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Steve Marriott
ALL TOO BEAUTIFUL



Steve Marriott was one of the music world’s most extraordinary individuals. A supremely gifted songwriter, singer – and schemer; a vocalist from the same mould as Rod Stewart, Eric Burdon and Steve Winwood, but arguably the greatest white soul singer of them all. Marriott never held back from anything, least of all his music. His vocals always possessed an intensity, clarity and maturity that at the time were unmatched by any other singer.


His band The Small Faces were the first to be banned from Top of The Pops and were deported from Australia at gunpoint. Steve’s next group Humble Pie ruled the stadiums of America but the money earned was diverted by mafia associates and he returned to the UK broke and on the run from the taxman. In later life he struggled with schizophrenia but always continued playing – blistering gigs in front of small audiences in the pubs and clubs around London. Recently reunited with his old Humble Pie sparring partner Peter Frampton, he was on the verge of a comeback when he was tragically killed in a housefire, aged 44. A huge influence on a new generation of musicians from Paul Weller to Noel Gallagher, due to his death, Marriott has perhaps not been granted the status in Rock’n’Roll’s pantheon that he deserves. This book is long-overdue reassessment of – and tribute to – to one of the greatest rock stars of all time.




Praise for Steve Marriott



‘An exhaustive account of the East End musical maverick, it spans his beginnings as a child prodigy, his memorable work with arch top Mods the Small Faces, and all the way through to his later work with Humble Pie, his subsequent solo career and untimely death in 1991.’


GARY CROWLEY, BBC LONDON


‘A riveting account of the singer’s life, crammed with entertaining stories of rebellion and debauchery and insightful historical background...Compulsive reading.’


DAILY EXPRESS


‘One of the best books I’ve read about the backwaters of rock music.’


DAILY MAIL


‘A wonderfully researched, eminently readable appreciation of the creative force behind the Small Faces and Humble Pie, who created some of the finest pop, rock ‘n’ boogie music of his generation.’


***** CLASSIC ROCK


‘All Too Beautiful traces Marriott’s mercurial career from his upbringing in post¬war, bomb-damaged London to his cocaine-ravaged demise in a fire at his Essex home in 1991, aged 44. Revealing, sympathetic, long overdue.’


**** UNCUT


‘Ultimately, this is a complex story of extraordinary talent, missed chances, exotic highs and frightening lows. This comprehensive biography of Steve Marriott is as close as we’re going to get to extracting the truth about Britain’s finest white-soul exponent.’


***** RECORD COLLECTOR


‘Compelling reading.’


**** MOJO




Dedicated to Sean Body, a total pro and a good friend, without whom this biography would have been lost to the world.


Since this book’s original publication, Sean Body, Laurie O’Leary, Steve’s one time manager and confidant, and Rupert Trollope, kind owner of 22 Westmoreland Terrace, have joined Steve in the afterglow.


Both authors wish to salute their sad passing.




‘I’m hyperactive, yeah. I’ve always been like that and I always will be like that. I can’t live to other people’s rules. I'm sorry. I don’t expect them to live to mine. That’s just what I do. And I certainly can’t live by theirs. If that makes them feel I am out of order then I’m really sorry.’


Steve Marriott talking to John Hellier, 1984. 




Prologue


When they walked into their first ever council flat, the Marriott family couldn’t believe their luck. Compared to the accommodation they were used to, 9 Daines Close, Manor Park was stunning. Located on the third floor of a four-storey building, the flat had three bedrooms and a front room that measured twelve by twelve. On the wall was a serving hatch, behind it the small kitchen, and then, to the left – and they couldn’t get over this – their very own bathroom. Thirteen years after the end of the Second World War and life for the Marriotts was better than any of them had ever expected.


There were four members in the family, Bill and Kay, the father and mother, Steve and Kay, the son and daughter.


Mother and son were the dominant characters. Between them existed a tight bond that they would both tug on all their lives, forever seeking to impose their iron will upon the other. Even fighting simply drew them closer and closer together.


The son was talented; extremely so. At thirteen years of age he had already left formal education and was now paying his way through the prestigious Italia Conti drama school in Brixton.


The whole family was behind him. They knew he had talent, knew he was destined to be somebody. It was a given in the Marriott family.


As they settled into life at Daines Close the signs of this talent became clearer. Take that night, that cold night in October 1963, when the young Marriott came out of his bedroom and walked into the sitting room to find his mother and father watching the nationally popular variety show Sunday Night At The London Palladium on their small black and white television. Round his way – round most people’s ways at the time – everyone stayed in to watch this show. It meant they could go in to work the next day and have something to talk about.


Not Steve Marriott. He has little time for light British entertainment. His kicks come from the American R&B records he has been collecting these past few years. That’s why he is dressed up to the nines tonight. He is off to a club to listen and dance to the records and sounds of black America.


Music falls out of the television. Instantly, Marriott turns, studies the screen intensely. Four young men from Liverpool are playing their latest disc and in the process busy changing lives across the country. After a minute, Marriott’s face relaxes and he screws his nose up.


‘Load of rubbish,’ he sneers in his fresh, Cockney voice. His father looks round at him. He doesn’t confront his son a lot, that’s his mum’s job. But, he is not standing for this slice of insolence. Son or not, this young man needs taking down a peg or two.


‘Steve,’ he says, ‘when you can sell out the London Palladium like the Beatles have done tonight you can make such judgements, but until then, you’ll do well to keep your opinions to yourself.’


‘Yeah,’ Steve Marriott retorts, buttoning up his coat. ‘Well, one day I’ll sell out the London Palladium and then you’ll see.’


Most families would have laughed at such a declaration from one of their members. The Marriotts knew better. So did their son. Nearly ten years later, in March of 1973, Steve Marriott sold out the London Palladium. Just like he said he would.




Introduction


I had intended to begin this book describing Steve Marriott’s last day on earth. My idea for the opening scene was the flight taking him and his third wife, Toni, home from America on Friday 19th April, 1991, an extremely turbulent journey; the couple argued continually until landing in the UK at around midday.


At that point we would meet their friend, Phil Anthony. He collects the couple from Heathrow airport and drives them back to their 16th century rented house in Arkesden, North Essex. Phil would leave and we would then watch the arrival of Ray Newcomb, another friend who invites the couple out for a meal at the Straw Hat pub in Sawbridgeworth.


We would sit at their table and discover what Marriott ate for his last meal (roast lamb and mint sauce) see his clothes that day (suitably, given his place in Mod history, a silver grey Mohair suit) and then view the actions that led up to him returning home alone at about 1.30 am.


There I would have stopped, hopefully with the reader now eager to know more about this unique man.


I had to jettison my plans. In all honesty, you wouldn’t have wanted to be around Steve Marriott on his last day on earth. He was vicious, argumentative and tiresome. He had spent the last two weeks of his stay in Los Angeles terrorising Toni. No shrinking violet she, but even her feisty nature and her combative stance could not cope with Marriott’s onslaught. The man was simply uncontrollable.


Worse, it wasn’t the man she married who was carrying on in this manner – it was Melvin, a bald headed wrestler.


Melvin was Steve Marriott’s alter ego, the other side of his dual personality. Melvin first surfaced round about the mid ’70s when Marriott was into his second marriage with Pam Stephens. As all his women soon discovered, when Melvin appeared, big trouble followed.


It was Melvin who began the fights – kicked off the arguments. It was scary stuff to be around. When Pam would plead with Steve to stop, he would shout, ‘I’m not Steve, I’m Melvin the bald headed wrestler,’ and then tear into her some more.


