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mark hodkinson

a  beautiful  sunny day.  t-shirt  weather  already and 

it’s only March. Fallen branches snap under foot. The light filters
through the trees and is hazy around us. A man passes by walking his
dog.

“Good morning.”
It’s an understatement.
Christian (Pomona designer) and me are heading for Epping town

centre. It’s somewhere over there – past the fields, trees, hedges,
motorway bridge and, finally, schools and housing estates. We’ve just
spent a night with Penny and Gee at the Crass house. We come to a
pond in a clearing. It’s teeming with life, water lilies and pond mint,
crane flies and cabbage whites. We both feel unusually happy. It’s not
just the sunshine and the summer-to-come. We’re talking about Crass,
the influence they’ve had on our lives, reminiscing about when we
first discovered them, gigs we went to, people we knew. It’s taken 20

years, but visiting the house, meeting them, feels like a circle closed.
We’d traced the source of a large part of ourselves. 

*  *  *

When I was about 15, someone in my class at school drew a cartoon of
me in their rough book. The speech bubble coming from my lips read:
‘Crass, Crass, Crass, Crass, Crass.’ I was a sensitive kid and the piss-
take hurt. I hated that anyone saw me as this tedious, one-dimensional
character saying the same thing over and over again, over and over
again. I’m not so hard on myself now. In fact, I like that I was obses-
sional, up to my eyeballs in it. And Crass had that effect, there were no
half-measures. 
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I’d lived a typical working class provincial life until Crass. There
had been few books around the house. The pictures on the wall were
plastic-framed prints of seascapes and sad clowns. Mum (not dad, as if )
fed us on fish fingers and Arctic Rolls, never pasta, spaghetti or beans
you didn’t buy in a tin. I had all the love in the world but I didn’t have
discussions about art, politics, literature, poetry or philosophy. A few
of us – the quieter ones, I suppose (and it’s the quiet ones you need to
watch out for) – had gravitated to one another at school. All from the
same background, wondering just how big and wide a life could be.
Someone somehow discovered Crass and, at last, we’d found our
epiphany and our totem: the rest, our former lives especially, was his-
tory. 

Crass were the utmost. Loudest, fastest, hardest, most fundamental.
The music was an unrelenting stop-start cacophony. If you listened
hard enough though, the structure was actually quite conventional –
intro, verse, chorus, verse – and it soon made sense. The effect was the
same with the lyric. They were screaming bloody murder at meat-
eaters, fascists, liberals, Jesus Christ, do-gooders, bigots, capitalists,
the media, communists and The Clash (who had exposed an inherent
hypocrisy of their revolutionary stance by signing to a major label).
They blow-torched the lot, headstrong and sloganeering but in the
scrabble of lyric, information and artwork, they were also cerebral
and poetic. 

They performed under pseudonyms in sublimation of their egos;
pressed their own records and sold them cheaply; refused to speak to
the music press; carried their own musical equipment and amplifiers;
drank tea instead of beer; had people of all ages in the band; pre-
advertised a specific date when they would split up to avoid any
undignified lingering; appeared at village halls and scout huts. Every
rock ’n’ roll stereotype was eschewed, which, paradoxically, made
them the most valid, thrilling definition of rock ’n’roll ever. They
wore black clothes and were like a salvation army moving through
Britain, picking up kids, lifting off the top of their heads, stirring up
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their brains and leaving them walking their hometowns shell-shocked.
Crass were irresistible because they were an authentic revolution, chal-
lenging and confronting all that had gone before.

They spawned hundreds of satellite groups, many of whom were
showcased on their Bullshit Detector compilation albums. I bought a
guitar and within two weeks had formed a band, Untermensch, and
released an ‘album’ on cassette. Our manifesto was formed by Crass
and one of their apostles, Andy T, who turned out (bizarrely) to live
less than half a mile away from us. His track, Jazz on a Summer’s Day,
had a huge impact, both in its sentiment and the do-it-yourself ethos
it summarised. While he speeded up and slowed down a jazz record,
Andy spoke deadpan into a cassette recorder (in, would you believe, a
Lancashire accent): 

Life is what you make it
Music is anything you want
You don’t have to be able to play
You don’t have to have something to say
Just do it.
Fucking do it.

