Introduction

In the 1970s, Northern Soul held a pivotal position in British youth culture. It originated in
the English north west and midlands in the late-1960s, and by 1976, it was attracting
thousands of enthusiasts across the country.1 They flocked to hundreds of venues where ‘rare
soul’ records, by predominantly black performers recorded mostly between 1964-68, were
spun by ‘disc jockeys’ (DJs) who became legends of the scene. For much of the 1970s
Northern Soul was largely ignored by the national music press and found little space in the
wider media.2 The lack of awareness and marginalisation of Northern Soul in the lexicon of
youth culture and popular music was linked to three inter-related factors. First, the scene
predominated outside of London and was most prominent at the margins of cities and towns
of the midlands (Wolverhampton, Stoke-On-Trent) and the north west (Wigan, Blackpool).3
Secondly, it was a retrospective scene that was steeped in nostalgia, locality and an identity
that could not easily be absorbed by other music scenes and related youth subcultures.
Thirdly, Northern Soul was largely a working class scene, which did not produce influential
intellectuals and commentators that would proselytise on its behalf in newspapers, magazines
and television shows. In popular characterisations of post-war youth culture and popular
music there is an orthodox chronology that stretches from Teddy Boys/Rock ‘n’ Roll in the
1950s, the Mods and Rockers and the counter-culture/hippy scene of the 1960s and on to
punk rock in the 1970s. Yet in 1976/77 the ground zero for punk rock, Northern Soul was
arguably far bigger in terms of the number of specialist venues, participants, and
organisations that gave the scene a distinct identity.4
In recent years, sociologists, criminologists, musicologists and film makers have given more
attention to Northern Soul.5 The academic literature has tended to focus on the recent revival
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of the scene in the new millennium, predominantly written from a sociological perspective
that has been heavy on theory and often light on historical, social and economic context.6
Andrew Wilson’s Northern Soul: Music, drugs and subcultural identity (2007), the first
academic book length study, which followed in the wake of a small number of sociological
articles of the scene is a detailed analysis written by a former participant and latterly an
academic/criminologist.7 Wilson’s text draws on personal experience and oral testimony in
exploring the origins of the scene and the links between Northern Soul and the use and abuse
of amphetamine.8 This was followed by a raft memoirs and personal histories written from
within the scene.9 All of these more general texts are of variable quality in terms of depth,
analysis and social context, but are nonetheless indispensable for historians seeking to
understand Northern Soul. Literature published by members of the general public is often too
easily dismissed by ‘academic historians’. Used critically it offers perspectives and content
that is lacking from what is generally perceived to be the more intellectual engagements with
youth culture and popular music. Such texts tend to convey more of the emotion, feeling,
sound and grit of youth culture than many of the more overtly intellectual interventions. Two
recent books in particular stand out as providing a rich reading of the Northern Soul scene.
Elaine Constantine’s, Northern Soul: An Illustrated History, written by a filmmaker in
collaboration with Gareth Sweeney, and Stuart Cosgrove’s, Young Soul Rebels: A Personal
History of Northern Soul, map the music, the fashion and the collective identity set against
the economic and social changes impacting on Britain in the 1970s. 10
In 2019 a major collection of essays on The Northern Soul Scene was published by Equinox
edited by Sarah Raine, Tim Wall and Nicola Watchman Smith.11 Contributors were drawn
from a range of academic disciplines, and some essays were written by prominent DJs, film
makers, and iconic figures from within the scene.12 Essay themes included ‘the politics of
dancing’, ‘myths’, and ‘gender’. Yet the book is not really a history of the scene and is
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generally written from an array of sociological perspectives. Only one chapter is written by a
historian, Joe Street. Street’s biographical examination of ‘Dave Godin and the Politics of the
British Soul Community’ draws on a number of primary sources.13 Other chapters are
predominantly reflexive and represent a careful and empathetic analysis of what it
meant/means to be a participant on the contemporary scene. Although the collection is very
different from this book it is nonetheless an excellent companion piece, particularly for those
who are interested in developments after Wigan Casino, the seminal Northern Soul club, was
closed in 1981.14
As the collection by Raine, Wall and Watchman Smith makes clear, both within and outside
the scene there is much debate ‘about what exactly northern soul is, and how it should be
understood’.15 Northern Soul has its own historians, guardians, gatekeepers and curators, and
it seems that there will never be total agreement amongst those that have participated in and
identified with aspects of the scene.16 This was an issue encountered by the authors in
producing this particular intervention into the history and development of Northern Soul.