In the morning, Marriott genuinely seemed to have no recollection of his actions. His day would be spent wracked by guilt and remorse.


This is challenging and uncomfortable material and to open the book in such a manner would run the very real risk of putting the reader off Marriott completely.


I couldn’t allow this to happen. Melvin was one facet of Steve, a dark facet but not the whole man by a long way. There was so much more to Steve Marriott. Over the last two years, as I have discovered more and more about the man, I could not help but admire his unique spirit, warm to the way Marriott refused to go down, how he allowed nothing in life – the mafia, the Inland Revenue, the law, the music business – to beat him. Faced with my own day-to-day problems, his life lessons proved to be extremely valuable.


Steve Marriott was a warm, funny man, blessed with incredible talent, energy and charisma. He sang tremendously, he wrote beautifully and he devoted himself to his craft for the whole of his life. He was a true artist. All his life he only did that which his muse demanded, not that which might enrich him.


Music consumed him. He worshipped that beautiful, inspirational force to his dying day. Two, maybe three weeks before his untimely death, he was in a Los Angeles club when he met two fans. He invited them back to his house to play them Charles and Inez Foxx records, explaining how great and vital and important this music was. At age forty-four, he was still spreading the word, still acting as standard bearer for the R&B music he adored so much. He was not alone in his love of this music.


In the ’60s, most British artists that mattered – Georgie Fame, Van Morrison, Brian Auger, Rod Stewart, Eric Burdon, Chris Farlowe, Peter Green, the Beatles, the Stones and many others – felt the same way. They displayed an urgency to promote black American music; to reveal to their audiences its wondrous nature.


Rhythm and Blues, or R&B, was the source, the springboard these acts used to forge their own unique music. Today, much to our detriment, that tradition is becoming lost. Back in the day, every young white hipster wanted to sing like Otis or Ray or Bobby. Forty years later, the majority of young hopefuls want to sing like ‘Rock’ singers, a breed who always lean more to the histrionic than the historic and for whom the expression ‘stay in tune’ might as well been written in Russian.


Not Stevie Marriott. He may well have been the best white soul singer this country ever produced. He’s certainly in the top three. Ask Oasis’s Liam Gallagher, one of the very few singers today worth listening to. When Mojo magazine placed Liam above Marriott in one of those Best Singers lists that all publications love, the young buck, who read the piece while sitting in a Primrose Hill pub, screwed up the mag and threw it on the summer pavement outside in anger.


He knew the truth – knew what an instinctive vocalist Marriott was, how he knew when to go soft, when to race ahead, when to unleash the power, when to hold back; knew in fact how best to use all his musical talents, especially in his Small Faces days.


In that period, 1965-1969, Steve Marriott wrote songs that still transport me to this day. ‘Afterglow Of Your Love’, ‘Tin Soldier’, ‘The Autumn Stone’, ‘That Man’, ‘I Can’t Dance With You’, ‘Understanding’, ‘All or Nothing’, ‘If You Think You’re Groovy’, ‘The Universal’, ‘Donkey Rides A Penny A Glass’ – my fingers will tire before the list is complete. His songs were filled with melody, passion, energy, beauty and drive. He was a great arranger as well, imbuing many of his records with a unique musical character. Such was his talent, he could incorporate elements as disparate as East End music hall and screaming rock guitar solos into one satisfying whole.


His writing changed when he joined Humble Pie, did so again in his solo years and there is a case that his muse thoroughly deserted him during this latter period. I tend to disagree. There is still enough great music from this period to fill a lengthy CD. Steve Marriott wrote until the day he died, couldn’t stop himself. He loved the job. But he loved performing even more.


That’s why in his latter years he was able to play the pubs and the clubs for a grand a night and not feel too bitter about his fate. Onstage, wherever he was, he became whole, became one. He did feel resentment at other lesser talents who had left him behind to become much bigger stars – the Rod Stewarts of this world – but he did so not out of jealousy but a sense of injustice. Marriott had been raised to believe that talent was the only benchmark. The more the talent, the better the rewards. When he discovered that success in the music business owes as much to other factors – a willingness to schmooze, to play the game, to stay meek, keep quiet, not upset people – he reared up in anger. Pound for pound, he was as good as any of his contemporaries, yet in the end they got the mansions and stadium shows while he got the pub circuit.


That wasn’t right, it ran contrary to his sense of fairness.


His complex personality didn’t help him. On the one hand a sensitive artist who could write subtle and evocative lines such as ‘All I need are your whispered hellos,’ on the other a man of dirty, ribald humour who displayed no tact whatsoever. His unstoppable penchant for winding up or annoying people in high places inevitably interfered with his career. His first hit combo, the Small Faces were the first to be banned from the prime music show, Top Of The Pops. The reason? Marriott believed the show’s producer was retiring and confronted him with the words: ‘I’m glad you’re leaving; I always thought you were a major cunt.’


The producer thanked Steve for the gesture but told the singer he wasn’t actually leaving, it was someone else who was. The next day, a short-lived ban was enforced.


Not that Marriott cared too much. ‘Fuck ’em’ was a phrase he often used throughout his life just as in the same manner he used humour to deflate the pompous and the boring.


Many of his actions were hilarious, sometimes surreal. Pouring mint sauce over a neighbour’s plastic lambs or taking to the stage in a bathrobe are acts worthy of Spike Milligan himself (no surprise then that as a kid, Marriott loved the Goons. So did his Aunt Sheila. The pair would sit at the kitchen table listening to the radio show whilst his father Bill Marriott sat nearby, angrily rustling his newspaper, telling them to keep their laughter quiet. In the downstairs toilet at his last home in Essex was a bookshelf full of Spike Milligan books).


The base of his humour was earthy and forged from his East End sensibility. The same went for his appeal to the opposite sex. From an early age, Marriott was a rogue and a charmer. Ask the women.


They loved his cheek, his openness, his shoes and his girl-like features. In the ’60s, especially when clothes were his passion, Marriott displayed both male and female qualities, a duality that fascinates and attracts women. On stage or in the studio, he looked like a doll but he sang like a man. He was all too beautiful.


Marriott’s four main relationships were loving and turbulent but none of his long-term partners will have a word said against him. Those who do criticise him, found his energy too overpowering, his actions too wild. His non-stop chatter, his outlandish behaviour, his filthy mouth, it was all too much. Most others, though, warmed to him. For them he had a heart that was big and warm and exceptional.


In reading this book, I hope you can see through his faults and be drawn to Steve Marriott in the way I was. I hope the words inside lead you to his music, that his work gives you the thrill it gives me every time I hear it. I know my co-author, John Hellier, feels the same way and on that particular subject I have to say this. I could not have been gifted a better man for this job. Not only was his research absolutely exemplary but John’s ability to calmly fulfil everything I asked of him, whether it be at seven in the morning or twelve at night, was amazing.


He has been like that all the way through this journey and that means one thing – any success that this book attracts is as much to do with him as it is anybody else.


Paolo Hewitt, London, Autumn 2003.


 






Part One


From Absolute Beginnings







Chapter One


Things Are Going To Get Better


The Marriott family – mother and father Kay and Bill and their children, Steve and Kay (slightly confusingly for this narrative, daughter and mother share the same name) – step out onto today’s printed pages from a world now vanished. London’s East End was the area where the Marriotts would make their home for many, many years: the area whose traditions and unique culture would serve to shape all of their characters.


