AN APOLOGY TO JIMI GOODWIN
The term 'most underrated band' is one that will be argued over for eternity, often by self-deprecating lovers of emotionally fragile, northern alternative rock. Despite this, people will forever be trying to make the paradoxical point that, whilst the Beatles were one of the world's biggest cultural influences in the 20th century, by modern standards they're under-appreciated. Likewise a die-hard Tears for Fears fan will argue that The Seeds Of Love is vastly underplayed and urban alterna-electro-rock lovers will say that everyone should, at some point during their lives, listen to a Jon Hopkins album. 


Bands' fanbases can sometimes find themselves in an uphill struggle in either relaying an unknown area of appreciation for mainstream acts, or in trying to have the world recognise bands such as Doves who today please those familiar with a turn-of-the-millennium, northern British, urban environment and the sounds stemming from it.


In the early 1990s, a band called Sub Sub nabbed themselves a one-hit-wonder with 'Ain't No Love (Ain't No Use)' reaching number three in the UK Singles Chart. After moderate success, the band consisting of Jimi Goodwin and the twins Jez and Andy Williams decided to record a full-length album entitled Full Fathom Five and planned a second until their studio burned down in 1996.


The trio rose from the ashes as the Indie band Doves straying from their techno origins into an urbanised, alternative rock band and gained themselves two number one albums and two more top-ten hits in the UK as a result. For anyone into the likes of the more mainstream Oasis, Coldplay, and U2 or Mancunian staples such as The Smiths, Starsailor and James, Doves added a grittier undertone to their music collection that from the eyes of the dismissive 'oh-it's-pathetic-soft-rock' critics seemed a little more genuine and ground-breaking. A couple of Mercury Prize nominations for Lost Souls and The Last Broadcast backed this notion up amongst those with an artistic appreciation for cracking music.


However by 2010, long after the band had peaked in popularity, naive masses had resorted to referring to Doves tracks as “the catchy tunes used in Countryfile or TopGear's pre-recorded VTs” that they recognised but couldn't quite recall who had performed them. A quick jog of the memory would have no doubt guaranteed singles 'Black and White Town', 'Snowden', 'There Goes the Fear' and 'Pounding', far more success and notoriety than they achieved.


Jimi Goodwin, the imposing, northern brute, multi-instrumentalist and frontman of the band (though all three band members fronted Doves tracks at one time or another) went off to try out his own album after the desire for breathing space effectively put the band on an amicable hiatus. Met with a bittersweet reaction by the grounded fanbase, this break promised little in the way of immediately-materialising solo projects, but upon realising the slowly forming momentum behind Jimi's endeavour and associated tour for 2014, I like many other Doves fans, went straight online and bought a ticket to see him live.


The venue of choice was an unusual one. I elected to book the gig at The Gate, in Cardiff with proximity and ease of transport in mind, but also knowing that I’d already been to the superbly converted church before. Only a few years earlier, I’d had the pleasure of seeing a close friend perform a thoughtfully crafted rendition of Terry Pratchett's Monstrous Regiment by Act One Productions and as a result of the play, the cast and the youthful, vibrant atmosphere, instantly fell in love with the place.


As the sun started to set on a cold Welsh evening I stood leant against the grey masonry of what was formerly the Plasnewydd Presbyterian Church and began to watch people arrive in anticipation for the concert. Owing to my premature arrival, I could hear the soundcheck inside and grew evermore excited at the prospect of hearing tracks from Jimi’s album Odludek along with the odd Doves track too.


“How you doing man?” I hear over my right shoulder. Behind me and in a rather energetic manner, the man himself Mr. Goodwin bursts through the entrance and out to an inconspicuous minivan parked outside.


“Yeah I’m good thanks” I reply, slightly confused as to why he would choose to talk to a lonely figure, dressed in an old Dutch military jacket and brown, torn jeans.


“You here for the gig?” he asks, with an genuine amount of modesty in thinking I was perhaps here for something other than his concert.


“Yeah I am, yeah” I reply.


“I’m Jimi man, nice to meet ya” he continues in his thick Mancunian accent.


“Joe” I extend a confident handshake, my go-to gesture for meeting anyone of note for whom I have utmost respect. Autographs and photos are great, but nothing beats a bit of body contact. He reciprocates, again with huge energy, perhaps artificially induced from music-based adrenaline. He reaches in through the side door and ruffles through a sports bag. I try to keep the conversation alive, without straying into meaningless fan-talk.


