll shout it to the skies above me, that there was nothing after all’. Uncredited backing vocals (which must be a combination of Sanford, Maby, and Houghton) raise the energy level for the pre-chorus which builds into a full-on chorus with Maby’s high register semi-quaver based bass line prominent.

      The second verse emphasises the narrator’s vulnerability; ‘Tell me one more time we never had a thing in common. Tell me one more time as you turn and face the wall. Tell me I should know you never were my kind of woman. And tell me we were fools to fall’.

      Where the listener may reasonably expect an instrumental section the third verse appears instead with staccato, syncopated chords for the first two lines; ‘Tell me one more time your tears were only sad confusion, and tell me it’s just been so long and that is all’. Full throttle is applied for the remainder of the verse.

      The final chorus is repeated, with the second play-through building on the energy level. Maby wears his fingers out, and Houghton hits his drums very hard indeed as this fine opener comes to an abrupt end. The only real criticism of the song is that the tempo feels too controlled, and when performed in a live setting the full raw energy of the composition and the band would be unleashed to better effect.

      

      ‘Sunday Papers’ (4.20)

      Set against a cheery reggae backing, Jackson’s scathing commentary on the tabloid press of the late 1970s is equally relevant decades later, where ‘every weekend through the door, come words of wisdom from the world outside.’ Jackson’s sardonic, biting vocal delivery is especially effective throughout with outstanding lines including ‘Whatever moves beyond these walls, she’ll know the facts when Sunday comes along’ and ‘Well, I’ve got nothing against the press, they wouldn’t print it if it wasn’t true.’

      The catchy chorus is equally crushing; ‘Sunday papers, don’t ask no questions. Sunday papers don’t get no lies. Sunday papers don’t raise objections. Sunday papers ain’t got no eyes’, with backing vocals joining in on the title words.

      Musically this is Maby’s showcase; his bass lines are melodic and prominent in the mix, with Sanford and Houghton providing a solid rhythmic backdrop. After the second chorus, Jackson supplies a mournful harmonica solo to which an effective delay has been added. After a final chorus, the song enters its final stretch with a furious double-time section leading to the fade with repeated ‘Sunday papers’.

      

      ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’ (3.33)

      Interviewed in Beat Instrumental in October 1979 Jackson spoke about his first hit single;

      

      There were about three different ideas that went into it. One was that I heard The Damned doing ‘New Rose’ and it starts off with ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’, and I thought ‘Where have I heard that before?’, and it was on that Shangri-Las record ‘Leader of the Pack. I thought that that was a pretty good title for a song, and it appeared to me that it should be a song about gorgeous girls walking around with really hideous blokes and obviously it was going to be a humorous song.

      

      It’s the definitive outsider anthem, reaching number 13 in the UK singles chart in July 1979, and only just failing to crack the American top twenty. ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’ is a familiar gem packed with all Jackson’s strong cards; clever, withering lyrics, a memorable melody, and a universal chorus for anyone who just can’t understand what attracts certain women to certain men.

      Lyrically there is plenty to enjoy; ‘Pretty women out walking with gorillas down my street’, ‘Tonight’s the night when I go to all the parties down my street, I wash my hair and I kid myself I look real smooth’, and ‘They say that looks don’t count for much if so there goes your proof’. Musically the texture is kept sparse with plenty of space, and some occasional piano, especially in the chorus.

      The chorus is as excellent as it is heartfelt, and the bridge (2.13-2.46) turns up the aggression; ‘But if looks could kill, there’s a man there who’s marked down as dead, cos I’ve had my fill, listen you, take your hands off her head, I get so mean around this scene’ before subsiding back into the relaxed reggae backing. There’s a final defiant chorus, and an understated, regretful coda section (‘Something going wrong around here’) before a surprise stabbed ending on the third beat of the final bar.

      In A Cure for Gravity Jackson commented on the song’s appeal;

      

      Everyone liked it. It was catchy, they said, and had the makings of a hit. I wouldn’t know a hit, I protested, from a hole in my head. I liked all my songs, and if I’d written a hit, it was by accident. But I appreciated the enthusiasm, and something else, too: a growing feeling that I was Onto Something.

