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To Suzan for leaving me bewitched, bothered and bewildered.


To Charisse, Jessica, Django and Isabelle for just being wonderful, marvellous and caring for me.


To Frasier, Columbo, Ed B and the late Reg P for never failing to make me smile, smile, smile.




INTRODUCTION


What can you say about Noddy Holder that hasn’t been said before? I’d better think of something as I’ve been asked to write 500 words and ‘What can you say about Noddy Holder that hasn’t been said before?’ is 488 words short.


In all seriousness, I’m very proud to call Noddy my friend. There are still times when we go for a pizza together, usually around five (it has been known for us to be the only two people in the restaurant), and I look at him telling another great anecdote and think: ‘You really are Noddy Holder.’ I grew up idolizing him because Slade were serious musicians and Noddy was the owner of not only one of the best rock voices ever to come out of England but also one of the best hats. They made a string of the most perfect pop singles you will ever hear. They were rock gods, pop stars and style icons (except for Dave Hill’s ‘Metal Nun’ outfit), and yet strangely touchable. They were living the life we all wanted to lead but no one resented their success: they retained a bond with the common idiot. When Nod was on Top of the Pops you always felt that the world was a better place for having Noddy in it.


I’ve often thought that it must be great being Noddy, and not just because the ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ cheque drops through his letterbox every April. Everywhere Nod goes, people are really pleased to see him. I can’t even say that in my own house. Just the other day, after another pizza (taken at the daringly late hour of six), an ageing taxi driver wearing a Hawkwind In Search of Space T-shirt accosted us in a state of high excitement. ‘Noddy,’ he expostulated, waving an outstretched hand, ‘great to meet you. You were a massive part of my childhood. And you, Mark.’ (As he looked even older than me, this seemed unlikely, unless he was flushing my head down the toilet at Markland Hill Primary School.)


That’s typical of the reaction Noddy gets. People genuinely adore him. He really is that most overused of phrases: ‘a national treasure’. I’ve spent a great deal of time with him: on stage, on the radio, supping pints, buying guitars, eating pizza. He’s never less than great company and one of the nicest guys I know. Mind you, I do hang out with a lot of evil criminal masterminds. I’m proud to know Nod, and hopefully you’ll know him a bit better after reading this book. Now read on and learn from one of the modern world’s great thinkers (possibly an exaggeration but what the heck). Welcome to the world according to Noddy . . .


Mark Radcliffe, Knutsford City Limits, 2014




Chapter One


DIRTY LAUNDRY


Staff who work in Poundland shops say the question they are most often asked is ‘How much is this . . .?’


It’s a POUND shop for £*?!’s sake!


The question I’m most often asked is ‘Will you ever get back with Slade?’


I left the band twenty-three years ago and yet people are still curious.


So once and for all here’s my answer: ‘Will I ever get back with Slade? . . . No!’


When I decided to embark on a UK theatre tour of my talk show An Audience with Noddy Holder in the spring of 2013, I realized I was going to have to come up with a way of explaining the reasons behind that ‘No!’, even if it meant the downside of washing some of Slade’s dirty laundry in public.


Part of the show would involve a question-and-answer session with the audience, so you didn’t have to be Brain of Britain to figure out what one of the most popular questions would be!


My mate, radio and TV presenter Mark Radcliffe, was the host of the show. I’ve worked with Mark on and off for over twenty years and he was the perfect foil for me. He knows enough about me and my life to ask great questions and keep the stories and anecdotes flowing and he’s not afraid to take the piss out of me either. I love that – I’d be there telling a tale about Freddie Mercury or Ozzy Osbourne and he’d make the audience laugh even more by ribbing me about the voices I was putting on. He reckoned my impressions were leaving a lot to be desired! Cheeky git. Though he was probably right.


I got my own back on him though. The stage set for the tour included an enormous golden throne for me to sit on, while Mark was provided with a rickety old kitchen chair. Occasionally during the show I’d let him have a little try and rest his backside on my padded rock-star throne, but it just didn’t suit him. I’d tell him, ‘You really don’t have the necessary panache to carry that off’, and he’d have to agree with me. He’d tell the audience I was too flash and it was one of my dining-room chairs. Harsh but true.