Much work was done in forging a path through factionalised Northern Soul networks that
remain inherent on the scene in order to get to the indispensable primary source material
relating to the clubs and consumers of the 1970s. The many fanzines and wider ephemera
were not deposited in archives, but were in many cases covered in dust and debris in attics,
spare bedrooms and garden sheds. Veterans of Northern Soul, the gatekeepers and curators,
retain a suspicion of academics and those they perceive to have little understanding of its
peculiarities. For them there might never be a ‘real’ history of Northern Soul. This book does
not aim for definitiveness. The title is quite purposefully ‘a history’ as opposed to ‘the
history’ of Northern Soul. Nonetheless, it is hoped that the book will generate much interest
from within the contemporary scene that remains a significant feature of the cultural practices
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of a large number of people who continue to populate the dancefloors of Northern Soul nights
held across the British Isles, Europe, America and Japan.
The book forms part of the recent wave of work that has emerged to centre popular music and
youth culture in studies of twentieth century British history.17 At a general level, the narrative
histories written by Dominic Sandbrook on the 1960s and 1970s were underpinned by a
revisionist critique which sought to dismantle some of the myths that had been attached to the
‘politics’ of popular music.18 In response, a number of historians, in particular those that
formed part of The Subcultures Network that was established in 2012, have produced a
number of monographs and edited collections that have sought to revisit the history of youth
and popular music.19 The network has its own book series, Palgrave Studies in the history of
Subcultures and Popular Music, and its leading figures continue to deliver innovative papers
on the international conference circuit. One of the aims of the network has been to attempt to
‘re-historicise’ the study of youth culture and popular music. This mission was driven by the
fact that there were very few historians working in the field of popular music, with almost all
serious academic work on the subject emerging from departments of Sociology, Cultural
Studies, English, and Musicology. This history of Northern Soul that follows continues this
process of grounding the study of popular music and youth cultures in the broader economic
and social contexts in which they developed.20
Where popular music and youth subcultures have been explored by historians they have
tended to analyse lyrics, images, fashions and identities to accompany broader insights into
post-war consumerism, political movements and the relationship between culture and
nationalism/patriotism.21 Yet such approaches have been a welcome advance on the more
traditional narrative histories of post-war Britain largely written from Oxbridge colleges, the
tables of the Bodleian Library, and other august institutions, which have very little content
on, or regard for the importance of, popular music and the central role that it played in
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working class culture.22 This book tries to dig deeper into the relationship between popular
music and everyday life. Northern Soul was just one of a multiplicity of music scenes, genres
and trends that were central to working class experiences, feelings and identities. Listening to
music was a coping strategy in dealing with the rigours and exhaustions of school, work, and
domestic alienation as well as a soundtrack that accompanied memories of particular time
periods, episodes and events. In presenting Northern Soul as more than just a hobby or
cultural diversion for its consumers, the book is unashamedly empathetic.23 As the working
class continue to be caricatured, marginalised and notably, largely absent from the upper
realms of academia it is important that their experiences, emotions and histories are recorded,
published and disseminated.