      

      ‘Happy Loving Couples’ (3.08)

      Another song with a strong reggae undertow soon shows its ‘new wave’ pop rock style in the chorus as Jackson once again offers a sarcastic commentary on ‘happy loving couples’ who make it ‘look so easy’ and ‘talk so kind’. Lyrically the track doesn’t get off to the most impressive of starts where the first verse rhymes ‘girl’ and ‘world’ in the best Sixth Form poetry tradition. However it soon develops, especially in the powerful pre-chorus; ‘But the things that you see ain’t necessarily the things you can find’.

      The chorus is melodically strong and supremely catchy as Jackson declares ‘Until the time that I can do my dancing with a partner, those happy loving couples ain’t no friends of mine’. The second verse restates his position; ‘People say I’m too damn fussy when it comes to girls, happy couples say I must live in a lonely world’ before some clever wordplay; ‘Want to be, want to really be what my friends pretend to be, be it in my own good time, being kind to myself till I become one of two of a kind’.

      A second chorus leads into a simple but fantastic guitar sequence where Maby’s bass pulses underneath as Jackson hits maximum sneerage with a spoken rant; ‘You know what I mean, happy loving couples in matching white polo-neck sweaters, reading Ideal Homes magazine,’ before breaking into another pre-chorus and final chorus. The coda reprises the guitar chord sequence with repeated ‘You ain’t no friends of mine’ until, suddenly, the track is cut short with someone (it sounds like Jackson) saying ‘Right, that’s enough’ and we’re straight into...

      

      ‘Throw It Away’ (2.49)

      ...a full-throttle, guitar-led, punky, high-energy thrasher which combines plenty of energy and attitude with a strong sense of melody and conviction. ‘Throw It Away’ has elements of blues in the call and response structure between the four-bar vocal verses, and a matching instrumental section where the piano is attacked with some force. The pre-chorus ups the rock’n’roll ante before the simplistic chorus which merely repeats the title four times.

      The song is initially another attack on the press; ‘Wake up this morning and the papers on the mat, poor getting poorer and the rich are getting fat – again’. Again, a low score for originality here, but the second verse is better; ‘Wake up this morning there’s a letter on the mat, big brother wanna know what little brother’s at – again. Life is a piece of paper, goes on forever, sign on the dotted line or end up in the river drowned’. Like the first verse this is also spoiled by the vocals being treated with too much reverberation and placed too far back in the mix. These aspects disappear for the brightly aggressive chorus.

      There is an unexpected instrumental section (1.29-1.54) where a discordant, jarring guitar chord sequence is underpinned by some relentless bass and drum fury whilst Jackson shouts ‘Among the rule of men entirely great the typewriter is mightier than the machine gun’, a reinterpretation of the famous phrase of the English playwright Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803-1873); ‘The pen is mightier than the sword.’ The third verse is a disappointing reprise of the second, and the chorus is repeated with increasing energy building to another sudden stop on the first beat of the final bar.

      

      ‘Baby Stick Around’ (2.36)

      This poppy, rhythmic number is one of the few weak tracks on the album; the instrumentation is light and lacks bite, and lyrically this is Jackson recalling his days playing anywhere and everywhere to anyone and everyone. There are some impressive, harmonised backing vocals in the tuneful chorus but that’s about all that impresses here. Maby is given the opportunity to flash his musical chops which he does with some impressive lines in the instrumental section, whilst Sanford and Houghton act as foils to his soloing. Another chorus brings this underachiever to a sharp end.

      

      ‘Look Sharp!’ (3.23)

      In A Cure for Gravity Jackson summed up both this song, his debut album, and his sense of style:

      

      ‘Sharp’ – that was what I wanted to be, how I wanted my music to sound, how I wanted to look – you could be sharp even in clothes from Oxfam; it was all about attitude. I tried to sum up the attitude in a song called ‘Look Sharp’, and I thought it might be a good title for the album, too. Then I decided to call my own label, if I started one, Sharp Records.

      

      The album’s confident title track is a return to form; ‘Big shot, tell you what, tell me what goes on around here, go on and get me in a corner, smoke my cigarettes and drink my beer’. This raises the stakes in the pre-chorus; ‘Tell me that this world is no place for the weak. Then you can look me in the eye and tell me if you see a trace of fear’. The chorus features more word play; ‘You gotta look sharp... and you gotta have no illusions, just keep going your way, looking over your shoulder’. Rather than being an ode to the value of a savvy dress code, ‘Look Sharp’ is a bracing celebration of individuality, resourcefulness, and determination.