I still play it every two or three years. Andy’s voice is full of 
defiance and self-belief and when I hear it again it reminds me to 
be strong and also of those times, us all being friends and realising 
it was okay to write poetry and stories and not have to hide our intel-
ligence and sensitivity, as we had during most of our childhood.

Crass were avowed anarchists and while this was open to various
interpretations, to me it transmuted to self-belief and compassion for
others, an absolute respect for freedom: 

Be exactly who you want to be, do you what you want to do.
I am he and she is she but you’re the only you.

– Big A, Little A

Untermensch became a fanzine as well as a band. We devoted the
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centre-spread of our first issue to Crass. There were other groups of
course, but Crass’ position as cultural and political superiors was
unequivocal. The Sex Pistols, The Jam, The Clash, Buzzcocks etc all
had energy and some great songs but fell considerably short of Crass’
authenticity. 

Our heartfelt articles were typed on to strange double-sheeted
paper that was horrible to the touch, dry and smelling of charcoal.
The school had a community officer who organised tea dances for pen-
sioners and helped the mums and toddlers group with their leaflets.
He had a beard and wore sandals with socks underneath. He agreed
that we could use the school duplicator to print the fanzine but
noticed the swear words.

“Look lads, I don’t want to impinge on what you’re doing or 
anything, and it’s great that you’re doing something positive with
your time, but could you spread your fucks out a bit? If they’re all in
one place, we might get a few complaints.”

*  *  *

It used to be fanzines, now it’s books, which is probably a decent
metaphor of life. Love Songs is an attempt to restore Crass to the
agenda, to remind people who may have forgotten and introduce
them to people too young to have been around at the time. They stand
a revisit and a re-evaluation because they were important. They
changed lives and might do so again. 

Reading through the lyrics once more, I’m struck by how acutely
they summarise a critical historical period. I’d forgotten (thankfully)
the sheer bleakness of the early 1980s. If Crass appear to be reduced to
hysteria and neurosis in places, it is with good reason. Death really did
feel to be everywhere. We were led to believe that nuclear war was
imminent. The countdown had begun and we were seconds from
midnight. There were marches and badges, films and documentaries:
mushroom clouds, bodies snagged in barbed wire fences, Hiroshima,
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Nagasaki – coming to your town soon. A car door slamming on the
next street might be the aftershock of a fallen missile. We’d soon be
stock-piling rings drawn from the fingers of the dead and comforting
shaking, wide-eyed women on the streets like in the film, The War
Game. The conflict hadn’t even started but you felt you were suffering
from radiation sickness. 

Three million people were unemployed. Factories were shutting
down and you never heard of anyone getting office jobs back then.
This was relentless and had the effect of suffusing you with hopeless-
ness, like placing a polythene bag over your life. Meanwhile, at school,
if you aspired to anything half-decent, they took it as arrogance 
or that you were kidding yourself, living on dreams. There didn’t 
seem to be anything worth growing up for: rainy days, sleeping in,
spaghetti hoops for dinner, television, a walk around the shopping
precinct in the afternoon, home for tea, more television, back to bed,
waiting for the bomb to drop. 

At least you now had Crass on your side, reporting back from all
this misery but also nurturing hope and individualism, a way out.
Their anger is palpable in the songs, an anger borne from suffering the
consequences of other people’s greed and selfishness. All these years
on, I am still angry too, that fear of the bomb and fear of the future
blighted my childhood and early adulthood. Margaret Thatcher rises
from her sepulchral majesty in these lyrics too and I am reminded of
my hatred of her: the dogma; condescension; the sense that she was
the embodiment of evil – unfeeling, uncaring, contaminated. She
used the Falklands War of 1982 to forge herself as the Iron Lady,
understanding that a lust for blood would foster patriotism and 
ultimately secure her more power. Crass saw through the sham of 
the ‘war’ and, quite rightly, it became the subject of several songs
included here. 

*  *  *
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The sequence of lyrics in Love Songs does not follow a time chron-
ology. We decided upon an order that we felt was more suitable to 
a book format, looking to create different moods, rhythms and vary
the subject matter. 

