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  Honest is no ordinary word.

  Penetration are honest. But at times that doesn't seem to be the position

of strength it ought to be nowadays with everybody happy an' all.

  The gig is Middlesbrough Rock Garden and, with other press people, I wave

my pass at the incredibly hulking heavies on the door, walk in and there's 

Peter Lloyd, the band's road manager/Pauline's husband, standing with his 

arms folded and an irregular clicking noise issuing from beneath his jacket.

  I say hi and look rather curiously at him and he explains that he has a

push-button counter in his hand to check paying customers against receipts

reported later. Nothing against the MRG management. It's just a precaution

that most bands use occasionally as a general deterrent in hopes that word 

will get around that they are no soft touches.

  I nod towards the 'security' and ask exactly how he would couch his 

complaint if anything did go astray and Peter, laughing, admits that the 

only time he did discover a rip-off (at a Birmingham venue) the answer was

something like "Oh so you think you've been underpaid? You and whose army?"

and strategic withdrawal but pronto the only option.

  Mm. Dishonest is a very ordinary word. So ordinary that if you notice it 

at all you don't cry, you laugh. I bet you laugh at politicians, don't you?

  Inside it's nowhere near full yet but it's sweaty hot. The disco blares

the usual New Wave faves. I wander about a bit, stand about a bit. Coming 

out of a daydream it occurs to me that the seat of my trousers is about to

spontaneously combust and I turn round sharpish. A large radiator by the

wall is going full blast. It has a twin further along.

  I mention this to a couple of people suggesting audience and band will be

at melting point within the hour and the wiseacres chuckle. They've seen 

that all over. Heat equals drinks sales see? I do see that it would have

that effect but suggest that quite likely they just forgot to switch them 

off. As it happened they forgot to switch them off the following night too.

  The MRG is a good little club to be in though. I'm happy enough and so are

the other 450 present. We're close to each other ("Excuse me. Pardon. Sorry. 

Mind your backs.") and close to the stage. The whole feeling is easy to 

share and we do.

  In a wardrobe-sized dressing-room backstage Penetration are in the middle

of their "half-hour of meditation", which is nothing of the sort, preparing

to do their best in their first gig for four months. Probably sitting, 

smoking, tuning up, not talking much, panicking briefly at the momentary 

absence of some vital implement such as a headband or a guitar.

  Preparing to do their best for an audience who they love, their own North-

East people, and who they are adamant have paid too high a price to see 

them.

  An audience many of whom bought 'Moving Targets', pressed on new luminous

vinyl which at it's worst made the recording as though it had been done in 

the kitchen while the studio assistant cooked a fry-up for the end of the 

session. 

  An audience many of whom will buy their latest single 'Danger Signs' on 

the three-track 12-inch pressing the price of which startled the band. Not

that Penetration are letting any of these issues slip by in the night (see

below) but they have happened.  

  And come to that while they are preparing to do their best part of that

audience they love is sneaking in the side door by means of slipping 

backhanders to someone inside - thereby ripping off the band, though it 

turns out Penetration see good reasons why these fans are having to do this 

(under-18s are barred because of the bar) and feel sympathy rather than 

malice towards them. 

  Penetration are deeply honest. I know them well and they have proved it. 

If you're a fan of theirs it's probably one of the underlying reasons why 

you like them, because you know it in your bones even if you've never met 

them personally. But there are always people trying to sneak in the side 

door and always people inside glad to take bribes.

  Coming back to the North-East only a month after moving to London I got 

a new perspective on this particular stretch from Middlesbrough on the

Yorkshire coast to Ferryhill, the band's base camp in south Durham. An odd

sensation. The landscape is flattish and the weather was mild, though windy,

so it didn't encourage any of the melodramatic notions about hard times, 

hard people and industrial wastelands. But everything felt very temporary.

As though the houses, old as they are, had been parked there rather than 

built.

  I asked to talk to each one of the band separately this time rather than 

the groups which tend to leave everyone waiting for everyone else vaguely

under pressure to come up with something that represents a group policy 

statement. Splitting them up only showed how unified they are. 

  Especially when it comes to that honesty. Then it's all back-against-the-

wall together. Guitarist Neale Floyd seems to be emerging as their champion

of defensive aggression. You may remember it was he who wrote that protest 

letter to Sounds' Fair Deal column about the luminous vinyl, putting the 

record company, management and even the band on the spot because he gave 

them no warning.