Mark and I cemented our friendship when I was a regular contributor to his BBC Radio 2 evening show. We’d spend hugely entertaining evenings exploring all sorts of subjects on air – oh, and playing some music along the way. We were never afraid of heading off on some bizarre tangent, which is the way radio works best. Mark and his co-presenter Stuart Maconie, who joined the show in later years, were brilliant at tapping into their incredible knowledge of all sorts of subjects to create an entertaining radio show about the weirdest stuff.


I was officially booked as the TV reviewer. When at home I am a TV addict, a habit picked up as a result of killing time watching shows in hotel rooms when I was touring with the band all around the world (only when there was a lack of company, of course). Often, I wouldn’t have a clue what on earth was going on in some dodgy Spanish soap opera or a crazy game show in Japanese. Alice Cooper told me he has a TV set turned on in every room of his house 24/7 – he obviously has the same affliction as me.


Aside from TV reviewing Mark would get me involved in discussions prompted by listeners’ phone calls or emails. We could wind up talking about anything from musical tastes to how many pairs of shoes one man should own (more of that later . . .). My particular favourite was one that came up every year, on annual National Cheese Day.


National Cheese Day may not be as universally recognized as Christmas or Easter, but it got us very excited on the Radcliffe and Maconie show. It’s funny how talking about cheese on toast over the airwaves can get people’s gastronomic juices flowing enough to phone or email in their droves. We would get all sorts of wild and wonderful ideas on what makes this humble delicacy so appetizing . . . Does the bubbling cheese rest between two slices of toasted bread or rest on top of the two slices? Do you toast both sides of the bread or just the outside around the cheese? Do you butter the bread or not? Do you add Worcestershire Sauce or pickle while grilling or at the end? We had dozens of extra fillings suggested. Onion and/or tomato, of course, but also chilli, apple, marmite . . . sardines . . . What? There were even suggestions of fruitcake, jam and chocolate. People’s tastes . . . wowie zowie!


We could have done a two-hour show just on the personal preferences of this common, simple snack. We would even cook some suggestions on air as a taste test . . . ah, the beauty of radio . . .


Anyway, I digress, as I will be apt to do during this book – a habit of mine, I’m afraid.


Mr Radcliffe had badgered me for years to go out on the road and recreate, for the benefit of audiences at intimate theatre venues, the sort of discussions we’ve had in many pub sessions.


In 2013 I finally agreed. The timing was perfect as it was the anniversary of my fiftieth year in showbiz and sixty years since I first got up on stage singing in working men’s clubs in the industrial Black Country of England, aged seven. (Yes, folks, I’m that old. I know I don’t look it but I put that down to the pure and clean life I’ve led.)


The basic idea for the evening’s entertainment was to follow my life story from my baby-boomer birth in 1946 to the present day via conversation, anecdotes and film clips. A surprise for the audience was that I also had a guitar on stage and threw in some acoustic songs for good measure.


The show was not intended to be exactly the same every night and we could veer off in any direction at any time, which suited me down to the ground. This was helped along greatly during the second half of the show, when we would include the question-and-answer section with the audience. Some of the questions would come from cards put in a box strategically placed in the theatre bar before the show. Mark would sift through these in the interval and try and catch me unawares with some of them on stage. Other questions came direct from the crowd during the show, although some nights it could get hilariously out of hand and Mark would have to rein things in. This was all part of the fun. One of our favourite questions came on the first night of the tour and we ended up keeping it in most nights as it always got a laugh. It was:


‘Suzi Quatro . . . Did ya?’


It was always a backstage bet as to how long it would take for someone to ask:


‘Will you ever get back with Slade?’


I think the record was ten seconds. I decided it wouldn’t be fair just to answer with ‘It’s not going to happen’, without any qualification. I confronted the inevitable question head on. On stage every night Mark made the point that I usually got the blame for the break-up of the band, which I guess is largely true.


To cut a very long story short(ish). At the end of 1983 Slade had done a British tour to go alongside our big hit record, ‘My Oh My’. Although the tour was successful, things were not so harmonious behind the scenes. Cracks in the band had started to appear.