The primary aim of this study is to reconstruct the lived practices of Northern Soul in the
more peripheral towns and cities of the midlands and the north. Much of the history of youth
culture and popular music has tended to focus on London, Manchester and Liverpool. The
fact that Northern Soul was ‘happening’ at the margins in the early-1970s led to it being read
as overly nostalgic and an artefact of the previous decade. In the twenty-first century,
Northern Soul has become part of a wider northern identity that has been constructed from
both outside and within particular locales that in the 1970s were already beginning to go
through a process of deindustrialisation.24 The construction of the ‘north’ in the national
imagination has been meticulously explored by a number of historians, but most notably by
Dave Russell in Looking North: Northern England and the National Imagination.25 The
impact of deindustrialisation on working-class communities has also generated recent studies
exploring the complex relationship between the erosion of manufacturing jobs and the impact
on politics, culture and everdaylife.26 Northern Soul was a music that soundtracked thousands
of working class lives that were lived through industrial occupations such as coal, cotton and
steel. In the 1970s such localities, occupations, cultures and identities were being eroded by
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the crisis in post-war capitalism and the slow conversion of Britain’s economy to one in
which manufacturing was pushed to the margins.27 In the twenty-first century, Northern Soul
has become part of the cornucopia of ‘northerness’ that is rooted in a particular time (1970s)
and place (the industrial and post-industrial north). Yet such characterisations, although
rooted in particular lived cultural experiences, also mask the complexity and nuance of the
scene in terms of its geography, participants and identity.
The chronology of the book mainly spans the years 1962-1982. This twenty year period
covers the development of the soul scene in Britain; the rise of the mods in 1962-5, the
development of the rare soul clubs from 1966-70, the birth of a more formalised Northern
Soul identity in 1970 reaching its highpoint in 1976-7, and its subsequent decline with the
closure of the iconic Wigan Casino in 1981.28 An exact chronology for writing a history of
Northern Soul will always be the subject of conjecture, debate and controversy.29 However,
from the research carried out for this book it is evident that Northern Soul as a specific music
scene with an associated dance style, fashion and particular practices such as the sale and
consumption of amphetamines was formalised by 1971, reaching the peak of its popularity in
1976/7. Some from within the scene have argued that too many writers and commentators
have sought to posit the decline of the scene with the closure of Wigan Casino in 1981.30
However, the primary sources and oral testimony explored for this book reveal that by 1978/9
attendances were falling in some of larger clubs like Wigan and many more venues across the
north and midlands were closing. The end of Wigan merely exacerbated a trend that
continued into the 1980s. The subsequent resurgence of interest in Northern Soul in the new
millennium is not the focus of this book and that particular story has been told elsewhere in
both the general and academic literature.31
The book draws on a wide range of primary and secondary sources. As noted, the academic
literature on popular music in general, and Northern Soul in particular, has tended to use
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sociological analyses and theoretical approaches. This study is primarily a social history that
seeks to contextualise the scene in the economic, political and social cultures of 1970s
Britain. The three main soul music magazines of the period Blues and Soul, Black Music and
Black Echoes provide fascinating insights into the development of Northern Soul, the
multiplicity of clubs, venues and localities where it found most salience and importantly the
voices and experiences of those who collected records, attended events and sought to
articulate what the music meant to them as individuals and as part of a wider scene. The
letters pages of these publications are a treasure trove for mapping the geography of Northern
Soul, the creation of its organic intellectuals, and the thoughts and motivations of young men
and women who participated in the scene.