Those forces have now disappeared into the ether of London’s rich and mysterious past and were beginning to do so when Stephen Peter Marriott arrived upon this earth on January 30th, 1947.


For it was at this time, just after the Second World War, that the twin forces of technology and new housing policies combined to move major centres of work out of London taking the workers with them.


Nearly halfway through the 20th century, the children of families who had lived in London’s East End for generations, no longer woke up in Brick Lane or Bow but in Essex, or the newly built satellite towns, such as Basildon or Stevenage. With them went their culture. Within twenty years of their departure, Kentucky Fried Chicken would be more popular in the East End than the pie and mash served in Cooke’s famous shops.


Yet despite this migration, Steve Marriott’s East End has never lost its status as one of London’s most mythologized areas.


In books such as Jane Cox’s East End Life and Traditions or Gilda O’Neill’s bestseller, My East End, the same ideals and principles are repeated again and again. East End people are the salt of the earth. They are tough but loving people bound together by geography, living side by side in an area where unconditional help was always on hand.


‘You’d rally round if someone needed you,’ says a woman in O’Neill’s book. ‘If someone was unwell, you’d mind her kids, make sure she had a bit of grub.’


‘When I think of the East End,’ says another, ‘I think of all the warmth. Within a radius of two or three streets you had your own little community. Like a village, it was.’


In Jane Cox’s book, we encounter a Mrs Morris, mother of seven, who breaks her leg and is hospitalised. She has no husband but many offspring. The neighbours move into her house and take care of her kids. When Mrs Morris returns, the neighbours club together and throw her a welcome home party. The tears stream down her face at this act of outstanding kindness.


Consider also East End resident, Jessie. She recalls her neighbours coming out of the pubs at closing time, to sing and socialise on the streets until the very early hours.


‘Lovely nights,’ she wistfully recalls, ‘lovely nights.’


This idea of the East End as a warm and caring area reaches its apotheosis when its chroniclers turn to the Second World War.


For East Enders, the war really started on the 7th of September, 1940, the day when German planes began a 57-day bombing campaign of the area. The Germans were good – 15,000 people killed, 94,086 houses destroyed – yet not good enough to kill off the East End. Many and much survived their ferocious bombardment and at the end of it the Daily Herald splashed on its front page in huge type – The Cockney Is Bloody But Unbowed!


For Kay Marriott, Steve’s mother, this was the East End’s finest hour. She was truly moved by the prevailing spirit of selflessness, bravery and true companionship that she saw all around her.


‘I suppose it’s a terrible thing to say but I enjoyed the War, I really did,’ she confesses. ‘Everyone was so nice.’


That same spirit infused all of Britain. In 1941, the playwright Noel Coward, whose work Steve Marriott would remain a lifelong fan of, attended a dance in Plymouth. He wrote in his diary that night, ‘The English do not always take their pleasures sadly, at least not when they are surrounded by death and destruction.’


Of course, a myth cannot exist without some truth to support it although it can be equally argued that no one impulse determines the character of any area. Human lives are too complex for such a simple appraisal.


Dark forces live in the East End; they have done so for a very long time. Some of it is harmless stuff (‘Neighbours and friends might help one another out,’ Jane Cox writes, ‘but there was a good deal of back stabbing in the market place’), but some of it is nasty, violent, propelled by ignorance and bigotry against other cultures, other religions. In the East End, the process of immigration was no different to anywhere else in Britain.


The process starts when a foreign people arrive and settle in. Within days, verbal abuse from a few locals starts. Then come the stares, the threats, the punches and the spittle. The hostility lasts until the next group arrive from a different part of the world. Now everyone turns their spit onto the newcomers – not least those grateful to be removed from the firing line.


‘Everyone was fighting for the same crust,’ Jane Cox records in her book. The Protestants hated the Catholics and the Catholics hated the Protestants and everybody hated the Jews, as Tom Lehrer used to sing. Little had changed since the days when everybody hated the Flemish, then the Dutch, then the French Huguenots, not to mention the Irish, Scots and Welsh and anyone who spoke ‘funny’ or ate ‘strange food’.


Given this hostility, why settle here, of all places? Why lay yourself open to such viciousness? Because London’s East End has always been a magnet for the ambitious poor of the world.


The Irish and the Russo-Polish Jews and the Chinese, the Somalis, the West Africans and the Indians, the Spanish, the Germans and the Italians, the Dutch and the Pakistanis, along with the indigenous Londoners, make up the fabric of its history. The true Eastender comes in many colours, many sizes, just as Steve Marriott’s music would.


For centuries, men and women, culled from every part of the world, have worked its factories and its sweatshops. They have prayed in churches which became synagogues and are now mosques. They have drunk in the pubs and fought and fallen hard on the streets.


Some Eastenders have been natural left wingers: staunch fighters against fascism. Others went the other way, towards the extreme right wing of Oswald Mosley and Enoch Powell. Whatever the viewpoint, as long as it’s extreme, the East End will sustain it.


Others were not so supine. For them, the East End represented chains they had to break loose from in order to make their name in a wider world. Stanley Holloway, the actor, was born in Manor Park, Alfie Bass in Bethnal Green. The entertainer Bud Flanagan was an East Ender, so were the writers Arnold Wesker, Harold Pinter and Steven Berkoff. Photographer David Bailey hails from these parts and decades later the press still make a song and dance about it. As they do with Terry O’Neill but not the tailor Doug Hayward, the man whose suits Bobby Moore (amongst many others) would wear with such elegance and style.


Of course, not all who escaped ended up in the media or the arts. There was also the thriving underworld in which to find riches and notoriety. In the ’60s, the area’s most distinguished duo were the Krays, two gangster brothers who for better or worse, remain vital in the preservation of East End mythology.


‘I don’t care what you say about the Krays,’ runs the mantra, drummed into every East Ender since the mid ’60s, ‘you could leave your back door open when they ruled the manor and no one would take advantage. You were safe with them. (Pause) And they loved their mum.’


At their funerals, thousands of Eastenders packed the streets to pay tribute in the same way as they later marked the passing of the Queen Mother.


Others of a more legal bent made their money and then moved outwards, quick as they could, towards Essex, towards fresh country air. Some stayed in the gutter all their lives, not bothering, or unable, to move. 


Steve Marriott’s East End was filled with people who played out the drama of their lives in full view of their neighbours. What’s remarkable is that within this vibrant area, populated as it was by those blessed with energy and attitude and colour and life, it was he, Steve Marriott, who would stand head and shoulders above everyone else.


‘A special kid that one,’ his neighbours would coo as he bounced down the street, fair hair to the wind, smile on the go and mischief in his eyes, paying heed to no one and going his own way. It became the echo of his childhood. ‘Yes, a special kid that one. Unique. Absolutely unique.’


His mother Kay knew it more than anyone else and because she did she sought to give him a toughness to protect him from those who would rob him of the proceeds of his talents. To her way of thinking, sensitivity was a fatal weakness; the result was that mother and son locked horns, time and time again, week after week, month after month, year after year. Kay protected, Steve rebelled. It was only when he reached thirty and she about fifty, that he sat down and in a rare gentle moment said to her, ‘You know mum in all those fights we had as I grew up, you won every one of them. But I never let you see the tears I cried or how scared I was.’


‘Yes, I know,’ she replied, so pleased that the son had finally understood the reasoning behind her tough ways, her tough love, ‘but you never saw my heart break.’