  He is not repentant: "There was a kid buying our record and it was almost

unlistenable. A few months earlier I'd just been a fan of the band myself 

and I would have been in the same position.

  "For the greater part it was not our fault which may be hard to believe. 

People don't know how much pressure we are put under by our record company,

management and such. We agreed to the luminous vinyl as long as it didn't 

affect the quality. They said it would be all right but then they didn't 

test it. From what they told Sounds it seems that they and the people who

make the vinyl rushed into it.      

  "I knew once I'd written that letter the gimmicks would stop. I'd rather

sell the records on the music. You know I wrote that people should send them 

back and get them replaced with black ones? Well when I went in the office 

there was a stack of them returned so I was really pleased.

  "A bit after that I was sat next to some well-heeled Virgin executive at a

dinner for the band and he virtually admitted that his hope was that people 

would keep the luminous ones for novelty and then buy another one for the 

music."

  What about not consulting the rest of the band though? "Nobody else was 

doing anything about it. Consequently I got bollocked but I don't mind. You

have to think about the people you are playing for."

  The others had no complaint about the sentiments but were naturally not 

too chuffed about not being given the chance to append their signatures to 

the letter or not. It was potentially divisive.

  Robert Blamire (the towering bassman): "We were a bit annoyed at him being 

so harsh. Had we sat down with Virgin and talked with them we could have 

come to an agreement with them on returns. But Neale's letter did work. It 

did open Virgin's eyes. At the time we did have words within the band but 

then Quarry, our management, started to get on at Neale so we took his side 

against them..."

  Certain lessons were learnt. Without being political in any but the 

broadest sense (as in their powerful but non-specific anthem 'Don't 

Dictate') they had seen the value of radical action to protect their own

integrity, to make sure that music they are proud of is not sold in ways 

they are ashamed of.

  Also that nothing's ever really cut and dried. Neale: "Sometimes I don't 

know what to think though. Now people are chasing after the luminous ones. I

had a lad come to my door, a schoolboy who'd payed £15 for one out of his 

own pocket money and he walked three miles in the big snowstorm we had to 

get my autograph on it."

  However, since that kerfuffle there has been quite enough to assure them 

that the problem of maintaining their integrity and responsibility has not 

been solved at a stroke.

  There's the tour ticket prices. Neale: "We thought it was £1.25 to get in 

last night, the same as it always has been at the Rock Garden, and then our

manager John Arnison let it slip that it was two quid. Pauline hit the roof!

I wouldn't pay that much to see us - or maybe I would but I'd think it was

outrageous."

  Too late to change it by then of course. Likewise with Robert's discovery 

of the facts about the new single: "The 12-incher isn't a gimmick in itself

because it's got an extra track on and the sound quality's better. But the

price, £1.49, is what I don't think is fair. I thought it was going to be 

the same as an ordinary single."

  Meanwhile on the sheer carelessness front, rather than disagreements on 

principles, the "Danger Signs" 7-inch sleeve is a miniature of the 12-inch

and so lists the live 'Vision' which isn't there, and the label on the 

12-inch claims the 'Vision' runs for 6.42 when it's really about half that

length.        

  Sigh. Groan. The price of honesty is eternal vigilance etc.

  But how does it happen to straight people like Penetration and how can 

they stop it? Pauline reckoned: "You can't get a grip on everything. 

Primarily we have to look after ourselves and the music. But we are 

learning."

  Robert analysed the difficulties a bit further: "We try to find out as

much as we can about what's going on but things always get overlooked 

because we're not that well organised to ask all the questions we should. We

don't fool ourselves about having complete control. The ticket prices just

didn't cross our minds being away up here writing. Next tour we will ask."

  Neale: "It's very easy to give in to people who are assuring you it will 

all be all right. But when these things happen in the future we will refuse

whereas before we have sometimes given in."

  He stressed their refusal to compromise on the musical front by producing

the jingle-jangle commercial hit single which would certainly boost their

careers (the subtle moods and structure of 'Danger Signs' proves their 

point.) Clearly, as the creators, that's an area in which they can draw 

their own lines.

  But it seems to me that they, and other bands, need to organise themselves

to take care of their responsibilities before the event rather than raging 

afterwards. Robert described the present process of learning by mistakes - 

surely the pace of rockbiz means they should be actively bolshie in advance 

though.