“So how’s the tour been Jimi?” I ask. The Cardiff gig was far from the first on the road and with Jimi having taken a break from touring I thought the question would lie apart from throwaway 'I love this track' or 'that Doves album is mega' chit chat.


“Yeah it’s been good man, really good”. He glances up for a second before lighting a cigarette. A couple of younger guys walk out of the building and over to van, collecting amps, cables and equipment before gesturing to Jimi that perhaps he should come back inside. After three or four lengthy drags, he turns to me again.


“Thanks for coming along man, I’ll see you in there”.


“Thanks, can’t wait”. I respond. He flicks the cigarette butt on the ground, darts back in and goes back to the soundcheck.


Whatever excitement had materialised before arriving at The Gate was now well and truly accentuated after my brief brush with the main man. After another half hour, the doors open and I take my seat on the tiered church pews drinking a bottle of Old Speckled Hen as I'd done two years earlier for the Pratchett play.


As the lights go down, I go and stand quite prominently on the dance floor, right against the small stage. The opening act, the Tea Street Band, stroll on and immediately blow me away with a Scouse, disco onslaught they create with three guitarists and an electronic drum kit. The songs are infectiously catchy, with level after level of delay, echo and all manner of sounds emanating from the amplifiers. Timo, the vocalist has a calm way of relaying the lyrics, dropping occasional hints of his Liverpool accent throughout. 'Summer Dreaming', 'Look on Your Face' and 'Tonight' stand out as memorable tracks and upon leaving the stage after a short set, I too leave momentarily to go and purchase a copy of their eponymous début album from the band themselves.


I stand in the queue having already got myself another bottle of ale and glance at the albums lying on the table. The Tea Street Band’s album cover consists of a very simplistic photograph of a stark, white, concrete structure against a cloudless blue sky behind. As I get to the front of the queue, I ask the bassist for a copy before enquiring about the cover.


“Is that one of those weird air ducts above the Mersey Tunnel?” I hand him a scruffy £10 note for the CD.


“Yeah, it is!” he says with a curious expression on his face. “Are you from Liverpool?”


“No” I respond “it’s just one of those strange things I remember from my last visit there.”


“Nice one man” he says with approval. I nod, give a smile and head back inside the main hall and back onto the dance floor. The Tea Street Band had certainly gained themselves another fan but now it was time for the main act.


Again the lights dim, and to a muted applause (owing to the very small size of the audience) the band walk on and go straight into 'Terracotta Warrior', Odludek's opening track. In quick succession and with little nonsense between, the band masterfully perform 'Didsbury Girl' and 'Live Like A River', again from the Odludek album. It’s only after four or five songs that Jimi decides to throw some banter into the mix whilst introducing guitarist Jake Evans, who himself had gained some individual fame as a session musician. As expected, the set centres on Jimi’s solo material. He does his best to assert the authority of his latest creations but similarly, much fanfare is given by the crowd as the band’s fantastic rendition of Doves’ 'Snowden' lets rip. The crowd, me included, dance frenetically to a soaring song as every bit as enjoyable as it was upon its release in 2005. The only Odludek tracks to promote as much movement amongst the audience are 'Live Like A River', which if anything harks back to the older Sub Sub days of powerful electronica sounds, and 'Lonely At the Drop', which takes the quite obviously northern aspects of Jimi's persona and expels it with a grit-filled energy typical of his Doves roots.


As the night continues, and the set ebbs and flows between the desperate 'Oh! Whiskey' and calm 'Ghost of the Empties', another Doves’ song gets public approval in the form of 'The Last Broadcast', from the eponymous, chart-topping album. As it does in studio form, the thoughtful, cold lyrics and strangely haunting sound fill the church with an eerie but hugely enjoyable air that Jimi seems to replicate in his bass-induced facial expressions.


Eventually, it's Doves tracks that end the night with 'The Sulphur Man' pleasing the crowd before the b-side 'Northernden' ends the acoustically-driven and largely satisfying set. Jimi places his battle-scarred bass guitar in its stand and exits to his dressing room. As is the norm with all 21st-century concerts, the audience wait for the inevitable encore, which sees Jimi and his crew come back into the hall.