From Bill, the father, came Steve’s artistic side but from Kay came the armour, the desire to better himself. For in this East End world of low paid jobs and long working hours, that was always the aim – go better yourself. There was no higher calling. You don’t hear it so much these days but back then that was the mantra of the working class all over the country. Go and better yourself. Which is precisely what Kay, Steve’s mother, did.


She was born Kathleen Devo on March 14th, 1926, above a Chinese laundry in Mildmay Grove, Islington, ‘And I’ve been cleaning ever since,’ she quips. As always, there is a whiff of bitter truth in her humour.


She was the eldest, Sheila was the youngest, in between came Joan who now lives in Australia. Three girls then, which did not please the father. Albert Devo had wanted sons since he was a teenager.


When Sheila, the last of his children was born, Albert came home from work to see the new child. Just as he entered the house, the lights went out. ‘Don’t bother putting money in the meter,’ he said sarcastically, ‘I don’t need to see what another girl looks like.’


Cruel, but that’s how it was. He was a fish man and Kathleen was a chamber maid. That’s how they met, Albert delivering fish to a big house one day and catching her eye. The fish man and the chamber maid courted, married and then began to produce daughters.


Soon after Kathleen was born, the family moved to Tottenham, Hillside Road to be exact. There was a zoo in the park down the road which the young Kay liked to visit. But there was also a father who kept a cane at the dining table. If Kay spoke at mealtimes or worse if Kay spoke at mealtimes whilst eating or drinking, the dad would reach for the stick – cracking it upon her fair skin, a flash of pain and red.


To this day, Kay Marriott finds it impossible to talk and drink or talk and eat at the same time. Her mum was of a kinder nature. Once supper was over and dad had disappeared, she would gather her daughters around and they would sit at the table and talk, gossip, be together, be a family. It meant that the three daughters never respected dad as much as they respected mum.


‘And that’s how I think it was with Steve and me,’ Steve’s mum says. ‘Bill his father adored Steve but they could never get it right. Steve always thought his father was ashamed of him. If they would go to the pub for a drink, his father would say, “Are you going to sort your hair out?” And Steve would get narky and say, “No, I bloody ain’t”. See it was Bill’s Victorian upbringing. He wanted Steve to have a short back and sides and of course Steve would have none of it.’


***


When Kay was ten, the Devo family moved from Tottenham and travelled eastwards, to a gloomy Victorian house, number 302 Strone Road in Manor Park. Kay would live in this street for many, many years. To support his family, her father opened up his own fish shop. At the back was a large hole where he oak-smoked the fish three times a week. On her way home from school that smell would fill Kay’s nostrils and she has never forgotten it. Her school was on Shaftesbury Road, opposite her dad’s fish shop and close to the Trebor sweet factory.


At home, under her father’s strict regime, Kay learnt the art of deviousness, learnt how to get the things she wanted even when her father commanded her, no. Years later when her son Steve pulled a similar trick, Kay would smile inwardly and tell him, ‘Steve, there’s nothing you have done that I haven’t done already. Really, there isn’t.’


Three years after moving to Manor Park, the Second World War broke out and the family were evacuated to Norfolk. Their father didn’t go with them. Instead, he went into the Territorial Army. A weak heart soon prevented him from continuing his service and he spent the rest of the war working on the buses. When the family returned to London months later, it was not to their home in Manor Park but to Elstree, to stay with their aunt Maud.


Once there, Kay, who had now left school, started work as a tea lady for an engineering company. She proved herself hard working and dutiful, but also young and naive. One morning someone asked her to go out and buy some red, white and blue spotted paint. Okay, she said and trotted off to the shops blissfully unaware of the giggles behind her back. In the shop the salesman put her right and she blushed so hard she can remember the feeling to this day.


They left Aunt Maud’s not long after, travelled back to Strone Road. Their old house, number 302, was now occupied so they moved three doors up to 308, another Victorian style house. It even had a servant’s bell hanging in the sitting room.


‘But we never used it,’ says Kay, smiling.


She joined the Wrens. She wanted to do her bit for the war but more than that, she wanted to please her father. She knew it hurt him to be without a son so she tried the next best thing – acting like one. In truth, the war didn’t scare her. The German bombers who took East End lives and reduced large sections of the area to rubble never frightened her in the way they did her mother. Kay would sleep through the loud sirens and then in the evening she would make her own way to dances, walking through streets as bombs exploded nearby, sending shards of shrapnel flying over her head.


‘See, life had to carry on or what else are you going to do?’ Kay asks. ‘And at 13 you are not frightened by anything. My mum was but I wasn’t.’


And in 1943, four years into the war, she met the man she would marry.


Kay was out celebrating her 17th birthday in the Burnell Arms pub on High Street North, Manor Park, when she came across Bill Marriott, enjoying a good night out.


‘I went past him and we started chatting,’ she recalls. ‘He said, “What’s the celebration?” I said, “It’s my birthday”. He said, “Funny, it’s mine too.”


Kay laughed but didn’t believe him. He was obviously spinning her a line, the cheeky git. But it was true. Bill Marriott had indeed been born on March 14th, but fourteen years before Kay, in the year 1912, at King’s Cross in London. He was the family’s eldest child. There was a younger brother and a sister, and Bill’s father, a cab driver, owned two taxis. Not a bad living in those days.


One day at school, Bill made a painting of two large eagles and, much to his surprise, it won him a scholarship to the Royal Academy of Art in central London. There, in that illustrious building, he studied still life painting. The student life was not to his liking and he left, never to realise his dormant artistic talent. His son would take on that particular job for him.


Bill now entered into an electrician’s apprenticeship, a job that took him to Madam Tussaud’s waxwork museum in London’s Baker Street.


‘He made Sleeping Beauty breathe,’ Kay recalls, ‘he was proud of his work there.’ The work finished and Bill moved on to work for a variety of firms all over London. He was rarely happy. One day at work he had another row with another ignorant boss.


Sod it, he said. And he went and joined the Navy. It was then that tragedy struck. Within four short years, two of the people closest to Bill would be taken from him.


Bill was eighteen when his mum died. His sister took over her role but at just twenty-two, she too departed this earth, leaving behind a two-year-old daughter.


Perhaps this explains the reserve in his character, how he was content to stay in the shadows. Cruel and random blows had decimated his family and maybe now he felt that life was too unpredictable, too treacherous to fully embrace. You gave it your best but still it wounded you. Best not to get too involved, eh? You only leave yourself open. His son would disagree and take for the high road, the other route.


Naturally, Kay knew none of this background detail on March 14th, 1943, as she made her way back to her table.


‘Fancy any of them?’ Kay asked her sister Sheila, nodding towards the sailors as she settled down beside her.


‘Nah, not really,’ Sheila replied and that would have been it except for one factor; Kay’s father. Spotting the lads at the bar, he rose from his chair and approached the sailors. 


‘Lads, do you fancy coming back for a ding dong?’ he asked them. A ding dong. It was a wartime East End tradition. If you saw any of the armed forces in a pub you offered them a drink at your home. They fought, you didn’t. It was the done thing. The sailors gladly accepted Albert’s offer. Kay felt annoyed. It was her birthday. Not theirs. But she didn’t complain. Not with father sitting there.


The boys came back to the house and Bill, shy, unassuming Bill, couldn’t keep his eyes off the attractive birthday girl. Kay was a beauty and she knew it. She had known for some time now that men were drawn to her. But Bill looked at her differently. There was something nice about him, safe. So when he asked if she would like to go out one night, she said yes.