      Musically this is another mid-tempo, reggae influenced number with a powerful pre-chorus, and a harmonised final pair of lines. The instrumental section is impressive with piano duetting with some driving drums, before some excellent chiming guitar arpeggios merge into an all-too brief piano solo over the introduction’s chord sequence. The musical texture is an early indicator of Jackson’s later work; his distinctive piano playing will become a strong feature of his post Joe Jackson Band output.

      The third verse ‘Big shot, thanks a lot, gotta go it’s getting late. I got a date with my tailor now, thanks for putting me so straight’ leads into another superb pre-chorus; ‘Tell me how they run the crime down every street. But check your watch and wallet now before I go and you’re too late’. The only disappointing feature of this otherwise excellent song is the throwaway ending which deserved a stronger, punchier conclusion.

      

      ‘Fools In Love’ (4.23)

      In A Cure for Gravity Jackson mused:

      

      …I rebelled against the schmaltz by writing a song called ‘Fools in Love’. Over a loping reggae bass line which I hoped was vaguely sinister, I catalogued all the sick and deluded things that lovers did to each other but ended each chorus with a twist: ‘I should know because this fool’s in love again’. I wasn’t in love, but the juxtaposition of the romantic and the cynical suited my new style to a T.

      

      This song is a gently lilting, relaxed yet rhythmical ballad which combines another great melody with clever lyrics to produce another of Jackson’s great ‘early period’ songs. Sanford and Houghton provide a steady reggae backing, through which Maby weaves his prominent bass lines with a melodic skill which counterpoints Jackson’s vocals.

      Lyrically it appears at first that Jackson has his sardonic hat on again, especially in the second verse (‘Fools in love, are there any creatures more pathetic?’) and this continues into the chorus; ‘Fools in love, they think they’re heroes, cos they get to feel more pain, I say fools in love are zeros...’ but then he turns the song on its head ‘I should know, I should know because this fool’s in love again.’

      After the second chorus there is a tasteful piano solo which leads into a reprise of the chorus, and a regretful sounding coda with a rising piano arpeggio to the song’s gentle close.

      ‘Fools In Love’ shows the inherent class in Jackson’s songwriting that would mark him out as a unique talent. Musically effective, melodic with an inherent edge and an inventive lyrical perspective, this is just one of many songs which would jostle for selection on the compilations of his work over the ensuing decades.

      

      ‘(Do The) Instant Mash’ (3.12)

      Structured around a distorted guitar riff, which is part funk and part country (funktry?) ‘(Do The) Instant Mash’ is another relatively throwaway track. That doesn’t mean it’s a bad song, Jackson doesn’t write bad songs; this one is just less involving and memorable.

      There are some good moments; the central riff, the refrain leading into the chorus (‘It’s so easy’) decorated with characteristic piano octaves is effective, and the instrumental section has an excellent harmonica solo set against a tight, insistent rock backing. Lyrically Jackson takes aim at three different but similar targets; supermarket ‘muzak’, discos where the DJ assumes control (a subject Jackson would return to with much greater emotional weight for ‘A Slow Song’ on Night And Day) and pre-film adverts in cinemas.

      Unusually, for this album, ‘(Do The) Instant Mash’ fades away with Jackson mimicking the guitar riff. Given the rhythmic spine of the song a punchier ‘live end’ would have been more effective.

      

      ‘Pretty Girls’ (2.55)

      Opening with a single guitar chord over a relentless bass drum crotchet beat ‘Pretty Girls’ sounds like it trips over its heels in the introduction. In reality it’s three bars of 4/4 time followed by a single 3/4 bar, and then four more bars of 4/4 over which Jackson’s lyrics are, to use his own later words, ‘cringe worthy’; ‘Ahh, here she comes, just a walk, just, just a walkin’ down the street, singing down doobie do do wop, a do do wop, a do do wop, down doobie do do wop, a do do wop, a do do wop, hey!’ Don’t worry it gets better... just not by much.

      Musically the song is an up-tempo punchy little pop rocker with an effective refrain (‘Hey, eyes left’, and later ‘Hey, eyes right’), and some effective backing vocals in the chorus. The best of the lyrical bunch occurs in the third verse; ‘God if you’re up there, listen to my prayer, in future man should have a different design. Give him a switch so he can turn off his libido now. Give him a tranquiliser built into his mind’.