  And I say this even though they have what I take to be a good record 

company and a good manager. None of the massive rip-off horrors some leading

New Wave bands have suffered. For Penetration it's a matter of finding their

own way through the eternal conflict of people who live for music and people

who live from music. Penetration's creation is Virgin's product.

  Miserable old bastard aren't I, considering they're doing very well and 

almost everyone seems to like them? Well I've known them since their fourth

gig in spring, '77, and all this bothers me. The rest of the feature is 

devoted to the joys of Penetration rock.

 The music. On stage at the Rock Garden they poured out their four months 

of being cooped up in mighty, uneven waves of energy and exhaustion,

fulfilment in the fine moments and frustration at the erratic sounds (a new

engineer struggling to keep up with the passionate yells and whispers of

Pauline living her songs). 

  I noticed a typically Pauline nice, homely touch when she introduced 'Too

Many Friends' with "This one's for me uncle" but checking later I was told

that the closest she'd got to that was "Leggo of me ankle".

  It was a messy, exciting set. One special thing happened. A couple of 

times Pauline dug down into her anger about the technical hitches to find a

depth of emotion I had never seen her express before - when, in 'Too Many

Friends', she sang to the heavens 'Open up my eyes and let me see' and in

'Vision' she spat out a furious intermingling of scorn and sympathy for the

Lourdes pilgrims going to 'kiss the feet of the statue'. It was touching and

stirring. Punk learning to believe in it's own emotions (stolen, fought for

and won back)?

  Pauline: "We're like a family." Drummer Smallman: "We love each other. 

That's the great thing about this band. If you're down there's always

someone who'll take the trouble to cheer you up."

  Bear in mind that schmaltz just doesn't exist in Ferryhill. Penetration

really are close and they do have an awful lot in common, more so than a lot

of blood relations.

  Pauline, Neale, Gary and Peter Lloyd have always lived in Ferryhill 

itself. Neale's family have moved around County Durham quite a bit (and even

once down to Grantham) but they settled in the village of Binchester (three

rows of colliery houses and one shop) several years ago. Fred Purser, 

Neale's guitar partner, comes from a few miles further south, the new town 

of Newton Aycliffe.

  Their fathers are industrial workers on the skilled end of the scale (in

mining, printing, roofing) and they all had artistic leanings at school 

which were either carefully suppressed or disappointed when let loose for

real in a workshop - for instance, Robert studied printing at a technical 

college and was genuinely interested in the creative aspects and colour but

when he became an apprentice there was no chance for any of that fancy 

stuff, it was all mechanical drudgery.

  But although their school, social and work environment gave them no

encouragement their parents, without exception, certainly did. There's 

always a row of older relations at the back when they play in the North-

East, friendly, proud and enjoying the music. It's only Pauline and Neale,

the married Penetrations, who have left home and Neale, of the rebel spirit

and eternal Monday-mood, actually moved next door to his parents who are in

turn across the raod from one set of grandparents. 'Don't Dictate' was 

addressed to almost anyone you care to mention except their mums and dads.

  In fact this lack of any extremes of aggro in their families could be a 

reason why none of them swear habitually (realising at the end of a weekend

with the band that I hadn't heard a single 'fuck' was a sensation only to be

compared with spending a day in New York then noticing I hadn't heard one 

police siren). It may also explain why they don't find it easy to summon up 

stubborn nastiness at need.

  They share a capacity for shy self-consciousness which stomping the boards

of the nation for a couple of years has done little to ease. For each of 

them it's a different story but the same characteristics.

  Pauline is more nervous than anyone else about being interviewed. At her

most nervous her brain has a habit of seizing up in mid-sentence leaving

shorthand notes in disarray and, she feels, making her sound a fool if it

happens to be on radio. If you want to hear Pauline expressing herself fully

go to a gig or buy the records. That's where she creates the 'moods' and

'atmosphere' that waft intangibly ahead of her tongue when she tries to 

explain them in conversation.

  Neale's worry is being a cliche: the fan who joined the band. There's a 

suspicion in him that he will be doubted simply because what happened to

him was so wonderful. So he's embarrassed. As Robert used to be because of 

his home background which didn't seem to fit either the band or the punk

background. His father owns a small printing works and they have quite a 

large house compared to the council estates that comprise most of Ferryhill.

