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Jah Wobble’s done the lot — rock 'n’

roll, drugs . . . and train driving. Friend

to the Sex Pistols, bass player with PilL,
he's since forged his own path, shunning
western populism in favour of eastern
mysticism. Now he's setting the poems
of William Blake to music. Edward Fox
meets an original cockney rebel.
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ah Wobble is showing me the
route of one of the walks he
likes to take near where he lives
in the East End of London.
The new A-Z Premier map is
spread out between us on a
footstool in the sitting room of his house in
Bethnal Green, a room dominated by the
largest TV set I have ever seen. With Jah
Wobble, going for a walk is not just about
getting a breath of fresh air. It is a kind of
religious exercise, a descent into a
metaphysical landscape of good and evil
forces, and of spiritual phenomena most
people cannot see.

He draws a wobbly line on the map from
Bethnal Green to Mile End, then south to
Limehouse, and straight along the Lime-
house Cut canal, a muddy stretch of broken
concrete and weeds. “From there, I'll either
pick up the River Lea, or go round here [the
Lea Valley], a very strange, very esoteric
area. That's where you had the Danish-
English Treaty [between King Guthrun and
King Alfred in 886] and all that. It’s marsh-
land. I find marshland very strange, because
it’s dead. It’s a frightening place, but I've
been drawn there. I did the I Ching last year
and 1t said: “Whatever you do, don’t go near
the marshes. No one wants to know a man
who goes to the marshes’...I'll oftendoa
walk like this, and get into a slow rhythm,
and the beautiful thoughts come, and you
just know everything at that time.”

The Isle of Dogs is near where Jah Wobble
lives. He was bound to encounter William
Blake eventually, but it took some time. He
says he first came across the poet only about
four years ago. He has now recorded an
album of musical settings for Blake’s poems,
The Inspiration Of William Blake, which
he’s releasing this month on his own record
label, 30 Hertz, because Island (the major
label for which he recorded his previous two
albums) didn’t think the project commercial
enough. It probably isn’t. But it is vintage
Wobble, with Wobble himself intoning
Blake surrounded by an enchanted music
that encompasses a world of musical idioms.

The Inspiration Of William Blake is the
latest stage in a career of constant upward
evolution. Wobble’s life can be seen as a
mythic plot in which Jah Wobble gets out of
the East End, undergoes trials and hard-
ships in the world (including, as we shall see,
an Orphic descent into the Underworld),
and then returns home, transformed.

The story begins in 1978, when Jah
Waobble, aged 20, appeared out of nowhere
as the bass player with Public Image
Limited, the band that John Lydon formed
after the Sex Pistols had reached the end of
their brief natural lifespan. Wobble was a
native East Ender, raised in Stepney and
Shadwell, and met Lydon when both were
teenagers going nowhere fast. When Lydon
called to invite him to join his new band,
Wobble had no musical ability apart from



He walks for 15, 16 miles at a time, strid-
ing through the urban wasteland like an
Australian aboriginal going walkabout.

Of all the regions of the metropolis, only
the East End inspires this kind of visionary
response. Its turbulent history has leftancient
life only thinly buried, and visible, beneath
the rubble. Awareness of this has produced a
tendency one might call Cockney mysticism.
Jah Wobble is a Cockney mystic.

The original Cockney mystic was, of
course, William Blake — a poet who,
though not strictly a Cockney, spent all but
three of his 65 years in London, found in it
a complete imaginative universe and wrote
lines such as the following, from Jerusalem
(quoted in a work by another Cockney mys-
tic, the poet and novelist Iain Sinclair), in
which local knowledge inspires the vision-
ary imagination:

Fearing that Albion should turn his back
agamst the Divine Vision,

Los took bis globe of fire to search
the mterors of Albions

Bosom, m all the terrors of friendship
entermg the caves

Of despan and death . . .

He came down from Highgate thro Hackney &
Holloway towards London Till he came to old
Stratford, & thence to Stepney & the Isle

Of Leuthas Dogs, thence thro the narrows
of the Rivers side,

And saw cvery minute particular.

an instinct for playing the kind of thumping
bass-lines he’d heard on early reggae
records. He stayed with PiL for two manic,
drugged years, and then quit.

If nothing else, the time with PiL taught
him that he had a real talent for music, and
after leaving the band he went on to produce
increasingly distinctive and personal mate-
rial. With his band, Jah Wobble's Invaders
Of The Heart, formed ten years ago, he
created a rich, aunospheric, cinematic music
that drew in musical styles from all over the
world, held together by the chemistry he
forged among his diverse cast of musicians
and by his powertfully rhythmic bass playing.
It liberally plundered non-western music
and, as time went on, a spiritual dimension
became increasingly evident — hence, in
part, the affinity for William Blake — most
noticeably in the album Take Me To God,
released in 1994. This was like a sequence of
miniature Graham Greene novels in
musical form, in which a western sensibil-
ity finds itself lost and deranged in a foreign
landscape. The album was almost over-
ambitious, tragically top-heavy, with a kind
of mad grandiosity.

