
Why don’t we kick back, get all comfortable and re-
laxed (as our former PM would have wanted us 

to) and consider the great heroin songs of the rock era. 
Space permits only a few choice 
examples, but it’s sobering to ob-
serve how often rock and heroin 
intersect. The abnegation of soci-
ety’s hypocrisy and strictures; the 
desperate need to escape; to find 
a place to belong; to define oneself 
as apart from convention — all are 
grist for the rock ‘n’ roll mill, and 
all form a crucial part of the heroin 
experience.

After Yoko Ono miscarried her first 
pregnancy with John Lennon, they 
fell into an emotional trough which 
heroin briefly assuaged. But they 
were soon hooked and it took a sav-
age toll on their health. With typical frankness, Lennon 
delivered a spike into the post-hippie flesh of late 1969: 
Cold Turkey was his second solo single, a harrowing 
chronicle of their attempts to get off smack.

Still a member of the Beatles, Lennon reconvened the 
Plastic Ono Band to record the single because the rest 
of the Fab Four wanted nothing to do with the song. Phil 
Spector’s stark, savage production emphasises some of 
the most abrasive guitar sounds ever put onto a main-
stream single. Spector also puts a 
tape-wobble treatment on Lennon’s 
voice during the chorus to make it 
sound as if he has the shakes, but no 
studio trickery is responsible for the 
extraordinary coda, where Lennon’s 
vocalisations chill the blood, start-
ing off as bluesy ‘oh’s, descending 
to moans, then grunts, then snarls, 
then genuine screams.

Hammer has plagued LA’s skate-
punk-funk-balladeer-goofballs the 
Red Hot Chilli Peppers over the 
years: Knock Me Down was the 
first of several eulogies written to 
founding member Hillel Slovak, who died of a speed-
ball overdose. The 1991 überballad Under the Bridge, 
written by singer Anthony Kiedis about the chicano-run 
area in Los Angeles where he habitually scored, took 
the band overground to stadium status. Their sudden, 
overwhelming fame led Slovak’s replacement, John Fr-
usciante, to spiral into the same addiction.

Until his renaissance as Ziggy Stardust, David Bowie 

was written off as a one-hit novelty act for his famed 
Space Oddity, seen as a cash-in on both Kubrick’s 2001 
and the 1969 moon landing. Couched in the song, how-

ever, is the sense that Bowie is not 
really singing about outer space. 
This implicit metaphor was made 
explicit in Space Oddity’s 1980 se-
quel, Ashes to Ashes, where Major 
Tom is described as “a junkie/strung 
out on heaven’s high/hitting an all-
time low”.

A curious and often moving sub-
genre is the ‘love song as heroin 
metaphor/heroin as love song meta-
phor’, which has produced some of 
the catchiest indie pop ever writ-
ten. The Stranglers’ Golden Brown, 
all harpsichord and Spanish guitar, 
primly  describes a variety of Afghan 

skag that flooded England in the late 1970s. The Only 
Ones’ Another Girl, Another Planet from 1977 packs a 
melodic punch that conveniently masks lines like “You 
always get under my skin/I don’t find it irritating”. Then 
we have There She Goes by the La’s, a Liverpudlian 
outfit that crashed and burned almost before it left the 
ground, due to frontman Lee Mavers’ allergy to com-
mercial production techniques. This didn’t stop There 
She Goes from creeping under the radar to become a 

jangly pop hit, spawning two sepa-
rate Top-40 cover versions. If the 
awful Sixpence None the Richer 
were aware of the double mean-
ing of “there she goes again/puls-
ing through my vein”, the members 
kept it the hell to themselves.

Into this category also falls Keith 
Richards’ Coming Down Again, one 
of the few highlights of the Rolling 
Stones’ disappointing 1973 album 
Goat’s Head Soup. The song is in 
part an apologia for his stealing 
Anita Pallenberg from bandmate 
Brian Jones. It was Pallenberg, 
however, who introduced Richards 

to heroin, and the song also explores his estrangement 
from friends as his using increased.