It is probably best read over a few sessions. It is intense and relentless
and assails the reader. I like this effect, thoughts provoked from 
bombardment. The energy still crackles. Much of it is frighteningly
prescient – foretelling of the grip of conglomerates, the idolatry of
wealth etc. Of course, with a menu so rich, it is important to dissem-
inate, think for yourself beyond the holler. Back then, I remember
some ‘fans’ becoming dogmatic about Crass, revelling in the austerity
and viewing every line as an irrefutable truth. I thought the idea was
to question, think for yourself, and if that meant disagreeing with a
Crass viewpoint, so be it. They covered a lot of issues. A total accord
would surely have been evidence of a pliant mind. I was (and still am),
for example, troubled by their stance on religion. In most places their
anger is righteous but here they seem spiteful. They gorge on Christ’s
status as a symbol of guilt, which is part of their function as icono-
clasts, but they choose to over-look the happiness and succour he
brings to millions. And all those great buildings and pieces of art! 

The feminist text of the album Penis Envy probably had the most
lasting impression. It has informed my thinking on women and wom-
anhood. I imagined it being a starting pistol to scores of albums and
bands developing the theme but sadly it sits pretty much in isolation
in my record collection. It had felt like we were getting to somewhere
good, but sexism is now a thriving adjunct of consumerism and it
seems fair game to exploit, ridicule and objectify both women and
men. I resent that I have to explain to my kids why a naked woman is
leaning over the bonnet of a car (“She looks like a dog!” one of them
cried recently) on a giant billboard poster. Clearly, we’ve gone back-
wards here. 

*  *  *
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Back to the Crass house. The walls and floors are crooked. It feels like
you’re all at sea. Gee is warm and chatty. Later she’ll drive us into
town and tell us about a performance artist whose partner cuts him on
stage with a razor blade. She thinks it’s ‘strangely beautiful,’ the blood
patterns across his skin, his bravery and honesty. She’s very matter-of-
fact. She could be telling us that the local bakery has a new line in
scones. In the house, she shows us a book she’s working on, where
she’s stuck animal heads on to people in old black and white photo-
graphs. Christian thinks it’s brilliant. Profound even. I’m not very
good with art. I imagine showing the book to my dad and his
response. I want to laugh. I wanted to laugh at the performance artist
too. Gee said it took a few days for him to heal. I imagine him on a 30-
date tour, all of them consecutive and with afternoon matinees in
local schools. What a bloody mess! I’m not very good with art. 

Penny is variously tending his garden, prodding at the open fire and,
well, brooding. He seems tormented. He’s halfway through a book, a
poem, a life. Perhaps he’s spent too much time discussing art, politics,
literature, poetry and philosophy. Maybe I should go careful with the
assumptions. Keep an open mind, or else! His hair is tatty and he’s
wearing those trousers that stop just past the knees, almost-shorts. The
Face should ask him to model the next time it decides peasant chic is in
vogue. He has this very serious, quite intimidating face but when he
smiles it’s just about the best smile you’ll ever see, eyes dancing, happy
lines all over the place. While he’s jamming logs into the fire I notice
that the skin on his legs is that of a much younger man: all this insur-
rection must be good for the flesh. He has extraordinary charisma.
Strength of character and self-belief glows around him like a barbwire
halo. We chat on relatively deep levels but I sense that, as I talk, he is
three thoughts and six ideas removed, on to somewhere else.

Later, I’m struck by how fantastic it is that these people, so 
palpably different than us, have had such an influence on our lives. So
much was galvanised from this wonky house where the members of
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Crass each spent some time. I’ve read somewhere that they sold more
than a million records, imagine that. 

While I’m there, I don’t think of this legacy and I’m not overawed
(as I thought I might be). I keep thinking how trusting they are, and
kind, letting us into their home, feeding us, and that although they’re
opinionated and sometimes prickly, they’re also – and there’s only one
word for this really – loveable, which was the whole point. 

Mark Hodkinson
Pomona, 2003

10



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Europe ISO Coated FOGRA27)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        8.503940
        8.503940
        8.503940
        8.503940
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 14.173230
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [1133.858 1133.858]
>> setpagedevice