The myth of Jah Waobble, his wandering
and return, can be told as follows.

Wobble, né John Wardle, was born in
Stepney, East London, in 1958. His father 2
was a clerk in the tea trade, working inE
Aldgate and at the West India docks before 7
they closed in the mid-Sixties, to be® =



4 buried under Canary Wharf two decades
later. The family was never short of tea:
there were tea chests and brown paper pack-
ets of the stuff everywhere — one of the
perks of the trade. They were Catholic and
of Irish descent, as were a lot of Docklands
families. Wobble was an altar boy. When the
priest rang the bell, he believed the Holy
Spirit was present. They lived near St Dun-
stan’s parish church, Stepney, whose
churchyard forms an ancient enclave amid
the high-rise council blocks. Wobble’s
grandfather was a lighterman on the river,
and Wobble always thought he himself
would join the Merchant Navy, as a way of
getting out of Stepney and seeing the world.

He would stand in the mud on the banks
of the Thames, look eastward, and see
visions of oriental cities: Babylon, minarets.
At night, he would listen to exotic foreign
music on the short-wave radio, drawing the
sounds of the world into Stepney.

At primary school, he was always getting
into trouble. At secondary school, London
Nautical College in Southwark, he was on
course to join the Merchant Navy, as
expected, but was expelled for bad behav-
iour. He would always fall in with a bad lot.
A few of his friends joined the Merchant
Navy as seamen, only to come back after
one or two years with drink problems.
Woabble never got even that far.

To make matters worse, his parents no



longer understood him. But he was able to
earn his own money at an early age, which
gave him a sense of independence from his
family. “At that time, asa 15-year-old, I was
picking up like £50, £60 a week, as an office
messenger or doing labouring jobs. I never
lasted more than two or three weeks in a job.
I'd be sacked. I worked up Canning Town,
on a loading bay, as a warehouseman. I did
labouring jobs, which at that age is very hard
because you haven’t got the physical
strength to keep up. I remember I worked
over Bow on a building site and I had to dig
a hole and it flooded immediately, within a
minute. I broke a pipe that the geezer had
warned me about not breaking, right, and
he just said, ‘Guodbye son’, and gave me a
fiver. That was it.”

After a few months of living like this, he
went to Kingsway College of Further Edu-
cation, which was, as Wobble puts it, “the
kind of place where kids who hadn't, shall
we say, fitted in too well ended up”. This
was the turning point, the key to the high-
way, the beginning of the journey that took
Jah Wobble out of the East End and then
brought him back again. His knack for
falling in with a bad lot led him to meet two
other wayward young men, both also named
John and with Irish backgrounds, who were
to achieve fame in the Sex Pistols: John
Ritchie and John Lydon. John Ritchie was
later to style himself Sid Vicious, and John
Lydon was to become Johnny Rotten.



Wobble especially admired Lydon, who
was a few years older. “He was a right shit
then,” Wobble said. “He never became one
as part of an image; it's the way he was.
I thoughrt, this geezer’s gota handle on it.”
Their aim in life was to drink lager.

John Lydon introduced Wobble to the
grungy all-day Sunday rock concerts at the
Roundhouse in Camden Town, a dope-
scented institution of that era. Later, to
Wobble's astonishment, Lydon indepen-
dently announced that he had joined a rock
band, the Sex Pistols, based around a cloth-
ing store in Chelsea. Wobble suddenly
found himself at the centre of something:
punk rock.

“Here we were, these really kooky out-
siders, and there was this whole scene start-
ing to build around us,” he said. They were
white-faced, angry, neurotic “young fuckers”
in army fatigues, with cropped hair, devour-
ing amphetamines. ‘They were like little
orphan kids. “It was like I'd come home.”

By then, his parents had thrown him out
of the house, so he lived in squats around
London, “ducking and diving”, living on
cider and amphetamines. He was Lydon’s
friend, but he wasn’t asked to join the Sex
Pistols because, by his own account, he was
too much of a yob.



Sometimes, in a squat with Sid Vicious, he
would pick up Sid’s bass guitar and try
to figure out how to play it. Could Sid actu-
ally play anything, I asked, interrupting
Wobble's narrative.