Heroin use runs like a mainline through the key works 
of the Rolling Stones: the partnership of Mick Jagger 
and Keith Richards foundered throughout the 1970’s 
as Richards’ addiction became a worry, then a joke, 
then almost legendary (a 1978 detox in Switzerland was 
transformed into the urban myth that Richards had his 
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entire blood supply transfused, like a car having an oil 
change). Richards also wrote Before They Make Me Run 
on 1978’s album Some Girls, a tale of his attempts to 
evade both dealers and the law, but 
it was Mick Jagger who first wrote 
about heroin in Monkey Man, and 
it was he, in collaboration with his 
girlfriend Marianne Faithfull, who 
penned the quintessential Stones 
skag song, Sister Morphine. The al-
bum it comes from, 1971’s Sticky 
Fingers, features a drug reference in 
every track.

The punk movement produced its 
own anthem to heroin in the Heart-
breakers’ 1977 single Chinese Rocks. 
Douglas Colvin (better known to 
the world as the late, great Dee Dee 
Ramone) wrote the track, enlisting 
his friend Richard Hell to work on the second verse. 
The track was nixed by Ramones manager and drum-
mer Tommy Erdelyi as being too on the nose even for 
his band. Apparently, it was acceptable for the Ramones 
to extol the virtues of sniffing glue or kitchen cleaning 
products, but skag was somehow beyond the pale.

In typical NY punk chop-em-change-em style, it wasn’t 
until Hell had left the Heartbreakers to form the 
Voidoids that the Heartbreakers got around to record-
ing the track — by which time Dee 
Dee had somehow been muscled out 
of the writing credits. Its growling 
F-G riff, tangy, syncopated verses 
and singalong-style chorus scream 
“Good Times!”, but its lyrics tersely 
evoke a life of despair, rigmarole 
and spiritual cul-de-sac: “It’s hot as 
a bitch, I shoulda been rich/But now 
I’m just diggin’ a Chinese ditch!” 
Eventually, the Ramones were talk-
ed around to recording their own 
version in 1980 (on End of the Cen-
tury – circuitously produced by Phil 
Spector), but it’s the Heartbreakers’ 
original that delivers the goods.

For real results on the heroin experience playlist, how-
ever, we need to travel back to the smouldering fag-end 
of 1966. The Velvet Underground and Nico is the non 
plus ultra of both pop nihilism and heroin culture. The 
characters of Irvine Welsh’s novel Trainspotting decry 
anyone playing Heroin whilst shooting up as being in 
the worst taste, but this snobbery is a by-product of the 
song’s power: there is no song written in the pop idiom 

that encapsulates shooting up more clearly and force-
fully. If you want to talk about a beautiful melding of 
form and content (and who the hell wouldn’t) you can’t 

go past the surging, accelerating 
“rushin’ on my run” as each verse 
veers from ballad to rock song and 
back again.

Many users, in fact, consider the 
entire Velvet’s album to be an es-
sential style guide for the aspiring 
junkie. Although the going rate for 
a fix hasn’t been $26 for a good long 
while, there is nothing else about 
Waiting for the Man that is remotely 
anachronistic. From the wrecked, 
stately grandeur of All Tomorrow’s 
Parties to the shrieking see-saw sea 
shanty that is The Black Angel’s 
Death Song, the whole album reeks 

of opiated decay. And no matter what kind of a snide 
bastard Lou Reed may be in real life, anyone who writes 
a comedown ballad as pretty as Sunday Morning can’t 
be all bad.

Some censorious advice came from Boston’s own Jona-
than Richman, whose adulation of the Velvet Under-
ground certainly never extended to approving of its 
drug references: in I’m Straight, an outtake from the 
debut recordings of his own wonderful band, The Mod-

ern Lovers, he takes aim at “hippy 
Johnny”, the permanently wasted 
boyfriend of his heart’s desire. Af-
ter summoning up the courage to 
call her on the phone, he clumsily 
but passionately exhorts to her “I’m 
Straight! And I want to take his 
place!”

There’s something endearing about 
Richman’s school-marm finger-
wagging at “hippy Johnny”. And 
given the number of great and 
famed musicians whose destinies 
mirrored Lou Reed’s line “heroin, 
be the death of me” — Chet Baker, 
Tim Buckley, Mike Bloomfield, Jes-

se Ed Davis, Johnny Thunders, Janis Joplin, Dee Dee 
Ramone, Charlie Parker, Jim Morrison, Billie Holiday, 
Phil Lynott, Kurt Cobain, and so on — maybe there’s 
something to be said in favour of a little straightness.

Mathew Bates
is a music critic and record collector
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