The chapters that follow also draw heavily on a number of magazines/fanzines that were
published by those involved in the scene and that to date have not been fully utilised by
scholars.32 Some of these titles such as Hot Buttered Soul and Soul Time pre-dated the more
celebrated fanzine culture that formed part of the punk rock phenomenon between 1976 and
1978.33 Northern Soul magazines/fanzines express the DIY ethos that was a strong element
within the scene. As Lucy Robinson has noted, ‘there has been a growth of work on the
history of the zine … Historians recognise them as an invaluable way into the messy traces
left by subcultures … and the politics of identity’.34 In contrast with conventional music
publications that tended to confine Northern Soul to the margins, these magazines/fanzines
offer distinct insights into the thoughts and experiences of young men and women and the
micro battles that were taking place over questions of authenticity, exclusivity,
commercialisation and identity. The utilisation of the magazines/fanzines is complemented
by the use of the unpublished diaries of Audrey Wilkes and Adrian Smith. The Wilkes and
Smith diaries offer a fascinating insight into teenage life in Wolverhampton and the soul
clubs of Blackpool and Wigan in the early 1970s.35
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The analysis of Northern Soul magazines/fanzines is complemented by a reading of the scene
from more conventional sources such as the records of police forces, local government
organisations, and the national and local press. These sources have proved to be
indispensable for gauging the broader culture of the localities in which many soul venues
were located. The conventional music press such as New Musical Express, Melody Maker,
and Sounds, at best generally neglected to cover Northern Soul in its most prominent years
between 1973-76, and at worst chose to completely ignore it. Nonetheless, the ways in which
these publications constructed the scene shows that Northern Soul was enmeshed in a wider
stereotypical view of the north and northerness. The use of documentary sources was
complemented by a comprehensive oral history project in which 28 men and women were
interviewed specifically for this book. The majority of the interviews were face-to-face and
recorded, with a small number organised by telephone and e-mail correspondence. The use of
oral history has been crucial in documenting youth culture and the everyday consumption of
popular music and continues to act as a democratising force in allowing people to tell their
own stories.36 This study uses oral testimony to give space to the marginal and the
marginalised in reconstructing the lives of working class Britons.37
In contrast to the theoretically informed sociological literature on popular music in general,
and Northern Soul in particular, this book is primarily a social history that dispenses with
complex jargon and theory. Nonetheless, it is informed by particular approaches to the study
of the past. E.P Thompson’s, The Making of the English Working Class has been subject to a
series of critiques and is now viewed as somewhat outdated.38 However, its analysis of the
relationship between economic change, social identities and forms of cultural practices that
emerge from them still contains much that is useful to the social historian. Thompson and the
historians he influenced were on a mission not only to challenge methodological and
historiographical orthodoxy, but also to ensure that the working class appeared on the page as
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actors with their own thoughts, feelings, motivations, political identities and forms of
culture.39 This study of Northern Soul is very much part of this long tradition in presenting a
‘history from below’ in which the participants on the scene find their voices at the centre of
the narrative rather than at the margins.
The structure of the book is both chronological and thematic. The first two chapters detail the
transatlantic connections between black American music and its audience in Britain through
the growth of interest in soul music in general and ‘rare soul’ in particular. There is an
assessment of the Motown Revue Tour that traversed Britain during 1965; the soul club scene
that emerged in its wake, the importance of the venues in which this music was played, and
the growth of an associated culture. Central to the Northern Soul scene was a club culture that
was linked to a number of British cities and towns. There is an examination of the music and
atmosphere of clubs such as the Flamingo in London, the Twisted Wheel in Manchester, the
Catacombs in Wolverhampton and the Torch in Stoke-on-Trent, charting the social context of
the emergence and success of such clubs and locating them within the framework of strong
local political and cultural identities. The ‘rare soul’ scene of the late-1960s formed part of a
northern soundscape that was still predominantly industrial and thrived in localities in which
particular class and gendered identities were relatively fixed.
The significance of the legislative framework and legal response to the spread of soul clubs is
set against the concerns that the Northern Soul scene was generating in the local press. In the
1970s, Wigan Casino symbolised the extent and success of Northern Soul drawing members
from across Britain and gaining international prominence in the media and through the music
press in publications such as Blues and Soul. Chapter Three explores the origins of the club,
the music policy, and the individuals who attended its famous ‘all-nighters’. It draws on a
range of sources to reveal both the ‘localism’ and ‘nationalism’ of Wigan Casino and how it
was able to broaden its appeal to construct a particular identity in becoming an international
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brand. The Casino is read as a symbol of the changing nature of particular British towns and
cities in a period of rising unemployment and de-industrialisation. Chapter 4 charts the
fragmentation and diversification of Northern Soul during the late 1970s. It illustrates the
tensions and schisms that were created in the later years of Northern Soul’s pre-eminence.
