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Around
And Around

NIK KERSHAW STARTED 1984 WITH
ONE ALBUM — HUMAN RACING -
AND FINISHED IT WITH ANOTHER -
THE RIDDLE. HERE, HE TALKS ABOUT
THE PRESSURES FOR HIS SOPHOMORE
RECORD AND ABOUT THOSE LYRICS...

STEVE O’"BRIEN

t could be said that 1984 belonged to any number of
artists — Frankie, Bronski Beat, Madonna, Howard Jones,
Sade.... Yet none of those managed to put out two albums
during those 12 pop-tastic months. Unlike, that is, one of
that year’s breakout stars.

Aged 25 ot the beginning of 1984, Nik Kershaw began
the year with the release of his second single. While | Won't
Let The Sun Go Down On Me had flopped on its first airing,
second 45 Wouldn't It Be Good shot to No.4 in the UK, leading
to a successful re-release of | Won't Let The Sun Go Down On
Me that saw the track peak at No.2.

Kershaw's debut album, Human Racing, arrived in February
‘84, going Top 5 in the UK. And then, just nine months later,
came The Riddlle, another critical and commercial triumph for
the man who'd become pop’s latest pin-up. ..

Nine months is a crazily small amount of time
between albums. Why the short gap?
Obviously, Human Racing was a massive success, and then

somebody in the record company suggested that it might be a
nice idea fo have something out by Christmas. They just wanted
to keep the momentum up, | guess, and | was too eager to
please to say no. When | look back at it, it seems utterly crazy
because | was still promoting Human Racing and writing and
recording The Riddle ot the same time. In fact, | had two weeks
pretty much free fo write The Riddle album before we went

into the studio. | mean, it had been booked, the engineers and
producer were available, all that kind of stuff. So | literally had
a two-week window to write the entire album bar one track.

And is that something you’d be able to do now,
do you think?

If someone put a gun to my head! [Laughs] | don’t know

how | did it. At the time, everything | did seemed to be turning
to gold. So you kind of have that self-belief and confidence
in everything, and thinking everything you do is brilliant.
Songwriting is all about making decisions, if's being able to
recognise a good idea and go with it and know that it's @
good idea. When you're in that position, everything’s a good
idea, and you're just thinking, “I'm amazing, this is brilliant.”
So the writing just flows out of you.

How was 1984 for you? Presumably very
different from ‘82 and ‘83...

| was sfill unemployed in ‘82 and just pottering around making
demos in my front room and stuff. 1983 was a bit more
exciting in that it was getting the record deal, recording the first
album, and the first release of I Won't Let The Sun Go Down
On Me. So that was full of hope and excitement, but | had no
idea what 1984 had in store for me. It was just utterly insane.
For about two years, I'd say ‘84 and ‘85, my feet literally em—
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“AT THE TIME,
EVERYTHING | DID
SEEMED TO BE
TURNING TO GOLD”

NIK KERSHAW
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didn’t fouch the ground. I didn't have five minutes fo sit and
have a cup of tea and ponder the world.

What are your standout memories of that year?
It was just the fact that this was my dream, you know, that this
was just incredible. | remember my O-Level art project was

a painting of a pair of safin trousers on stage with a pair of
platform shoes and the bottom of a microphone stand and
loads of hands reaching up. | was listening to Bowie and
Bolan and whatever and so that was my dream. And 10
years later, that's exactly what | was doing, so it was incredibly
excifing. At the same time, incredibly bewildering because I'm
a control freak. | like to be in control, I like to be able to control
everything that comes out of my studio, everything that comes
out of my mouth, just everything that comes out about me, and
all of a sudden, you've got no control at all, you're fair game
to anybody. Everybody’s got an opinion, everybody’s got
something fo say about you, so | found that quite difficult.

“MY O-LEVEL ART PROJECT WAS
A PAINTING OF A PAIR OF SATIN
TROUSERS ON STAGE WITH A
PAIR OF PLATFORM SHOES”

NIK KERSHAW

It was like being on a runaway frain, and not being able to
stop it, you just had to ride it.

What do you remember about the writing

of The Riddle?

| was living in a one-up, one-down terraced house in a little
village called Sible Hedingham in Essex. It was the first house
I'd bought with the deposit from some of the advance | got from
MCA Records, because at that point | sfill hadn't received any
royalties. So there was no money coming in. | was just living
in this tiny little house and it had one bedroom and a tiny litfle
box room and in that room | had a Roland Juno 6 keyboard,
a TEAC Portastudio and a TR-808 drum machine. | basically
went up and sat there for literally two weeks just writing

nine songs. Well, | wrote eight songs to start off with. | don't
remember it being a sfruggle, | remember the ideas coming
thick and fast. But my producer came over towards the end of
the two weeks fo listen to what | had and he went away and
said the thing that all producers and A&R men are supposed

NIK AND PETER

Like Human Racing, The Riddle was produced by Peter Collins.
How did you two get on?

