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“Trying to Remember the Good Stuff’:
An Extended Foreword

Asya Draganova with Robert Wyatt

‘Thanks for your question. Although I found it difficult to answer’, Robert said,
as I waved, approaching him and artist Alfreda Benge, Robert’s wife, sitting in the
sun at a Canterbury High Street café. It felt special, yet natural, to meet someone
who is a celebrated ‘legend’ of the Canterbury Sound and Scene and who has
challenged their very existence at the same time, right here, in the heart of the city.
Robert left the area in the 1960s but, at the time we met, I had been in Canterbury
for several years, and the city had become central to my identity as a Bulgarian in
England: a place to call home.

The night before, I had been at University of Kent to attend an In-Conversation
style event with Robert and Vice Chancellor Gavin Esler. At the end of the night,
I asked a question about the ‘real’ or ‘mythical’ character of the Canterbury
Sound, and what was its meaning today? Robert’s response suggested that if the
music referred to as the Canterbury Sound has a legacy, then that is contained
in being free to make music the way you like; the timelessness in it is the artistic
freedom, and in organic experimentation, he said.

To me, the encounter with Robert and Alfreda on that now distant spring day
in 2016 was surreal and dream-like, out-of-time and out-of-sync with everyday
reality. ‘Like a dream’ was also how Robert described returning to Canterbury
after so long, everything still familiar, yet new. Sounds like an echo of how I feel
now, too, that I have left Canterbury to work full-time in Birmingham: a place to
make returns often symbolic, rather than geographically ‘real’.

That first, by-chance, personal contact with Robert was the beginning of a con-
versation which continued over email, in person, on the phone and special occasion
postcards until this day. A lot of it is about music and place, about the perception of
a world of music, where the characteristics of the local and the treasures of folklore
intertwine into ‘global’ popular and jazz music. I kept in touch with Robert about
my work around the Canterbury Sound, though aware of his ambivalent position.
The focus on the Canterbury Sound in my research was not a pre-set agenda but
emerged naturally from interviews and observations: an ongoing point of refer-
ence for local musicians and intermediaries alike, a phenomenon both embraced
and critiqued, seen as heritage and contemporary influence. A related music
performance and symposium event I co-ordinated with Shane Blackman, Andy
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Bennett and the Canterbury Festival at Canterbury Christ Church University in
2017 prompted the beginning of this edited collection on the Canterbury Sound.
I asked Robert if he’d like to take part in that event, and the book that was to fol-
low. His reaction came across as negative at first as he said he did not remember
much from his (rather short period of) Canterbury days. They were not necessar-
ily happy ones, as he associated them with his involvement with Soft Machine,
which came to a painful end with Robert’s departure.

Subject: ‘Trying to Remember the Good Stuff’

That was the title of Robert’s next email to me, sent a few days later. “Well, the
thunder in my head has rolled past, just grumbling now ....” And I suppose this
is the purpose of returning to the past: reflection that allows for emotion, and
nuance: for attaining new interpretations of ourselves and our own ‘eras’. Robert
begins with ‘I do remember modelling at Canterbury Art College, (may seem
unlikely, seeing me now!) after I dropped out from being a student there’, travels
through Robert’s first encounters with Pamela Howard, and arrives at his memo-
ries of their son Sam.

While he was still a baby we used to take him with us to Wilde
Flowers gigs, in a straw Portuguese basket. If the noise bothered
him, he didn’t complain, and indeed used to like banging on my
drum kit as soon as he could reach it. But the music HE liked years
later as a teenager was 1980s pop, which I have reluctantly learned
to respect by trying to hear it through HIS ears ....

Robert then went on to a ‘place-specific observation’ of the first incarnations
of Soft Machine as a 1969 trio with Hugh Hopper and Mike Ratledge: ‘come to
think of it’, he wrote, ‘not just a Canterbury band, but in origin a Simon Langton
Grammar School for Boys band’. Later, he added that, after all, being in Can-
terbury and the area came with a certain sense of creative freedom: ‘with move-
ments out in the sticks — or relatively far from the cultural hub of London — there
may be some eccentricities that perhaps only develop undisturbed away from the
mainstream’.

The exercise of retrieving memory of the ‘good stuff’, it seems, is inherently
bound to the personal. And music — centre stage, or sometimes background —
structures lives like a song with key changes, choruses and verses, climaxes and
imperfections. Music as core identity, a symbolic space and place that travels with
time, is a maker of memory and this book is very much created in this spirit: it
hosts memories associated with the Canterbury Sound, reflections and studies
where researchers are emotionally and personally invested in the subject. This
collection is very much inspired by the experience of the three editors — Shane
Blackman, Andy Bennett and I — living in the city of Canterbury and embracing
its music life and landscape at different moments of our lives. Yet, this is not a
piece only about reflection of the past memory. It is about making sense of it and



Foreword  xxi

the Canterbury Sound as a resource explored in contemporary music practices,
local and global.

Time here is interpreted as a trajectory of progressiveness and not nostalgia
solely. It is a chance to (re)consider relationships with place, realities, myths, peo-
ple and allow us to move forward into new sounds, just as distinct. For Can-
terbury itself, like for other places, its own assigned sound in popular music is
not necessarily a cliché but, rather, an alternative to the much-celebrated sites of
heritage. As Robert wrote:

From my visit to Canterbury — when we met — although I was a bit
disconcerted by the tourist-oriented Disneyfication of the town, I
realised that the actual people — well, the ones I met — were lovely
and thoughtful - like you — and in that respect it was a much more
welcoming place than I remember as a failed schoolboy. Of course,
it’s comforting to be remembered so kindly ... so good luck with
it all. T am, after all, extremely moved by your lively & innocent
curiosity. It is a wonderful thing.
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‘We would like to express our gratitude for the support this project received from
the excellent team at Emerald Publishing; the Popular Music and Place series editors
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Research Cluster; the School of Creative Arts and Industries at Canterbury Christ
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Thanks also to our friends and families who have been wonderful and under-
standing as always.

We wish that our friend and colleague Goran Stefanovski, the Macedonian
dramatist who was a lecturer in Canterbury for many years, could enjoy this book
with us. We miss you, Goran and thank you for your enthusiasm for this project
and all the Canterbury Sound reflections.

We also wish that Rick Chafen, who contributed to this collection with a chap-
ter, could get to read the finished book. Sadly, Rick passed away in October 2020.
His passion for the Canterbury Sound, his energy and detailed knowledge are
very much present in his chapter documenting ‘Canterbury’s Paths Through the
States’. Thank you, Rick, you are appreciated and missed.
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