But Kay wanted to make one thing clear to her new suitor: don’t let our time together make you think for one minute that this is the start of something. The war had smashed everyone’s future, reduced life to day-to-day living. Kay and many others didn’t see the point of long-term relationships, of long-term anythings in fact. Each day as it came. That’s how you got by. How else could you cope? You never knew what might happen next. One night, you might meet the man of your dreams, the next day he might be dead. So let’s face the music. And dance.


The war created a new, more reckless social attitude in the British. Death was now a daily presence in everyone’s lives and its power made the old idea of living by rules set down by others or regarding the rich and the powerful as superior, instantly redundant. In the East End they said, Get your fun now, for it might be gone tomorrow. And it was this spirit that gathered steam after the war finished and shaped Britain’s most fabulous decade, the Sixties.


Kay and Bill kept on seeing each other. She liked him, liked him a lot. She told him so as well and that encouraged him to ignore the rules she had laid down. He proposed marriage very early in the relationship. Strangely, instead of telling him where to get off, Kay now became unsure. So did her parents. Bill was solid, grounded and good husband material. He was older but in their eyes that made him more attractive.


‘Getting married,’ Kay would say at the breakfast table, ‘it all seems so final.’


Yet something about him had got inside of her, something inside told her to put away the doubts. It was the right thing to do. After all, she may never meet another like him again.


There was another compelling reason to accept his offer. Marriage would remove her from the family home. She could now make her own way and that was a temptation too large to ignore.


Six months after meeting, on the 8th September, 1943, Bill and Kay Marriott married at the East Ham registry office. She was seventeen, Bill was thirty-one.


Kay’s dad gave the newly-weds two rooms in 308 Strone Road under the condition they kept them clean and in good repair. A slightly nervous Kay and a very happy Bill moved their stuff in before departing for their unconventional honeymoon.


At the time of his wedding, Bill Marriott’s ship was positioned in the English Channel. The men’s mission was simple; it was to build a pipeline on the sea floor to supply petrol to the forces on land in Europe. The line was called Pluto.


‘Very famous in its day,’ instructs Kay. ‘Very famous.’


The closest port was Shanklin, on the Isle of Wight and for his honeymoon, Bill was given permission to come ashore every night to see his wife. They stayed at a friend’s house in Shanklin who gave the couple their front bedroom, referring to it jokingly as the bridal suite. After a three-week honeymoon, the couple parted; Bill to stay full time on the ship, Kay to return to Manor Park. Neither knew that disaster was about to strike.


Three weeks later, Kay received an urgent message from the captain of the ship. Her husband, Petty Officer William Marriott, had lost the use of both his eyes. The terrible accident had occurred when Bill started sawing a length of copper and the wire exploded into his face, injuring both his eyes. He had been placed in the Haslar Royal Navy hospital, in Gosport.


Mrs. Marriott would of course be given extended visiting rights to see her husband. The journey was long – Kay had to travel to Portsmouth and then get a ferry over to Gosport – but she made the trip every week to sit by his hospital bed. As she did so, Kay constantly reassured her husband that everything would be fine. Secretly, she began preparing for life with a blind husband.


Luckily, time and fortune favoured the young couple. A new wonder drug, penicillin, had just been approved for use by the relevant authorities. Kay was asked permission for Bill to be injected with the new drug every four hours. Of course, she said, anything that might help and ease the pain. The medicine was administered every four hours and Kay helped clear away the hateful black stuff that dripped down from Bill’s eyes. After a few weeks the pain vanished.


The doctors now proposed an operation that might save one of Bill’s eyes. Kay agreed to the proposal. Any chance was worth taking at this particular stage. The operation was long but it was successful. Bill got his sight back in one eye and Kay has never forgotten the surgeon’s name; Sir Williamson Noble.


She returned home, happy, able now to turn her attentions upon herself. Since her marriage, she couldn’t help but note how broody she was becoming. Each day, the idea of creating a child grew stronger and stronger but how to persuade Bill? She knew him well, knew he would make objections. Not because he didn’t want children but because his nature was cautious, uncertain.


‘I could see he was frightened to have a child, so I had to chase him,’ she says. Two years later, the war ended. Millions were dead, countries and cities were shattered, Britain and its allies emerged victorious. A piano was wheeled into the Marriotts’ front garden and all the street and all the people from everywhere around dressed up and, oh how they partied, drinking long into the night and then onwards into the sunny morning.


War was finally over and Kay’s wish to bear a child now became her primary mission. Before long she was pregnant.




Chapter Two


Give Her My Regards


On the 29th of January, 1947, Kay travelled to East Ham hospital for her regular check up. She was eight months gone. The examining nurse told her the birth was at least four weeks away and sent her away to return in a month’s time.


Outside, the snow was falling heavily from the sky, piling up on the pavements. The wind was vicious, quick to cut through your clothing. It was the worst winter since February, 1929, that’s what the papers said. Britain was grinding to a halt.


The Thames was frozen and electricity supplies had been cut by 25%. Great parts of London still lay in ruins and people scrabbled upon them to try and make a living. Meanwhile, the Royal Family were preparing to set sail for the warmer climes of South Africa.


In the daily papers, Whiteways were advertising their wines with the slogan, Britons Do Make It – a jibe at Johnny Foreigner’s perceived superior wine industry – and a radio in the shops would cost you fifteen pounds. The price was well out of Kay Marriott’s reach but it wasn’t money or home or husband that concerned her on this day. It was the overpowering feeling that the nurse was wrong, that she was near to giving birth. Her baby was not four weeks away from arriving, it was more like four days.


Bill hadn’t accompanied Kay to the hospital on this freezing day. He had caught a vicious flu bug and had been in bed for days. Kay looked in on him when she got home. He was lying fast asleep and vapour seemed to rise off his body. She went downstairs and prepared his medicine, took it back up to him. Then she returned to the kitchen and made herself something to eat and afterwards she settled down as best she could to rest. At eleven o’clock that night the contractions started. She had been right all along. Her child was on the way.


After an hour of enduring the pain, she went upstairs to tell Bill. He was still feverish, still in another world. The flu had drained him of everything. Still, he managed to tell her to put on those thick socks he had brought back from Russia all those years ago so she wouldn’t slip on the icy cold pavement and then to hurry next door to the Lewises and call an ambulance. The Marriotts didn’t have a phone. Nor did most of the houses in the street.


Bill slipped back into semi-consciousness and Kay, now dressed, went downstairs. She was absolutely petrified. She opened the front door and a rush of bitter cold wind assaulted her. She dropped her shoulders, tentatively stepped out onto the ice and made the short journey next door.


She knocked on Mrs Lewis’s door. Mrs Lewis had a grown son who Kay was sure would now help her. She was wrong. Mrs Lewis opened her door, and said no, Kay could not use her telephone. ‘Go to Mrs Stone, further down the road, use hers.’ Then she closed the door on her pregnant neighbour. The good old East End.


Kay gathered herself against the cold and walked down to number 318. Mrs Stone opened the door in her nightie and pigtails and Kay told her the baby was on the way, could she call an ambulance. Mrs. Stone shrieked, rushed to the phone. After a minute of listening to the receiver, she cried to Kay, there’s no answer. Kay had to laugh.


She told her friend, ‘they’re not answering because you haven’t dialled the number yet,’ and then Mrs. Stone shrieked again but this time with laughter.