At least he is getting over that now: "It doesn't seem to matter any more. 

In Ferryhill there isn't any hierarchy, everyone is on a level and that's 

how it should be." 

  For Fred joining the band was what put his self-esteem on the spot. The

problem was fat: "I got worried about it as soon as I first saw my picture

in the paper. I am tall and heavy-built but I was 13 1/2 stone! Double chin,

puffy cheeks... I would go on stage sucking my cheeks in in case there was a

photographer there and stand rigid for the whole of the set for fear of

something wobbling."

  Which explains the svelt rock'n'roll greyhound you will see before you on

this tour. He has dieted, jogged and lost two stone. To keep a grip on

himself he would place that hated press photo beside the plate when he sat

down to a meal. 

  Perhaps the unpretentious qualities I'm trying to get at came out most 

when I interviewed Gary (with his mum) in the near front room of their 

council house. At 18 Gary is the youngest by a couple of years and that's

what gets under his skin. It was even worse when he joined at 15: "There's 

some things they do that I don't exactly grasp. Business things. They have 

had more life than me and it catches up with me now and again."

  Mum: "You can see he's only just rolled out of bed can't you?"

  Gary: "Especially when we come off stage I like to keep out of the 

dressing-room where all the fans are. I tend to feel I'm left out. I suppose

every drummer does, as though he's in the background. It's the certain age

I'm at. I'd probably go through it in any kind of job. When we started off I 

was quite unhappy about being younger. But I can let it flow more now."

  Mum: "I don't think he's one for the limelight, are you Gary?"

  Gary told the story of how he started practicing at the Labour Hut (Mum:

"You should have seen him carting the drums across the fields!") and moved 

through several temporary line-ups, one including Fred (Mum "Fred's great 

isn't he?"), until he filled a vacancy in a highly-touted local combo called

Geneva. 

  Gary: "The first gig was on a Friday night so I had to do my round for 

Vernon's Pools then I ran home and there they were waiting for me in the 

Commer van with all the gear. It was the world to me, I'd never seen 

anything like it. I was shaking with nerves but it worked out great." 

  When Geneva split he bumped into Penetration's original guitarist, Gary

Chaplin, at a bus stand, joined Penetration and progressed thence via

Spennymoor Rec., the Roxy, Newcastle Poly, the Marquee, the Lyceum to this

month's gig at the Rainbow...

  Why am I telling you all this? The band's early days again? Well maybe 

you're new to them for one thing. And you are new to Gary talking because 

he's always slid shyly away from interviews in the past. And he has, I 

believe, become the best drummer thrown up by the New Wave in the UK (listen

to him on the album track 'Movement' and the live single B-side 'Stone 

Heroes'). And if it's good enough for Pauline can I have recourse to 'mood' 

and 'atmosphere'?

  Any way his mum closed the conversation by the whistle on Gary with an

anecdote of unlimited charm. The gist of it seemed to be that on one 

occasion she had a call from Gary distressed in some corner of the realm. 

For the first time in his life he had gone to a launderette. He had opened 

the nearest machine, bunged his manky T-shirts in, dropped a coin in the 

slot and waited. The trouble was, mum, that they came out blazing hot and 

not a jot cleaner than when they went in.

  After some exchange of descriptions of different types of coin-op machines 

with glass doors Mum had her finger on it: Gary should try putting his 

clothes in the washer instead of the dryer!

  The music. Sunday at the Rock Garden and all's well. Penetration played 

like the major future-music band I am confident they are and will be.

  Hot and abandoned to say hello with Pete Shelley's 'Nostalgia', drawing

the crowd into 'Danger Signs' despite(?) it's adventurous structure 

comprising a firm pop verse and an oddly delicate, tangential chorus. 

Expanding gloriously into the jazzy harmonies and oppressive partiness of

'Too Many Friends' and chorusing to total togetherness with 'Life's A 

Gamble'.

  With none of the desperation of the previous night Pauline was too happy 

to find those most tender and profound moments. Instead she was 

energetically communicating every line to the audience. In one beautiful 

moment of 'Vision' she mimed to perfection a candle melting with a gesture

of her fingers across her face. 

  But mainly this gig was about the inspiring dynamics of two guitars, bass

and drums and the windmilling, galloping singer dancing for everyone. Very

physical, study the records for 'significance'.