The next year we went on tour to America because a cover version of one of our old hit songs, ‘Cum on Feel the Noize’, by a band called Quiet Riot, was topping the charts over there. Also, our current European hit ‘Run Runaway’ was charting in the US partly due to the video for the song being played on heavy rotation on the new and very important MTV video channel. However, the American tour was unexpectedly curtailed due to one of the band contracting hepatitis. So after a couple of weeks of doing promotion on the West Coast, we duly returned to the UK.


On getting home I found that my wife Leandra was going to be filing for divorce. This was a bolt out of the blue. We’d been together for ten years and I think she’d had enough of my lifestyle and we’d just been growing apart. The thing was, we also had two young daughters to consider and I needed to be around to help and soften the blow. I knew that those sorts of traumas in kids’ lives can be devastating and I wanted it to be handled in the best way possible.


On top of all that, my father had been taken very ill and my mother needed me to be on hand in the UK to help them through this tough time.


So I had major issues to contend with in my personal life and the truth is that Slade were not gelling as we had done in the sixties and seventies. It used to be the four of us against the world, but since our career revival in the early eighties personality clashes were beginning to pull us apart.


I suppose it’s understandable that when four guys have been working together pretty much day in, day out for nearly twenty years, complications will raise their ugly heads. In any rock group these issues tend to involve egos, money, women, drink and drugs, and, of course, the perennial ‘musical differences’. Yes, and sometimes all of the above. There’s a reason This is Spinal Tap is a film which all musicians love. The mock documentary, or ‘rockumentary’ if you like, about a British heavy metal act has got every rock ’n’ roll cliché covered and I love the film’s epitaph that reads ‘It does for rock ’n’ roll music what The Sound of Music did for hills’ . . . genius. The scenes where they are all falling out about ridiculous stuff are spot on and hilarious, but it’s not so much fun when it happens for real.


Due to what was happening at home, I told the band I was not going on the road for the foreseeable future. I offered to step down and they could replace me if that’s what they wanted. Both a UK and a European tour had been booked in, but I had never agreed or signed up to do either. I don’t break contracts.


I simply felt I had to make the family my priority. I thought if I could sort out my personal life and concentrate on that, it would also give the band breathing space from one another. Life on tour is very intense and all-consuming. I figured that if we just got together to write and record, things could possibly settle down and get back to normal . . . whatever qualifies as ‘normal’ in a rock ’n’ roll band like Slade.


One ego in a band is to be expected and can be coped with; two egos are manageable; but trying to be democratic when you’ve got four egos pulling in different directions, then something has to snap.


It’s well known in the music industry that many groups carry on working together for financial reward even though they don’t get on with one another at all. They travel separately, stay in different hotels, have their own dressing rooms and only ever really see one another when they get on stage. Sorry, but that would not be for me. I liked the shared camaraderie of the band and road crew having fun altogether on tour. What made Slade special was that the teamwork was real. We were at our best when we were working together and all heading in the same direction off stage as well as on. That was the magic of Slade: four pieces of a jigsaw fitting together perfectly.


Unfortunately, since the original line up broke up back in 1991 relationships between the members of the band have still not improved. So much for my theory that we all just needed some ‘space’.


A few years ago I decided to get all the original Slade members together for a couple of meetings so that everyone could air their grievances face to face for a change. At the back of my mind was the thought that it would be worth seeing if there was any spark left and the slightest chance we could get back on stage together for one last tour. For my own peace of mind, I wanted to be sure.


The meetings were not an experience I want to repeat by any stretch of the imagination. It was like being back in the school playground, going over things that had allegedly been said over the years, much of which I knew nothing about. It was all: ‘So and so said this . . .’ and ‘Somebody else said that . . .’


The contents of interviews printed in magazines and newspapers were brought up and raked over. Those sorts of articles – and certainly the headlines and captions the editors choose to use – were totally out of our hands and inaccuracies and misquotes were commonplace. After fifty years in the game you would think all the band members would have got used to all that stupidity.


It shouldn’t really matter what some old article said anyway. The four original members of the band should know the truth. At the meetings all those external interferences were being given priority over the twenty-five years the band had worked together through all our highs and lows. It was as though all the respect for what we had been through and achieved was gone. Along with the trust.