“Sid? No. No, of course not,” he said, as if
explaining something quite obvious. “I'd
say, ‘Give it here’, and play something on it.
And he’d look at you and say, “That’s shit’.
And I'd say, ‘Faaack off, you don’t under-
stand anything’.” In this way, Wobble
taught himself to play bass guitar. “My mate
nicked me a bass as well, from over north
London — shirtty little bass. The action was
really high. It was great.” Sid Vicious soon
afterwards went on to murder his girlfriend
and to die of an overdose.

o, when the Sex Pistols burnt
themselves out after their
American tour in 1978 and
Lydon was trying to form a
new band, Public Image
Limited, he called Jah Wob-
ble and asked him to be the bass player. By
now, he had acquired the name Jah Wobble,
after a dribbling drunk and incoherent Sid
introduced him to someone, and the name
John Wardle came out as Jah Wobble. It
sounded like the name of some reggae bass
player, so he keptit.




Wobble was in PiL. for about two years —
“four emotional cripples on four different
drugs,” is how he describes the experience.
The band played dark, evil music, and as
Lydon, the singer, wailed and sncered,
Wobble played thunderous bass. They
toured America amid an entourage of shad-
owy hangers-on with strange attitudes and
Hi-8 video cameras. The atmosphere was
thick with drug-induced paranoia. Everyone
was against them, and they were being
watched at all imes. In hotels, they’d go on
the balcony to talk in subdued voices because
they thought the phones were bugged.

He came out of it “knowing what it must
have been like to have been in Hitler’s
bunker”. By this time, he had successfully
launched himselfon his own downward spi-
ral of booze and drugs and mad behaviour.
He would start fights and “verbal” people,
and then regret it all the next day. He alien-
ated almost everyone he came into contact
with in the music business.

By the mid-1980s, although he had begun

He wasn’t asked to
join the Sex Pistols
because he was
too much of ayob




an interesting solo career he’d “fucked up
with music and I'd offended a lot of people,
and I'd used up favours and options.” His
marriage (he has two daughters, now aged
13 and 9) began to fall apart as well. These
were Wobble’s wilderness years.

He said in a magazine interview later, “1
was, in some ways, a very sick young man, in
others very brave and positive. I used to go
out of my way to upset people. I was very
self-destructive, 1 lost patience, I didn’t
communicate, I was just a drunken bastard.
But then I started to envision this beauty,
this new way a band from the west could
play. In my head, I could hear these eternal
rhythms, but in a context that was very up-
to-date and contemporary.”

It was the beginning of the return, the sec-
ond turning point. He quit drinking, for-
sook music and drove a minicab. (He once
picked up Lord Owen, a Limehouse resi-
dent: “I told him to fuck off.”) After a few
months, he got a regular job on the London
Underground, something few young,
burnt-out, punk-rock stars would be capa-
ble of. This was Wobble’s redemptive
descent into the underworld. The only bad
thing about it was the passengers.

- -



“I loved it. I did a good day’s work for
them, and I loved being on the Under-
ground. I loved being under the city.” He
started as a ticket collector, but was soon
promoted to guard, where he learned to
drive the trains. It was thrilling, for instance,
to drive a Central Line train from Leyton-
stone to Mile End, out in the open, then see
the green light, pick up speed and shoot
through a narrow tunnel into the dark,
secret world underground.

He generally worked night shifts, clock-
ing in at 1 1pm, working on the last train at
night and the first train in the morning.
After the last train, he'd put his feet up for
the rest of the night. “Sometimes, you'd
have sleet nights, which is when there’s
snow and ice on the tracks and you have to
go out on a train and spread de-icing mate-
rial to stop the points freezing over.” He
would read, or indulge in insane talk, or go
for a walk around the depot. But most of the
time there was nothing to do except settle
into his own thoughts, let them expand and
contract in the passage of time.



Wobble had good prospects on the
Underground. He was seen as a “bright
spark”. He could have been promoted to
driver on the Northern Line, where they
were short of drivers, after only six months.
Among Underground workers, the North-
ern Line is not a desirable line to work on
because it is mostly underground. He left
the Underground after only two years, and
for two reasons. The first was that he was
not assigned to his preferred choice of depot
(he’d wanted Leytonstone — the most
desirable depot — but got Hainault). The
second was that, up on the surface, in the
light, his musical career was beginning to
take off again. It was 1987.

Wobble had formed the Invaders Of 'The
Heart the year before, while he was still
working on the Underground. They played
the music of “eternal rhythms” he had imag-
ined before he quit the music business. The
[nvaders Of The Heart were a loose gather-
ing of musicians, among whom was Jaki
Liebezeit, a drummer who had been in the
influential German rock group Can, whosc
murky, throbbing, artfully primitive ®

The Guardian Weekend September 7 1996