      ‘Pretty Girls’ is another second drawer effort in this collection, one where the music is better than the lyrics. Whilst everyone delivers the respective goods it’s one that’s best forgotten.

      

      ‘Got The Time’ (2.52)

      Luckily the final song finds Jackson back on track with another high energy, speedy rocker which neatly sidesteps allegations of punk with plenty of melody and controlled aggression. Lyrically light, the pace of the song reflects the subject matter; ‘Time, got the time tick tick ticking in my head’. This is neatly summed up in the blistering line ‘If I tell you what I’m doing today, will you shut up and get out of my way?’

      Opening with a growling bassline, punchy drums, and a powerful guitar chord sequence, the pace is unrelenting as Jackson spits out his words with conviction. Backing vocals in the chorus maintain the energy levels and after the second chorus there is an aural surprise; an actual guitar solo. Sanford is momentarily let off the rhythmic leash and sets about his fretboard with relish before the volume drops down for a bass solo. Behind this Sanford’s off-beat chordal stabs grow and grow into a final chorus onslaught which comes to a sudden stop with a clock ticking away to silence.

      

      Bonus Tracks

      ‘Don’t Ask Me’ (2.42)

      Opening with a driving guitar chord rhythm, Jackson’s verse vocals are sung over a bass and drum backing, the guitar building in volume and returning at full volume for the melodic chorus, ‘But if you want the answers, don’t ask me’. The track is a typical, up-tempo piece of ‘new wave’ writing which is enlivened by an unexpected, howling harmonica solo after the high energy bridge. Repeated choruses bring the song to a typical ‘pub-rock’ style ending.

      

      ‘You Got The Fever’ (3.36)

      This is a more relaxed affair which has echoes of ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’ in the introduction, and ‘Look Sharp!’ in the instrumental phrases after each of the verse lines; ‘Well, things are getting bad now, since your woman left you, you just can’t do without it, the other day you even read a book, that tells you how to go about it’.

      Lyrically the track charts the frustration of a man who is currently unlucky in love (‘...you used to do okay, but that was long ago and far away’) and cannot meet a girl who is both attractive and available. He resorts to looking up ‘some old number you said you’d never use, and tell yourself you win instead of lose’.

      Another harmonica solo decorates the instrumental section of this mid-tempo, commercial tune which ends unexpectedly on the dominant rather than the tonic chord, leaving the song hanging in musical mid-air.
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            I’m The Man

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Joe Jackson: vocals, piano, harmonica, melodica

      Gary Sanford: guitar

      Graham Maby: bass, vocals

      Dave Houghton: drums, vocals

      Recorded at TW Studios, Fulham, London

      Produced by David Kershenbaum (with some help from Joe)

      Mixed at Eden Studios, Chiswick, London

      Engineer: Aldo Bocca

      Assistant Engineer: Neill King

      All songs written by Joe Jackson

      Arranged by Joe Jackson (with some help from the band)

      Released: October 1979 on A&M Records

      Highest chart position UK: 12, USA: 22

      

      Following hot on the heels of Look Sharp!, I’m the Man followed its predecessor’s template, but with a more cohesive sound and even better songs. Whilst the cover image of Jackson as a typical ‘wide boy’ showing off a jacket lined with cheap, imitation watches, yo-yos, and jewellery was deliberately tongue-in-cheek, the musical contents were of a much higher and more genuine quality. On his website Jackson described the album thus:

      

      This is really part two of Look Sharp! – it was released less than a year later. I don’t know how I even had the time to write and record a slightly more mature record, but I think it is, and the best of the first three.

      

      And in an interview with the American publication ‘Rolling Stone’ in September 1979 he commented:

      

      People said the first album’s really raw, but I think this one’s more raw than the first. It’s a fallacy to think that once a band has done one album, that, with each successive album they should get slicker and cleverer, more complicated. The longer a band stays together, the more capable they should be of getting in a little eight-track studio and banging out an album in a week.

      

      There are plenty of similarities; the songs slot neatly into the post-punk ‘new wave’ genre, his lyrics range from acidic to defiant to autobiographically humorous, and they are always underpinned by great melodies and impressive playing from the band. Jackson pressed for the title track to be the first single from the album and was puzzled when it failed to chart. A&M decided to release ‘It’s Different For Girls’ which went straight to the UK top ten.