  A punter peered at my notebook and said "Bunch of shits, aren't they?". I

said "No" and he explained "I used to like them when I was a punk but now

I'm a mod". Penetration have outgrown name tags and if that means outgrowing 

the old label/fashion/mob-fixated fan then so be it.

  'Atmospheric'. It has to be dealt with. Every Penetration used the word

to me and though they said something as I would have if I hadn't been 

conducting an interview and listening carefully. It's one of the hundreds of

stock rock adjectives you have to try to get behind or you've just knocked 

at the door and not bothered to look inside.

  As I mentioned, I can't turn the key with Pauline who writes all the words

and would be expected to be in charge of 'meaning'. But it turned out that 

Fred could do it because music, wordless medium, comes to him so much in 

pictures.

  He said he was very unhappy with the way he tended to blather 

meaninglessly in interviews and I asked him one off the wall about whether 

he liked the album cover: "Yes. It represents a lot of what we're about. We

have five people with five different ideas and when they're all joined 

together you get a very colourful sound. 'Moving Targets' was colourful but

stark as well... oh no, I'm getting in knots."

  Uhuh. 'Colourful'. Those empty words again. C'mon, what colour? What 

atmosphere?

  "It was very raw to the bone - the eye with the needle through it, the

head being cut open. Things that happen everyday that people don't like to

think about. I liked the bright colours on these ghastly images.

  "If you are realistic you have to have that nasty side of life. Look at a 

garden that's being turned over. Overall it's pretty but if you look closely 

there's slugs been cut in half and worms dying."

  Yeah! Try shifting this sort of perception into the music then. "I like to

get something from the music that nothing else can give us. Emotions and

energy that couldn't be represented by a painting."

  Hereabouts we cross-referred on the physical effects of different art 

forms and more or less agreed on excitement in the head from books, outward

emotion such as laughter or tears from TV/film/stage drama and shivers up 

the spine from music.

  "I've got this idea that there are basic sounds and melodies that ring 

something inside you. Maybe it's inherited. They give you images that 

weren't there before. 

  "You don't like to bring this sort of thing up in conversation because you

think people will look at you and you'll feel daft."

  True. I even embarrass me. When those shivers shoot up my spine I look 

around to see where the draught's coming from but the door's always closed.

  "Pauline has her own personal meanings for the songs but certain lines

touch something special in me. There's one of the new ones, 'She Is The 

Slave', which is very kitcheny, urban, outskirts of a new town. What you

experienced when you were about five and still attached to home and your mum 

and the neighbours. All that from the woman's point of view. I try to get a 

lived-in sort of feel in the little lead line I do - a background music 

effect as if it was Radio Two wafting out over the garden."   

  Blimey. Unless I dream we were in touch with the source for a moment, 

where music and life are one, an endless and beautiful spiral of cause and 

effect. 

  Penetration have had to become a fresh writing unit in the last year since

the departure of Gary Chaplin who wrote their first dozen songs with 

Pauline. Now Robert, Neale and Fred are collaborating in every possible 

combination and the band have just written a dozen new songs during their 

recent sabbatical.

  The strange thing is that none of them has so far come up with a lyric 

that would fit (though 'Future Daze' is a Neale idea tightened up by 

Pauline). And yet independently they all expressed themselves stunned by the 

way she had captured what their sounds were saying. This could be 

Penetration's special magic.

  Fred: "The new one that's called 'Last Saving Grace' at the moment I 

decided was very industrial, confused. For instance, sitting on a park bench

in the middle of the city... no, that's wrong, I'm not thinking again.

Anyway when I heard the lyrics they weren't what I would have put but I was 

really pleased, they were just right."

  Robert: "It's weird to find the words there suddenly. But I've never 

disliked one of Pauline's lyrics yet. What she did for one of my new songs

'Come Into The Open' is really good. I think that line was very much on the 

spur of the moment as we played the chords. Perhaps there is a sort of 

meaning in sound that she can bring out."

  Neale: "I love 'Reunion'. I play that to myself all the time. When I wrote

it I knew the mood but I couldn't quite get the idea in words and Pauline

did it perfectly. I was amazed how it came out."

  Ferryhill. The Roxy. Newcastle Poly May 17. I'm amazed how it came out 

too.            