We got on really well because one thing Peter is just brilliant at is knowing when
1o keep out of it. That sounds quite patronising, but it's not meant to be that at
all. But there comes a ime if you're producing which | found that to my cost

later on, there are fimes when you just have to let people get on with it and

just intervene when there’s a problem. And that's what he did. I had demos for
everything, and most of the recording process was just re-recording these demos.
He was brilliant in saying, right, its finished, let's stop, because I could just go on
forever with more overdubs. Also, if we were stuck or if there was an issue, he
always knew a way out of it. And if he didn’t know it, he knew someone that did.
And just managing the whole process, and managing my budget from the record
company, and all this kind of really important stuff, which | would have been
utterly useless af. And just getfing the project started and finished on fime.
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to say, and that is, “It's great, but | don’t hear a single.” So

| went back upstairs and | wrote the tune to The Riddle very,
very quickly, literally in about 10-15 minutes. It didn‘t have any
lyrics, | thought, well, they can come later, that's fine. So | did
what | sfill do now, and that is when you know what the tune is,
you just want to nail down the rhyming scheme, so you just put
a load of nonsense down. And that's what | did, | put a whole
load of nonsense that rhymed in the right place. On several
occasions during the recording, | attempted to do the proper
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Top left: Nik on
location in Spain
for the video for
Don Quixote.
Above right:

Nik Kershaw today

lyric, but nothing | came out with ever sounded as right as
what we already had. So the nonsense just became part of it.
It became the song.

Talking about nonsense lyrics, didn’t Don Quixofe
have a placeholder lyric of ‘gorgonzola’?

It's like Yesterdlay and ‘scrambled eggs’, isn't it. | can’t
remember. That might have come from something | said in

the 80s. It is possible, because | do do that. | take ages with

the lyrics, so | do start the ball rolling with a bit of nonsense.

What was the origin of that song? There were

a lot of pop songs in the 80s that dealt with quite
lofty subjects and here you are writing a song
about a 17th century Spanish novel.

| think I'd just watched Man Of La Mancha with Pefer O'Toole,
which is a very sfrange movie because it's a musical. | love
Pefer O'Toole, and | remember at the time being quite struck
by the movie. | did attlempt to read the book once but if's quite
hard work. | just liked the fact that we're all kind of tilting at
windmills. We've all got our demons and our nemeses. There
wasn't any deep thought going into it ot the fime. In fact, quite a
lot of my songs | have to try and justify retrospectively [laughs].

You released three singles off the album -

The Riddle, Wide Boy and Don Quixote. Was

it always obvious to you which songs would

be released as seven inches?

I think it was on that album, because there was quite a lot of
prog nonsense on there and some very downbeat stuff as well.
| don't think it could have been anything else. The Riddle just

NIK KERSHAW
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was clearly obvious, everybody loved that as soon as they
heard it. Wide Boy was the only song on the album that

I didn’t write in that two weeks. That was an old song, from
about 1981 | think. I'd performed a couple of times in a jozz
fusion band | was in in Essex. So that was quite obviously @
contender. And Don Quixote also because it's quite upbeat,
and if's got a groove fo it. | can't think of anything else on that
album that could possibly have been a single.

How did the cover image, shot at Chesil Beach

in Dorset, come about?

The photographer wanted an oblique scene, the riddle being
why is there a free in the middle of a beach? And the answer
is, well, it's a polystyrene tree. Obviously there’s the lyric “Near
atree by ariver”, but it's a beach, but [sighs] | don’t know...

I was more, “Do | look alright, does my bum look big in this2”
That's all | was worried about. | was surrounded by people
telling me I looked good and I believed them. At the age of
65, I'd love to look like that again.

How do you look back on The Riddle now,

40 years on? Have you listened to it recently?
Not surprisingly | don't sit down and listen to my own records
very often. Only maybe if I've got to get a live version of

it together or something and | need to refer to the original
recording. Considering it was recorded in pretty much eight
weeks, i's quite astonishing. I've had great people with Peter
Collins and the engineer Julian Mendelssohn. So | had a really
good team there. Obviously it's dated, it sounds the way things
were recorded back then, but that's fine. | was proud of the time
and I'm proud of it now. B

CLASSIC POP 61