      

      ‘On Your Radio’ (4.01)

      Talking to the American publication Musician magazine in January 1983 Jackson said:

      

      ‘On Your Radio’ is not a revenge song, it’s a triumph song. It’s supposed to be inspiring saying, ‘Hey, you there in the back of the class with the big ears. You can do whatever you want if you just try hard enough.’ It’s not vindictive; it’s much more a song about hope.

      

      This is a high energy statement of attitude; Jackson takes aim at the ‘ex-friends, ex-lovers and enemies’, former bosses and teachers, and the children who made his school life and early employment unpleasant. Having now acquired a record deal, and being publicly seen as a success in his chosen field, he can finally put some distance between himself and his tormentors as exemplified just before the chorus; ‘Don’t you know you can’t get near me, you can only hope to hear me on your radio...’.

      Driven by a powerful guitar, bass and drum backing, Jackson’s vocals bristle with confidence against those who ever rejected or hurt him. The introduction features a strong harmonica howl, and the chorus benefits from well sung, harmonised backing vocals. After the second chorus, there is an instrumental break consisting of a guitar chord sequence with a prominent bass line against some busy drumming, before a reprise of the introduction. This is followed by a disappointing repeat of the second verse lyrics; I’m sure Jackson had more people he wanted to sneer at, but sadly the opportunity wasn’t taken. Repeated choruses lead into a reprise of the instrumental section which gradually slows to an unconvincing end with some distorted guitar notes growing into feedback and a sudden cut off into...

      

      ‘Geraldine and John’ (3.14)

      A story song chronicling an affair between a couple (‘they are married but, of course, not to each other’), ‘Geraldine and John’ is set against a medium pace reggae rhythm with Jackson’s melodica and Maby’s tuneful bass prominent in the introduction.

      Geraldine and John play squash together, got to ‘keep those bodies supple’; he goes back to a wife ‘who’s not a lover’, and Geraldine can’t wait for the next time they will meet again. After the second chorus, the bridge section (‘And the feeling’s getting stronger that they can’t go on much longer, somewhere down the track, something has to crack’) leads into an instrumental, with the melodica again taking centre stage, by the end of which time has passed and the relationship is over. Geraldine has packed her things and gone to her mother’s. John however bears the scars of the relationship, literally ‘from the day he met her brother’, but he has a ‘happy wife and happy home’. Nothing hurts him, ‘nothing more than being lonely’.

      Musically this is another rhythmically tight song where Sanford’s guitar is relegated to purely chordal duties allied to Houghton’s rock-solid drumming. ‘Geraldine and John’ is packed with great hooks, backing vocals harmonise well, and the melodica (a small keyboard instrument which is played by blowing air through a mouthpiece that fits into a hole in the side of the instrument) is an unusual, but highly effective lead instrument.

      

      ‘Kinda Kute (A Pop Song)’ (3.33)

      Here we have a guitar-driven pop-rock song with a catchy chorus and strong performances from all involved. It is, however, a step down from the strengths of the preceding numbers and, whilst being full of exuberance, it lacks the lyrical barbs which the best of Jackson’s early songs contain.

      Here he is ‘the guy with the big feet, but plenty of nerve’ as he pursues an unnamed lady, both in a nightclub, or when he sees her in daylight. Musically ‘Kinda Kute’ is engaging, with an upbeat tempo, a positive feel thanks to its major key setting, and jaunty rhythmic playing by the band. After the second chorus, Jackson unleashes his keyboard skills with a piano solo as the volume drops for an instrumental, gradually building into a reprise of the choruses, and a coda of repeated ‘Kinda Kute’s before the end.

      

      ‘It’s Different for Girls’ (3.42)

      In an interview with the American publication ‘Musician’ magazine in February 1983 Jackson said:

      

      ‘It’s Different For Girls” is a song where the typical roles are reversed. It’s about a guy saying, ‘I don’t want to just go to bed with you — I want to talk and get to know you,’ and the girl’s saying, ‘Oh, come on with that love stuff. Give me a break — let’s just get it on.’ A lot of my songs have things like that in them, and I’ve noticed that we have a lot more female attendance at our gigs than most rock ’n’ roll bands do. That has something to do with not insulting their intelligence.