I knew when I walked away from those meetings that I had done the right thing when I left Slade all those years before. Although I loved the guys and would always be proud of what we’d achieved, I could not have envisaged spending another six months together, let alone another twenty-five years. It would have been like four bad marriages all carrying on at the same time.


So the answer to the question ‘Will you ever get back with Slade?’ is still a resounding ‘No!’


There are many more important things to do than to be arguing over a life I left behind twenty-odd years ago. The fellas really don’t know what my life has been like since the early nineties, just as I don’t really know what theirs have been like.


It was a pity and a regret because it would have been nice for us all to sit down for meals together and have a laugh about some of the outrageous things that happened in our misspent ‘youth’. Maybe I’ll put it down to us all being grumpy old farts. It makes it funnier and easier to accept.




Whatever other people think of me is really none of my business.





Today I look back at my days with Slade with huge satisfaction and pride in all that we achieved. We were just four lads from the Black Country who were catapulted to fame at a time when being top of the charts meant you’d sold literally millions of records. Our energy and enthusiasm were so infectious it was less a case of us not knowing what had hit us than the rest of the world not knowing what had hit them.


It still makes me laugh to see footage of us on old recordings of Top of the Pops, with Dave Hill dressed as an overstuffed cockerel, shedding feathers all over the stage, in the suit we used to call ‘Foghorn Leghorn’ (I say, I say!) after the cartoon character. Not forgetting as well what we called his ‘Metal Nun’ outfit – how could anyone forget the black habit topped off by a glittering silver wimple?


He famously would always get changed for TV appearances in the dressing-room toilet. This was so we couldn’t see what bizarre design was coming next until he had donned the complete ensemble. Can you imagine it? Dave banging and crashing about inside the toilet trying to shoehorn himself into his latest skin-tight, space-age, jewel-encrusted creation, complete with matching platforms, shoulder pads and headdress! Such was the anticipation at the sound of him using cans of hairspray to attach glitter to various body parts.


All would suddenly go quiet and we would know he was finally ready. It was always the same ritual. I’d shout out, ‘C’mon, H [his nickname in the band]. Reeeeveaaal . . .’ Eventually he’d appear, red-faced but delighted with his new ‘look’ like a sparkly Martian on acid. We’d all just piss ourselves laughing, but he didn’t care. Jim Lea, the ‘serious’ member of the band, would have his head in his hands and say, ‘I’m not going on television with you dressed like that.’


Dave’s classic reply: ‘You write ’em, I’ll sell ‘em!’


He knew the audience would love it and he was right. It was an unbelievable sight looking out from the stage into the crowd to see a multitude of mirrored top hats, like my own trademark hat, and all those glittering colourful costumes. Slade nights were outrageous, noisy and totally over-the-top.


We might have looked like a load of nutcases on stage but the fact was that throughout the biggest years of our success we were still just four Black Country lads let loose on the world. I’m sure part of our mass appeal was that our fans recognized that we never fell into the trap of trying to be cool. We wouldn’t have had a clue anyway.


Our first trip to America in 1972 was a case in point. We arrived in the blazing sunshine of LA with palm trees and huge flashy American cars everywhere we looked. It was like being in a movie and certainly didn’t look anything like Wolverhampton or Walsall.


The record company had organized for two stretch black limousines, which were parked outside the airport doors, to collect us and drive us in style to our hotel on Sunset Strip. Trouble was, no one had thought to tell us.


Not believing that these huge limos could be for us, we spotted this big minibus that was being loaded with all our luggage. Thinking this was our transport, in we jumped and, eager to get into the city, we said to the driver, ‘Let’s go, go, go.’ The Polydor Records people only realized what was happening when it was too late and started shouting and madly waving their arms at us. We were just chuffed to be in LA so we grinned and waved back.


The roadies had a high old time travelling in our limos, cruising past us while we were cramped in the minibus and showing us their bare arses through the windows. So much for our rock-star arrival in the good ol’ US of A!


We certainly knew how to play the rock star where it mattered most, though – on stage!