Such fragmentation is explored through a number of themes; musical preferences,
factionalism between DJs and fans, new genres and styles in black music, the changing
aspirations and tastes of consumers, the rise of rival venues and the increasing popularity of
‘all-dayers’. At the heart of these tensions was a debate which ran to the core of what
Northern Soul was, or had become.
Chapter Five assesses how Northern Soul was practised and experienced by its participants
focusing on the centrality of the DJ to the scene, their relationship with fans and the way in
which fans lived and related to Northern Soul including its well-documented involvement
with illegal drug abuse. It explains how Northern Soul’s perception of itself as ‘different’ and
detached conflicted with what were viewed by many as attempts to ‘commercialise’ the
scene. This contributed to the emergence of cleavages and tensions and to the emergence of a
form of ‘penny capitalism’ that was complemented by the entrepreneurial pursuit of profit
through the sale of rare recordings. Such activity strengthened the transatlantic links that the
scene had engendered between Britain and several north American cities and resulted in the
enhancement or rehabilitation of a number of US artistic careers. However, it was specific
commercial practices relating to recordings that undermined the rhetorical discourse of
‘togetherness’ apparent in Northern Soul. The chapter evaluates the tensions within the scene
and determines the extent to which commercialisation and the scene’s association with illegal
drugs led to its demise. The very term ‘Northern Soul’ suggests that the scene was regionally
specific. The origins of Northern Soul might have been located in the English north and
midlands, but it had a substantial following in other parts of Britain. Chapter 6 adds to the
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growing literature on the resilience of regional identities in post-war Britain and how this was
imprinted on Northern Soul. It seeks to uncover the complexities relating to the scene’s
geographical specificity and whether this was related to a set of particular structural, cultural
and political factors.
There were increasing racial tensions in post-war Britain in the 1960s. In the 1970s these
tensions took an organisational form through groups like the National Front (NF) and the
Anti-Nazi League (ANL). Chapter 7 investigates how these tensions were manifested within
Northern Soul. Through an examination of the artists, club promoters, and consumers it
explores racial identities and how they were understood and reconstructed through the scene.
The multi-racial and anti-racist aspects of Northern Soul are critically assessed in order to
challenge existing assumptions. Critically, the chapter notes the transatlantic aspect of
Northern Soul and the dynamics connected with the reception and interpretation of what was
perceived as an essentially black American musical genre consumed by a largely white
British working class audience. The chapter also unpicks tensions within the scene around
notions of gender and sexuality. Northern Soul seemingly constructed a space where young
men and women shared a commitment to music and dance. In contrast to other leisure
activities women were said to have played an equal role. Moreover, many felt that the club
scene provided a safer environment than conventional nightclubs and discos where women
were seen as sexual objects seeking heterosexual relationships. Yet this view has been
somewhat romanticised and it is clear that Northern Soul was heavily gendered with males
often policing aspects of the scene and defining what was and what was not Northern Soul.
The chapter concludes with some discussion of the sexuality of the scene in the period when
commercial disco presented a challenge - both real and perceived - to the music policy of
some of the most prominent Northern Soul clubs.