“So, guys” Jimi begins, “with the new album and everything we haven’t got much material to play with, so for the encore we’re happy to just play a couple again from the set if that’s cool with you?” 


The crowd give a surprised but accepting cheer. I, perhaps like other members of the audience, had not been to a gig where the set had repeats and though I was in no way disappointed by the prospect, I did have to adjust my expectations slightly. “So what do you guys wanna hear?”

Instantly a few punters begin to reel off umpteen Doves and Sub Sub tracks that hadn’t been in the set. Within thirty seconds 'There Goes the Fear', 'Kingdom of Rust', 'Pounding' and 'Spaceface' are being drunkenly belted from the audience and as I look up at the band, it’s clear Jimi is somewhat knarked.


“Guys, guys” he says as the crowd continue with the unproductive suggestions. “I’ve got this new band man, I really appreciate that you know me from other bands, but we’re trying to start something new here”. There is actually a moment of silence. “So what’ll it be?”


The crowd stand and contemplate their responsibility of praising the band as a whole by offering their preferred song from Odludek, but within less than a second, two blokes at the back yell “Black and White Town”, a Doves hit, along with the short guy in the military jacket at the front … me.


“Ah c’mon we’ll do Live Like A River” Jimi says, possibly rolling his eyes in the process. There is a cheer, again with uncertain undertones and in an attempt to show support I exclaim to myself “Live Like A River, yeah yeah yeah”, before once again the techno-laden song gets everybody moving. Then, a strange and unexpected gesture beckons me forward. Jimi waves his hand towards him looking in my direction.


“Invade the stage” he blurts into the microphone, before shrugging without losing grip of the bass riff. I look left and right and likewise shrug to those around me. Eventually a tipsy bloke stumbles aboard the raised wooden plinths and gives others, including myself, the confidence to jump on before the space runs out. In a moment of utter chaos, I’m pinned between the rear set of amps, Jake Evans to my left and two or three blinding stage lights in front me. Trying to keep balance, I simultaneously attempt to dance, shade my eyes and avoid jostling the rabble around me, tripping on the assorted cables round my feet in the process. The performance doesn’t seem to be affected by the twenty or so people huddled around Jimi aside from the odd chuckle through the mic and following the abrupt conclusion to the song, those around show more appreciation than had been seen earlier in the set.


“Time for one more?” he shouts, with the microphone now disrupted somewhat. Perhaps as an indication that this gimmick had been a routine feature on the tour, Jimi launches straight into a repeat of 'Lonely At the Drop'. What better way for the audience to immortalise the new album, than with a memory of dancing to its two liveliest tunes shoulder-to-shoulder with the resolute, northern fellow responsible (in part) for some of the noughties’ greatest soft-rock sleeper hits.


As the clock approaches curfew, the spotlights get extinguished, the power isolated and as if to sum up the night’s end one bloke slurs

“they’ve pulled the plug on ya Jimi”. 

The last remnants of music are played with silent strumming, only the drums still emitting meaningful sound before applause ripples through the audience. Jimi looks round, this time smiling and laughing. Sweat trickles down his brow as he passes his bass to a thrilled fan, takes a few handshakes and a photo before rushing away, almost running, back into the dressing room.


After taking a moment to soak up the still church hall I think about how Jimi’s attempt to solidify his new work as current and better than that of Doves had actually worked. In providing us with a manic end to the concert, he’d proved the success of his previous bands to be irrelevant in the heat of moment. I felt somehow guilty that I’d not had the chance to consider this thought earlier, as I and others threw nostalgic suggestions at him and given the chance, I’d probably have offered an apology.

The technicians start to wrap up the various pedals, laptops and instruments around me and as I begin to walk off stage I realise that in the melee, Jake's plectrums have spilled out onto the floor. I crouch down, fiddle my fingers around my shoelaces and pocket one, before then leaping down. I greet a friend outside, the one who had performed himself at The Gate and whose rented Cathays abode affords me some welcome floorspace and a pillow for the night.


“How was the gig?” He asks. I hesitate as I cast my mind back to the well-spoken lines, exuberant movements and intimate acting camaraderie between those in his drama piece I’d seen earlier at the same venue.

“A little different to yours” I eventually reply.