A Slade show was an event. We wanted to make the band and audience as one, with no mental barrier between us. We were one of the loudest bands on the planet and for twenty years doing gigs all over the world, we always gave 100 per cent on stage. The atmosphere was pandemonium and even all these years on people come up to me and tell me about when they saw us live. They remember the shows vividly – the music, the costumes, the lights, the between-songs patter, the audience participation and, importantly, how they felt when they got home. It was an experience and something that has stayed with them, and still makes them smile when they remember that special night. I can’t ask for any more than that: it’s what matters to me and how I want to remember those days.




I did the best I could and everything else is everybody else’s problem.





In the early eighties a big-time American music mogul came over to me in a London hotel bar after hearing a radio show where Slade had been interviewed. This guy had handled some hugely successful US artists in his time. He took me to one side and in a no-nonsense, straight-talking Brooklyn accent said: ‘You guys are over as a band, you know. You’ve now become a group.’


I thought this was a very strange thing to say and asked him what on earth he meant. ‘One of your guys, all through the radio interview, was saying “I did this” and “I did that”. I’ve seen this so many times with musicians and it’s the first sign that all is not sweet apple pie in the ranks when “we” is constantly replaced by “I”.’


I laughed at the time and said: ‘I think you’re reading something far too deeply into that interview.’


He came back with: ‘Just you wait and see . . . and remember who told you.’


The guy didn’t look much like a prophet, but his experience of the entertainment world had made him wise to the ways of musicians. Over the next few months his words started to make sense.


There is no ‘I’ in team, or so the cliché goes. Well, I know my spelling has been a bit peculiar over the years, but there is certainly no ‘I’ in band.


As the slow breakdown of the band and my marriage all happened around the same time, I had no real idea what the future held in store. With Slade there was never a clear-cut decision that we’d made our last record or performed our last gig. The door was always left open – who was to know what could happen down the line? We had been in the same sort of situation back in 1980 when the band had pretty much split up. Out of the blue came an offer to do the Reading Rock Festival in the summer. We stole the festival, took the headlines on the front pages of the music papers, got another major record deal and our new material began getting played on radio.


My life now, however, was taking on a whole new direction as I stepped away from touring and came to terms with my divorce. As anyone who has been through a divorce knows, it’s an incredibly upsetting and difficult time. There are many things to take into account on top of the stress: all the practical stuff such as who has the kids and when, who lives where, how to divide up the money and possessions and, of course, all the legal dilemmas.


Once you bring in the lawyers things certainly don’t get any simpler.


In my case my ex-wife wanted to move back to Manchester to be nearer her family, so I had to finance a house for her. I didn’t want to sell the family home in the Midlands, if I could help it. It was too big for just me but I thought it would help the transition for the kids if every other weekend, when I brought them down from Manchester, they were living in their old family home. I was feeling guilty for the upheaval.


My divorce was an amicable affair compared to most, but even so, overnight my assets were cut in half. I now had to deal with alimony payments and child support. The everyday running costs of my own life were still the same and I still had to make sure my taxes were paid on time. Taxmen are not sympathetic to your personal situation, that’s for sure.


Don’t get me started on income tax! After paying eighty-three pence in the pound in the seventies I think I’ve put my fair share into the country’s coffers over the years. I could have upped sticks and left the UK and been much better off financially – many others did. We as the band decided to stay residents of the UK and pay over the top for the privilege. If that’s not being loyal to your country, I don’t know what is.


Taxman, he say: ‘seventeen pence for you, eighty-three for me!’


Yes, you took your pint of blood, Mr Taxman, and it was very nearly an armful! To top it all you pissed much of it up the wall.


Although a socialist at heart I’ve never forgiven that Labour government for ripping us off and driving many other big earners out of the country. I haven’t got any problem at all with paying a decent amount of tax, but the rate was beyond ludicrous. The whole policy totally defeated the object because they got naught from those people at the end of the day. Not only did they drive away some of the biggest taxpayers but it meant some of the most talented and creative people in the country went to live elsewhere. This then had a knock-on effect of how many British people would be employed by these tax exiles. What a ridiculous way to run a country.


I also had to make changes to another money matter around this time. During the early eighties the band had been breaking even touring due to the two songwriters in the band, me being one, propping up the Slade touring expenses from our writing royalties.