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Chapter 8 discusses the legacy of Northern Soul beyond the 1970s during the 1980s and
1990s through its revival of that decade and up to the present day. It also explores the
construction and dissemination of particular myths and histories of Northern Soul. In
scrutinising the retrospective nature of the scene, it focuses on whether this was determined
by the pace and displacement of musical trends throughout the 1960s and 1970s or whether
there was something particularly distinctive about the need for Northern Soul to posit itself in
the past and what factors might have produced this affinity. The chapter also investigates
Northern Soul’s propensity to look back on its own emergence and development and its need
to create its own, icons and symbols, both during its heyday in the 1970s and into the twentyfirst century. Each chapter contains subheadings many of which are linked to the popular
records that filled the dancefloors of particular venues. Such recordings formed the very
DNA of Northern Soul.40 Readers are encouraged to seek out these tracks in order to get an
aural sense of the beat, energy, tone and passion of the scene. A selection of key collections
of Northern Soul classics is listed in the bibliography.41
Studies of youth culture and popular music have gone through a number of phases in terms of
how particular movements, fashions, genres and scenes have been classified. In the 1970s the
term ‘subculture’ became a usable description and analytical approach to understanding
Teddy Boys, Mods, Rockers, aspects of the counter-culture and in particular punk rock.42
Path-breaking work by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) in 1970s based
at the University of Birmingham was hugely influential, subject to later critique, but in recent
years has undergone somewhat of a revival.43 It is not the aim of this study to debate the
merits of whether to refer to Northern Soul as a subculture, scene, tribe or musical genre. As
a piece of social history it is more squarely focussed on the ways in which Northern Soul was
both separated yet connected to the broader culture of the midlands and the north and how
music played a central role in the everyday life of its consumers. In most places in the text
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Northern Soul is referred to as a scene. Interviews with Wigan Casino regulars that informed
a feature published in the Sunday Times Magazine in 1976 suggest that ‘everybody connected
with it calls it The Scene’.44 However, this is not to suggest that it did not contain the
attributes of a subculture in the classic CCCS mould. The book is more inclined to allow the
voices that appear in the magazines/fanzines and oral testimonies to speak for themselves. In
terms of race, the language as it appears in the primary sources is retained but more general
the term black is used when relating to particular forms of music and political organisations.45
In other places, African-American, West Indian, and African are used to describe performers
of that particular ethnic group. Black music and soul music are the general terms used to
describe the broad spectrum of music that fed into Northern Soul. However, it is important to
note the multi-racial, multi-ethnic range of performers that could be heard on records that
filled the dancefloors of particular venues.46 Norther Soul also had its own lexicon of words
and phrases to describe events, sounds, records and forms of self-identification that were
crucial part of the scene: ‘all-nigters’, ‘all dayers’, ‘stompers’, and ‘divs’ are major examples.
The meanings and usage of these descriptors are apparent throughout the following chapters.
The book forms part of the recent trend to democratise the focus, writing and presentation of
historical research. Youth culture and popular music were significant drivers of post-war
consumption, entertainment, collective movements, passions and experiences. Northern Soul
fans were predominantly working class and often clustered on the margins of the major cities
and town of the English north and midlands. They were individuals who created a scene,
produced their own publications and eventually became curators of a history and past that
was intimately connected to the social and political ruptures of the 1970s. Historians of postwar Britain can use the scene to open-up a particular moment in a decade where a particular
world of work, culture and community soundtracked by popular music would soon be
dismantled by the forces international capitalism, an attack on the solidarities of the labour
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movement, and the demonization of the working class. Working class culture in the decade
that followed was appropriated and repacked, or critiqued, marginalised and rendered
powerless.47
Northern Soul was one the largest club scenes in the post-war period that attracted
predominantly working class youths in 1970s Britain. The records, dances, fashions,
iconography and discourses of the scene were rooted in a decade in which was still largely
built on the industrial capitalism, economic structure and class cultures of the late-nineteenth
century. The high point of the popularity of Northern Soul in 1976-7 was also the period in
which political shifts would usher in an intense process of deindustrialisation, a retreat from
state intervention in the economy and the destruction of working class communities. The
scene was quickly emasculated by the nihilism and individualism of punk rock; a largely
middle class phenomenon that although politically engaged, was as much the product of
rampant individualism as it was of the economic and political ruptures that led to the advent
of Thatcherism. In contrast, many of the original participants on the Northern Soul continued
‘keeping the faith’ through periods of unemployment, social hardship and seismic events
such as the miners’ strike of 1984-5. The recent revival and popularity of Northern Soul
could perhaps be understood as a striving for a scene that was built on the rhetoric of
solidarity, collectivism and togetherness. It continues to form part of a British soundscape
that has absorbed the beats, rhythms and dance steps of Wolverhampton, Stoke-on-Trent,
Blackpool and Wigan.
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