The ambulance soon arrived and Kay was taken to East Ham hospital. She arrived at half-six in the morning. Alone. The night shift was just finishing, the day shift about to start. Kay was told to wait patiently in a room, a small, grey waiting room. She settled down but within minutes the contractions started up again. A nurse walked by and Kay shouted to her for help. The sister quickly examined her and then called for assistance.


Kay is rushed to the labour ward but even there, they refuse to take her condition seriously. She is offered breakfast, a bowl of porridge. She refuses the food. The contractions continue. Finally, the nurses and the doctors agree that action is needed and they make the necessary arrangements.


At eleven in the morning, on January 30th, 1947, Kay Marriott gave birth to a baby boy. A son. Kay is absolutely elated, very relieved and so very tired. She tells the nurse she wants to call her son, Peter Stephen Marriott but the nurse says, ‘Oh we had another Peter born today,’ so Kay changes the names around. Stephen becomes the first name. She got the names Peter and Stephen from the Bible and if she is honest, it feels slightly scandalous to use such religious names for her child.


The nurse tells her that as Stephen was a premature birth, he must be taken away for a short while. Nothing to worry about. Routine tests, that kind of thing. Not to worry.


Again, Kay is left alone. She hopes no one passing by thinks that she is unwed. ‘My husband is ill,’ she will tell anyone who asks.


Kay sleeps for a bit and wakes. A little later, the nurse walks back in with her child.


‘You can feed him now,’ the nurse says, passing him over.


Just as she does so a passing matron rushes into the ward.


‘Take that child away from there immediately. I said, immediately,’ she shouts out.


The nurse grabs the baby from the shocked mother and rushes out of the ward, back to the nursery. Kay has no idea what is happening.


‘What’s wrong,’ she cries. ‘What’s wrong with my baby?’


‘Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,’ the matron replies and walks out. She will not tell Kay that Stephen is ill, that he must be kept at the same room temperature. In fact, no one will tell Kay about the illness. After all, she is only the mother.


At six-thirty that night, Kay’s mum arrives. Thank God, for that. She is the only person in the whole world that Kay wants to see. On learning of her grandson’s condition, the mum demands answers from the hospital and they are now given.


Stephen Marriott was born weighing four pounds and four ounces and has jaundice. His weight is plummeting. He cannot leave the hospital until he recovers. Kay can feed him but he must not be taken out of the nursery until he gains the necessary weight.


Mother and son spent a month in that hospital. The first few days were the worst.


Stephen simply didn’t look like recovering and Kay felt a deep despair of the kind known only to mothers. Yet this time tragedy let her be. The illness gradually fell away and the boy began putting on weight. After four weeks, mother and son were discharged. The hospital charged them £21 for their stay. That’s including the ambulance, of course. It was an absolute fortune but Kay was so happy to go home to Manor Park with her first born that they would worry about the money another day.


Kay knew they had done the right thing in having a child. She knew because when she showed Bill their baby for the first time his face lit up in a way she had never seen before.


Father and son, whatever went on, love would always be present between them.


***


By now, Kay’s parents had split up. Her father Albert had re-married and moved out of 308 Strone Road. The house was now divided into two flats and Kay and Bill decided to move downstairs.


‘It meant we had to give up the bathroom but I thought it was more important to have a garden for a child,’ she says.


Given the energy that her son would soon display, it was a good decision. Meanwhile, Bill was worried. He was finding it hard to find work. The economy was depressed and jobs were scarce. There was only one thing for it. If he couldn’t find someone to give him a job, he would make his own.


In September of 1947, he opened a small fish stall called Bill’s Eels directly outside the Ruskin Arms pub on High Street North, Manor Park.


‘We had jellied eels that we used to get from Grick’s in Upton Park,’ Kay explains, ‘They used to deliver them and a big sack of whelks. We used to sit in the garden and do all the whelks, getting them ready for the evening. We had a tricycle with a big square box like Wall’s ice cream had years ago.’


The business was soon thriving. Kay wanted to keep things as they were but Bill was more ambitious. He kept the stall on but he used its profits to take over some empty premises opposite the Ruskin Arms. Not long after, he opened up a pie and mash shop. You could see his thinking. Pie and mash was recession-proof. During the war, eels and pies had survived a bad economy and proved to be one of a tiny handful of businesses to survive. The food was cheap and nutritious. Whole families were raised on this fare. The business couldn’t go wrong.


Unfortunately, Bill Marriott’s customers thought differently. ‘The pies are not like Cooke’s,’ they would say referring to the famous eel pie makers of the East End. Bill secretly agreed with them. Which is why he went to see the Cooke brothers and struck a deal with them. For a cut of the profits, they would supply him with their pies. Bill now returned to work in a more confident mood. A week later his customers delivered their verdict on his new pies.


‘They’re not like Cooke’s,’ they maintained and nothing could convince them otherwise.


Custom dwindled and the local businessmen moved in for the kill.


‘They all ganged up on him,’ Kay states, the voice still angry at their behaviour. ‘and in the end he lost all the disability money he got from the Navy. When he sold up they were all there competing and getting the cheapest stuff. It was all new stuff, new stainless steel stuff. It was lovely. But he lost all that. But I didn’t say to him, “I told you so.” We still had the stall. For a long while we had the stall.’


As they worked the stall, their baby son Steve would be parked in his pram next to them.


‘No wonder he didn’t like eels,’ she says, smiling. ‘He was brought up on them. He used to be outside the stall and we‘d give him some jelly from the jellied eels to keep him quiet.’


It would be one of the very few times they would be successful in silencing their son.


***


Throughout his childhood and teenage years, Steve’s most significant relationship was with Kay, his mother. It was not the easiest of bonds. It never is when people are forged from the same fire. Both were stubborn. Both were proud. Both would not give way. The arguments therefore erupted on a daily basis. Thus turbulence, agitation and noise became the tenor of his youth.


In later life, be it onstage or travelling in a car or recording in a studio, Steve would recreate those very same elements.


‘He was a very, very naughty boy,’ his Aunt Sheila recalls, ‘In fact, he was wicked sometimes. He was a difficult child and he and Kath [his mother] did not get on because he was so headstrong. So he would come round for a bit of light relief.


‘He and I always got on well and he got on very well with my husband, David. But I had to tell him off because Kath would be on the phone crying about the latest bit of naughtiness and how he had upset her so much. So I had to tick him off.’


She pauses. Child development has progressed since her days. ‘I am sorry about that now,’ she confides. ‘He was obviously coming round because he needed a bit of comfort. I was his auntie and I hope I was good to him but I had to give him a ticking off. He upset his mother so much.’


***


It would take years for the East End to heal itself from the war, to right itself, to clear up the rubble and bury the shelters. Broken cities always make for the bleakest of pictures. Steve Marriott’s childhood took place amidst piles of bricks and mortar, amidst deformed buildings. No wonder he craved escape. Everyone did.


When he was seven years old, he went to the local cinema to see The Wizard Of Oz, the 1939 film which would launch Judy Garland into stardom and onto the road to self destruction. It was the first musical to be made in technicolor. It also took four directors – Richard Thorpe, George Cukor, Victor Fleming (who grabbed the final director’s title) and the legendary King Vidor – to bring the film to the screen.


Marriott arrived at the cinema at two in the afternoon. By six that night, he had not returned home. His parents were not worried by his absence. It was a different world then, children could roam around freely.


