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A musical education 

I wasn’t the most focused child at school. It’s not like I was a bad kid, 

but I just couldn’t be bothered to turn up or do my homework. I 

worked very hard whenever I wanted to learn a new song, though. I 

would smash it out in a day and get it perfect. When I first heard 

Dylan’s ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right’, I thought, ‘I have to learn it.’ 

The picky guitar part is very difficult to do and I spent hours and 

hours going over it. I wouldn’t stop until I could play it.

My dad saw that I wasn’t exactly stimulated by trigonometry and 

science and all the stuff at school, but I loved playing and watching 

music. It was something that I was actually passionate about and 

worked hard for. So, he took me to shows as often as he could, from 

when I was very young. I suppose that was my education – Eric 

Clapton at the Albert Hall, Paul McCartney in Birmingham, and then 

Bob Dylan, Damien Rice, Richard Thompson, Foy Vance and, later, 

Nizlopi. We went to hundreds of gigs. 

If you really listen to lyrics, you learn so much. One of my 

favourite lyrics ever is from ‘North Country Blues’, a Bob Dylan song 

on The Times They Are A-Changin’ album. It’s about a girl who 

grows up in a mining town. Her dad dies in the mine. Her brother 

dies in the mine. Then she marries a miner who buggers off, leaving 

her with a bunch of kids and no money. Towards the end, the lyric 

goes, ‘And the sad, silent song made the hour twice as long/As I 

waited for the sun to go sinking.’ It’s brilliant writing.

My first gig was when I was eleven. I played ‘Layla’ in the school 

concert, accompanied by a friend on piano. I often think that if I 

hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t be where I am today. I’m not saying I  

was great, but I had a good reaction. It made me want to get up and 

do it again. 
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Taking a risk 

In autumn 2007, a music manager messaged me on MySpace and 

said, ‘I really like your song, “You Break Me”. Can you send me 

more?’ ‘You Break Me’ was on the Want Some? EP. I sent him some 

more songs and he sent me a long email back critiquing them, 

essentially saying, ‘No, these won’t do at all.’ 

I remember thinking, ‘You fucking what? Like, shut up.’ 

Then he came back and said, ‘I’ll hook you up with writing 

sessions.’

So I went to London aged sixteen and lived with a guy called Matt, 

whom I’d met when we did Youth Music Theatre together in 

Portsmouth during the summer. For the next four months, I stayed 

either at Matt’s house in Finsbury Park or the music manager’s 

house in Fulham. When I did writing sessions in south London, I 

stayed in Fulham; and the rest of the time I stayed with Matt.

People think it was a really confident move to go to London at 

sixteen. But it was either that or stay in school, get grades, go to 

university and do a degree in Music, which sounds like the safe 

option, but isn’t as safe as just taking a risk. 

It wasn’t a big risk, anyway. If things had gone wrong within a year 

of living in London, I could have just gone back to school, aged 

seventeen, and it wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world. I 

had something to fall back on. 

That said, I was shit scared when I first went to London. But it was 

just something I knew I had to do.

The first writing session I did was with a guy called Gordon Mills 

Junior. His dad was Gordon Mills, who wrote some massive Sixties 

hits, like ‘What’s New, Pussycat?’ and ‘It’s Not Unusual’. The session 

was at the dad’s house in Weybridge, where he used his Ivor 

Novello awards as doorstops. 

I’d smoked from quite a young age and the first thing I noticed 
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adding to it when I played it live. The weird thing about that song 

was that every single industry person who heard it hated it and 

every single fan loved it. So it was one of these confusing things, 

being seventeen in London and having my management say, ‘You 

shouldn’t play that, no. Don’t rap, that’s weird. You’re not Eminem. 

Stop using the loop pedal.’ And then every time I performed it, 

people went fucking nuts! 

So I was like, ‘Who do I listen to?’ In the end, I thought, ‘Well, I 

don’t enjoy not playing it and since I’m doing it because I enjoy it, 

I’m just going to play it.’ I learned to follow my instincts and not 

necessarily listen to what other people had to say. Take it in, sure, 

but it’s not gospel.

Certain songs work really well live and ‘You Need Me’ is kinda my 

calling card. It will work wherever I am in the world, be that in a club 

in LA, or at a Girl Guide gig at Wembley, playing for 10,000 girls. It 

has never failed, anywhere. If I’m having a tough show, I do that song 

and it turns things around. 

Weirdly, it never really works recorded – and it almost didn’t make 

it onto +. I still don’t think it works on record. At least, it doesn’t 

match up to the live performance.

When I wrote ‘Lego House’, the management suggested that I 

give it to Mr Hudson and make a techno tune out of it. Something 

similar happened with ‘The City’. I always think now that if I hadn’t 

gone through the experience of being told that ‘You Need Me’ and 

‘Lego House’ weren’t hits – of listening to other people’s opinions 

and realizing they were wrong – then I wouldn’t be as hard with my 

record label as I am now. And I’m brutal. I’ll say: ‘No, fuck it, this will 

work, do it,’ rather than, ‘Yes, you’re right, let’s do it your way.’ 

It is my music and it should be put out the way I want it to be. 

That’s why it has worked; because people can tell it’s not part of a 

marketing machine. It all comes from me. 
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although I was aware that I’d sold ten thousand of each CD and 

loads of single tracks. I was expecting to see about £60,000 in my 

account…but there was a lot more than that. It’s crazy what you can 

earn as an independent act. 

Atlantic had offered me a £20,000 contract. I looked at the 

TuneCore money and I looked at the £20,000 from Atlantic. I was 

signing a deal that meant giving away a large percentage of my 

income. Was it the right thing to do?

I thought about it, and the way I saw it was that this TuneCore 

money had built up from me just doing my own stuff, whereas 

Atlantic could get me on Later… with Jools Holland and Radio 1; they 

could take me to America. If I carried on being independent, I’d be 

able to sell out two-hundred-capacity bars for the rest of my life and 

sell ten thousand CDs whenever I released, but if I signed to 

Atlantic, I could do a million, or four or five million. 

‘Lose to accumulate,’ I thought.

I took the hit and accepted the £20,000. Having something in the 

bank already meant that I didn’t have to worry about money. I didn’t 

have to go for the blank cheque. I took all the EPs off iTunes and 

paid my parents’ mortgage, so that was my funding gone, but then I 

signed a publishing deal and everything started to go well. I knew 

I’d be fine.  
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