That now had to stop as my income was needed elsewhere.


At this time Slade were still writing and recording and doing promotion all over Europe but our record sales, although very good, were not what they had been in the early seventies. It was a tricky time.


All this, of course, was nothing compared to me having to get used to my new domestic set up. I was of ye olde school in those days, when most men didn’t handle the household chores. I had to learn how to do my own laundry for a start, but first I had to find where the hell the bloody washing machine and dryer were situated.


‘Where is that darned washing machine, and where’s the bloody manual to tell me how to work it?’


I had to start shopping for food stuffs and everyday household goods like toilet rolls and washing powder. Don’t laugh – this is something that most men didn’t have to deal with in those days. Especially me. I’d spent a big chunk of my life away touring all over the world. These domestic trivialities didn’t occur on the road. My wife had done all that stuff at home and on the road dirty clothes went to the hotel laundry. You ordered up room service for everything else you needed. Oh, how pampered we pop stars were. Mind you, we were paying for it all.


I had to eat so I needed to learn how to cook as I had no desire to live in restaurants or survive solely on takeaways. In the past I could muster a decent cooked breakfast or a bowl of soup, but that was about it.


There was nowhere near the amount of cookery items on TV then as there is today. Now, you can learn how to be a Domestic Goddess with Nigella, do Mom’s Hockey Puck Meatloaf with the Hairy Bikers or be a Naked Chef with Jamie Oliver. I have tried cooking just in my apron but that hot oil does tend to get everywhere.


But back then, one of the only cooking shows on TV was One is Fun! with Delia Smith. (One can be fun, Delia, if you know what I mean, but to be honest I’m more of a party animal by nature.) It seemed the perfect place to start, so I videoed every episode and then went out and bought the accompanying book to the series. It set me off on a love of cooking that became a great hobby for me – very therapeutic and pleasurable. (Thanks, Delia . . . for everything!)


If I start on something I like to do it properly and well, and with cooking you never stop learning. I drive my wife Suzan mad because every time I’ve been out browsing the charity shops I always come back with at least one cookery book that someone else has discarded, often brand new. Our kitchen is full of them, from Elizabeth David to the Sopranos Family Cookbook to Cook Yourself Thin (How to Drop a Dress Size). That last one has no worn pages so far.


I’ve never mastered ironing clothes properly, though. That’s what I tell the wife anyway. She’s pretty good at it . . . not the only thing she’s good at, I may say, and that, dear reader, is why I married her!


All of this enforced domesticity was a total life change for me but over the next couple of years I adapted well considering the sort of life I’d been leading up to then. Well, you have to. There was no way I was going to sit at home alone drinking myself into a stupor every day. I can still drink with the best of them, but I’ve always been a social drinker. I love going to a bar with mates but I’ve never been one to drink at home unless we have guests round.


At this time I was considering moving out of the UK to live for a while. I thought a spell in Paris or New York, two cities I love a lot, might recharge me personally and artistically. New York would have been too far to go when my daughters were younger, but I could easily imagine making a new life for myself in Paris. Days spent at pavement cafés watching the world go by and scribbling thoughts, ideas and song lyrics in my notebook was a romantic and appealing plan. I already knew some of the local lingo anyway: ‘Voulez-vous coucher avec moi, ce soir?’ Well, it’s only polite to know the basics, isn’t it?


It’s never been a problem for me, settling in a new city. I have lived in a few different countries in my time and I can subscribe to the adage, ‘Wherever I lay my hat, that’s my home’. You have to be able to live like that anyway when you tour the world with a band. You’re never in one place for that long.


I always remember one of my dad’s sayings: ‘You only need one meal a day, one pair of shoes and a roof over your head. Everything else is a bonus’.


I think he’d come to this conclusion after he’d spent six years fighting overseas in the Second World War. After that everything must have seemed like a bonus.


My parents were great for giving me a solid foundation for my life. They had no airs and graces and weren’t that impressed with material wealth. They knew the value of family and being there for each other. They were just as delighted with a letter I’d send them from somewhere like Tokyo than any fancy presents. So long as I kept in touch and saw them as much as I could, then they were happy.
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