‘You could send your kid to the pictures,’ Kay recalls. ‘You might get the occasional flasher – nothing worse than that.’


But when the clock said ten, Kay and Bill hurried off to try and locate Steve. As they walked hastily towards the cinema, their son came into view, sauntering towards them, loudly singing songs from the film.


He had loved The Wizard Of Oz so much he had stayed the whole day in the cinema, watching it again and again and again. He would never forget its impact. It remained his favourite film of all time, the first piece of art to demonstrate that despite your surroundings for everyone there is a yellow brick road you can follow. You just have to have the courage to do so.


At the same time Steve developed a liking for cartoon films. Aunt Sheila and her husband often took him to London’s West End, ‘up West’, they’d call it, to see the latest cartoon films. His grandmother, who Steve adored because with her he found a sympathy unavailable to him elsewhere, took him at great expense to the Dominion Theatre in London to see the film of Jules Verne’s Around The World in Eighty Days.


‘The trouble was,’ Aunt Sheila recalls, ‘I had just bought him his first puppy. I got him from Petticoat Lane. He was called Butch. Apparently, Steve spent the whole film saying he wanted to go home and see Butch. I don’t think my mother was too pleased with that.’


From a very early age, Marriott was attracted to animals and throughout his whole life would keep them close to him.


***


Listen to the adjectives mother and sister apply to him as they recall Steve’s childhood character; extrovert, cheeky, mischievous, protective. Interestingly, the term talented is rarely used. It’s as if that is a given.


‘Even a woman down the street where we lived, she was a fortune teller and she told us that he would go right to the top in his profession and that we wouldn’t have to worry about him,’ Bill Marriott recalled in 1996. ‘And she was right.’


‘He was unique.’ his mum concurs. ‘You didn’t have kids like that then. He was so different.’


Soon, though, little Stevie would have some competition on his hands.


On the 22nd April, 1952, Kathleen Marriott (now known to all as Kay) gave birth to a baby girl. She too was named Kay. Fifty years later, his sister remembers Steve as, ‘a great brother,’ protective, inspiring, charming and often very devious.


One of her first memories is when she was, what – three or four – and mum giving her sixpence pocket money and Steve, having already spent his allowance, pulling her aside and saying to her, ‘Kay, because I am your brother and I love you very much indeed, today I have got a very special treat for you.’


He then pulled out a large brown penny coin and held it in front of her eyes. ‘See how big this coin is?’ he would say, ‘Well I am going to give you this big coin because I love you so much and you can then give me that little silver one.’


Kay remembers saying thank you so much and passing over the sixpence and receiving one penny in return.


She laughs, sounding just like her mother.


‘Very mischievous, very cheeky and very protective towards me. I will always remember that protectiveness. When he was in the Small Faces, they were on tour once with Scott Walker who I really wanted to meet. I told Steve this. Then on my birthday they played Romford. He did everything for me that day. Got me presents, made an announcement from the stage, everything, but he refused to let me backstage. Every gig I always went backstage but this time he wouldn’t give me a pass in case I saw Scott Walker. ’


She stops, adds, ‘He could say anything to me, anything – and he often did – but no-one else could. It was like that until the day he died.’


Kay was the flipside of Steve’s boisterous nature, took more after her father.


‘I was the introvert, he was the extrovert,’ she explains. ‘Steve didn’t have a shy bone in his body but he was never a show-off or nasty with it. He could be that bit withdrawn, and that became aggression in the later years, but he was never rude as a child. Never.’


Kay may have grown into a shy quiet person, but in very early childhood she once displayed a penchant for performing. Which was fine with Steve – until it threatened his spotlight.


***


Every year, without fail, the Marriotts holidayed at Jaywick Sands holiday camp in Essex.


‘The children absolutely adored it,’ says Aunt Sheila who used to join them on the weekend, ‘it really was a carefree happy holiday.’


Here, Steve Marriott started to display the traits which would form the basis of his individual nature. His sister Kay recalls incidents such as her brother insisting on everyone playing a game of cricket, with him to bat first. But when he was bowled out or caught, the young Marriott would simply refuse to leave the crease. Nor would he give the bat to anyone else.


It was as if he refused to acknowledge reality and believed that through stubborn behaviour he could make the world how he wanted. Naturally, the family would remonstrate with him, ask him to be reasonable, but Steve refused to budge.


Finally, after being told no one was going to play with him anymore, he would shout at them, ‘Alright then, I’m off,’ and angrily throw the bat away and storm off. Half an hour later, he would return to the fold, acting as if nothing had happened.


‘Who wants to play cricket?’ he’d shout. ‘I’ll bat first.’


At Jaywick, there were other pleasures. He loved getting up early in the morning and going tadpole hunting with his sister.


He loved the breaking of routine, the air of freedom that he inhaled during this two-week jaunt. And he was unable to stop himself spending as much time as he could in the campsite’s noisy arcade with its rows of brightly coloured fruit machines.


For a while, it became a tradition that as soon as Marriott got to Jaywick, straight away he would rush to the arcade, his pockets full of the sixpences his Gran had saved up for him and sister Kay. Within a short space of time he had blown all of his holiday money. The next day, absolutely broke, he would raid his sister’s jar.


‘There was no malice in him, no wickedness,’ the mum quickly interjects, lest anyone get the wrong idea, ‘He just didn’t see any wrong in what he did.’


All his life, Steve Marriott was a spender, never a saver. His attitude to money was like his attitude to life, carefree and careless.


Yet, even without his holiday cash, Jaywick was important to Steve. For it was here, many years later, that he first fell in love with performing, fell in love with the sound of applause, the sight of people smiling at him, the sensation of mass attention. It thrilled him to be able to entertain people, although in later life the act of performing would mutate into a different beast, one which he had to fight hard to master.


‘All his life he got himself into a real state before performing,’ his mum says. ‘He was nearly sick with worry. And then he would walk out on stage and you wouldn’t believe it was the same person. You really wouldn’t.’


***


From austerity to affluence in a few short years; that was the British people’s experience of the Fifties. At the start of the decade, the Labour Government was enforcing food rationing and Stafford Cripps, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was taking a tax of nine shillings and sixpence from every pound. By the end of it the Prime Minister, Harold MacMillan was telling the country that they had, ‘never had it so good.’


Despite the wave of optimism that had seen Clement Attlee’s Labour Party swept into power in 1945, soon everyone was saying the same thing – life was even bleaker than it had been in wartime. By the early ’50s, the Government were told that only seventy people in the entire country were known to hold more than six thousand pounds in their bank accounts. The Labour Government paid the usual price.


In October 1951, the Conservatives, led by Winston Churchill, were returned to power. Their timing was immaculate for as they assumed office, so the British economy finally began to pick up.


In July 1954, food rationing was finally abolished and the following year commercial television was given the go ahead to challenge the BBC.


The Marriott’s income at this time was derived from Kay’s new job at the Tate and Lyle factory in Silvertown and Bill’s work as a printer for the Daily Sketch newspaper, now defunct.


Steve had started his education at the nearby Monega Infant and Junior school in Monega Road but on November 5th, 1955, when he was just eight, tragedy again threatened the Marriott family.


Celebrating Bonfire Night with his family in their small garden, a Catherine Wheel firework spun off the garden fence and flew straight into Steve’s left eye. He was rushed to Moorfields Hospital in Old Street where he was admitted for an indefinite period. Kay his three-year-old sister stood and cried in the garden.