      

      Jackson’s second big hit of his first era of success is an understated masterpiece of pop song composition. Whether it’s the simple repeated two quaver guitar introduction, the steady bass and drum rhythm, the compassionate lyrics, the hook-laden pre-chorus, or the harmony vocals in the immensely catchy chorus, ‘It’s Different for Girls’ has, in retrospect, chart success written all over it.

      The opening lines ‘What the hell is wrong with you tonight? I can’t seem to say or do the right thing’ are ones that a lot of people can relate to. As if to unsettle the listener at this point the band insert a single bar of 2/4 time before reverting to 4/4 for the rest of the verse. The second verse (‘Mama always told me save yourself, take a little time and find the right girl’ and ‘Then again don’t end up on the shelf, logical advice gets you in a whirl’) again throws in the 2/4 unbalancing bar. The song is cleverly structured with dynamic rise and fall between the sections, aided by the considerable care taken with the harmony vocals.

      After the second chorus, there is an extended section with overlapping ‘You’re all the same’s as the song moves into its final section with repeated choruses, finishing on the guitar’s two-note ostinato and a bass solo. This coda is the song’s only weak point, sounding like an improvised close; a fade of the chiming guitar would be more effective here. But a great song is still a great song, and ‘It’s Different for Girls’ showed that Jackson was no one-hit-wonder.

      

      ‘I’m The Man’ (3.58)

      Seething with energy, the album’s title track sees Jackson adopting a slippery persona, gleefully claiming credit for every commercial fad of the late Seventies. In this time frame, Jackson places hula-hoops, yo-yos, Kung Fu (‘that was one of my good ones’), skateboards, and the shark from the film Jaws.

      Subtlety is thrown out of the window here; ‘I’m The Man’ is a vicious amalgam of aggressive guitars, chugging bass, and driving drums. Glistening with attitude and confidence, the chorus is enhanced with backing vocals and at 1.56 the volume lifts into Sanford’s chord driven solo which battles for sonic prominence with Maby’s high range bass. The third verse has the narrator ‘going to sell you anything, from a thin safety pin to a pork pie hat’. The song builds to a furious end with repeated choruses, concluding on a clichéd drum roll and guitar power chord stab. Listen out for the bass and guitar individually echoing the melody of the chorus’s final line ‘I’m the man with the yo-yos’.

      It’s exhilarating stuff, capturing the intensity of the post-punk/New Wave era with conviction and excellent playing. What lifts this track, and so much of Jackson’s output above that of his contemporaries, is the intelligence of the lyrics; the second verse has the telling line ‘You see I can’t always get through to you, so I go for your son’, and the third; ‘And you think you’re immune, but I can sell you anything’.

      

      ‘The Band Wore Blue Shirts (A True Story)’ (5.07)

      Jackson’s recent past and immediate present collide in the introduction to this autobiographical snapshot of his time as a musician for hire. Some light piano-based jazz is bulldozed over by overdriven guitar power chords and a melodica solo. Jackson’s, and many other musicians’ experiences, are treated with warmth and humour: ‘I made a stand for the music... to turn the page with ease, I got the smile that says I’m here to please’, and ‘Me and the bass guitarist have even shined our shoes, the drummer’s shoes are dirty to confuse’.

      The chorus is very tuneful with a change in chord sequence and rhythmic backing and strong backing vocals. The second verse continues the ‘view-from-the-stage’ diatribe; ‘Then at the end of the evening they throw the suckers out, don’t get me wrong I got no beef about it’. He is paid by the union, gets his shirts ‘real cheap’, ‘I get my money, get home, get some sleep’, and the whole thing will start over again the next night.

      After the second chorus there is a brief instrumental which extends the feel of the introduction, leading into a reprise of the chorus which gradually fades to nothing over solitary strummed guitar chords.

      

      ‘Don’t Wanna Be Like That’ (3.41)

      Another high energy number which combines plenty of conviction with more strong melodies, ‘Don’t Wanna Be Like That’ is a guitar-led punch of a song with an excellent, exhilarating section at the end of each verse; ‘Some people get crazy, some people get lazy, some people get hazy, some people get out’. The chorus is noisy and strong, reeking of ‘new wave’ energy and attitude whilst never losing sight of the importance of a good tune.
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