Life was so unpredictable. Only the day before his injury, Steve had dressed her up as Guy Fawkes and taken her to the High Street in her pram. There he made her hide under her blanket until he he made a sign, at which point Kay would suddenly sit up and startle passers by. The locals took the prank in good spirit and Steve and Kay (well, Steve anyway) made a tidy sum that day.


Now her brother was in hospital and the longer he stayed there, the more his parents’ worry increased. Bill, especially, felt the strain. He couldn’t help thinking, Had the same curse which had taken his eye now been visited on his son? Thankfully, Steve recovered his eyesight although his left eye did bear some trace of the incident.


‘You always knew when he got tired,’ Kay the sister recalled, ‘because that eye would droop a little bit. But that was all.’


***


The early morning quiet of Strone Road is broken by the rattle of glass set to the rhythm of horses’ hooves. Harry Ells, the milkman, has just arrived. The two Kays, mother and daughter, can still hear his cart lumbering down the road and the sound triggers off a series of memories from the simpler place and time they once inhabited.


They think of the baker arriving on a cart, delivering hot fresh bread on a Sunday, the children playing out on a street uncluttered by cars, the neighbours coming out of their houses in summertime to stand around – the men in their vests and braces and the women with scarves wrapped around their heads – to smoke, to laugh, to take the mickey and to gossip.


‘Hello, Mrs Jones, how’s your Bert’s lumbago?’ Steve Marriott would sing in one of his most famous songs, stealing the phrase off the cleaner in his Pimlico house. He would always remember such characters, those who stood by the fence nattering away to his mum as she hung her washing and he never ever forgot the name Harry Ells.


One hot summer day in 1957, workmen arrived to re-surface Strone Road. Standing outside his house, bored, the ten-year-old Steve observed two things; Ells the milkman was at the top end of the street whilst the workmen were now taking a tea break. A mischievious impulse struck him. He walked over and without anyone noticing, casually picked up a bucket of cold tarmac. He then strolled down the road to where Harry Ells’ cart and horse stood.


Making sure no one was watching, he started applying the black sticky substance to Buck, Harry’s horse. He couldn’t help smiling to himself; it was such a laugh. Having finished the job, Marriott then hid the bucket and dashed indoors to watch events from his front window.


Unfortunately, he had forgotten to take one thing into account. It was a hot day and as the sun bore down on the horse turning the tarmac hot, the animal became more and more agitated until finally, rearing up in agony, he nearly tipped the whole cart over.


The commotion brought Harry Ells running down the street and the neighbours rushing out of their houses. Everyone was appalled. Who could have played such a horrible trick on such a defenceless animal? What wicked mind could dream up such a thing? There was one name that sprang to all their minds, that of little Stevie Marriott from number 308.


Already he was known for such stunts as putting manure through people’s letterboxes or stealing milk bottles off doorsteps. Another favourite ruse was to rush out into the street, shouting, ‘Quick, quick, my mum and dad are killing each other.’


The neighbours would hear his cries and bolt into the Marriott house only to find Bill and Kay sitting quietly in the kitchen having a cup of tea. ‘It was only a laugh, that’s all, only a laugh,’ the boy would say in his defence.


All his life, he would use that very same phrase. For Steve Marriott a laugh excused everything.


Try as she might, Kay his mother could not quell his ways or curb his behaviour. Most days, mother and son would argue and rage until finally she would order him to his bedroom. God, he made her so angry but an hour later she would relent – as mothers do – and take him a peace offering, usually a plate of food on a tray.


The room would be empty, Steve, having escaped through his bedroom window, would now be sitting in the nearby cemetery, sulking, wondering why the world didn’t turn his way and why he had such a strict mum.


Sometimes the world was so unfair.


***


From a very early age, Kay reports, her son was drawn to music: singing around the house; turning on the radio every time he entered a room. Music became such a passion that finally Steve’s parents bought their son a ukulele.


Kay can always remember her and Bill walking home with the instrument and Bill, knowing his ten year old son’s undisciplined nature, saying, ‘I don’t know why we’ve bought him this, he won’t bloody learn it.’


But Bill was wrong. After showing Steve some basic chords, he then stood back in amazement as his son diligently applied himself to mastering the ukelele. From that day on musical instruments would never be far from Marriott’s hands.


A year later, the family holidayed as usual at Jaywick. As with most holiday camps, a main attraction was the children’s talent contest. This year, 1958, Steve entered and walked off with first prize after singing the Buddy Holly hit ‘Oh Boy’.


The following year he won again, this time singing Tommy Steele’s ‘Little White Bull’, a chart hit of that year. He loved performing, loved the thrill it gave him. But the following year, however, Steve suffered an unexpected setback. Inspired by his success, his sister Kay decided she too would enter the contest.


She dressed up as an old man and sang the Cockney standard ‘My Old Man’s A Dustman’. She was good, won first prize. Mum and Dad were happy, proud. Their son wasn’t. He was beside himself with jealousy. He raged and he sulked – so unhappy at having his thunder stolen. Kay understood the message. She retreated to the shadows and never entered the contest again.


Yet there was a softer, more generous side to young Steve’s nature as well. At Jaywick, come the early evening dusk, Steve would take out his ukulele and stroll around the area, passing by the chalets, huts and nearby houses like a little Pied Piper, singing standards like George Gershwin’s ‘Summertime’.


On hearing him, people would come out of their houses to pass him money and soon, very soon, he understood the power of his talent, understood that people are fascinated by the gifted especially when the performer is a young, bright and good-looking child with a bounce in his step and a smile on his face that suggests he truly believes that the world is his for the taking. And it would be for the next thirty years, although if events in that world didn’t go as he planned then a burning anger would suffuse his body and he would strike out without care.


***


‘Didn’t have telly in them days, so we had to amuse ourselves.’ Unprompted and separately in both their interviews, the two Kays express these sentiments and do so with a real tinge of accomplishment in their voices. Many of their nights at 308 Strone Road were given over to music and parlour games. When visitors were present, Bill would sit at the piano, Steve would get out his ukulele and then everyone would gather round and start singing.


Christmas Day was the best time. That was when all family differences were put aside and the Marriotts came together as one, to sing Cockney songs with risque content. You can imagine the young mischievous Steve standing by the piano, his face caught in a permanent smile, relishing the way the naughty words and the vibrant music of each song conspired to crack open people’s faces into a smiles.


It was a device he would later use to such great effect on songs such as ‘Rene’ or ‘Happydaystoytown.’


‘It was always lovely at Christmas,’ Kay recalls. ‘Even when Steve was playing in groups he would always find some reason at Christmas so he could come home. We had so much fun.’


In central London, the young were also having fun as they began to create their own form of entertainment. But it wasn’t music that opened up London to the young, it was actually an Italian coffee machine that gave birth to British youth culture. The arrival in London of the Gaggia coffee machine led to coffee bars opening up across the city, thus creating a space for young people to come together.


The proprietors of these bars would book groups to entertain their youthful clientele. At the time, skiffle, a music that meshed together folk music and blues, was the most exciting sound in Britain.


Skiffle’s most famous venue was the 2i’s bar on Old Compton Street. Here the young congregated to hear artists such as Tommy Steele or Joe Brown who in turn had been inspired by the first true exponents of the sound, Ken Colyer’s Skiffle Group, a 1953 off shoot of his band, the Jazzmen.


Colyer’s group featured three acoustic guitars, a bass, a washboard and a young musician by the name of Lonnie Donegan. Donegan soon became one of Marriott’s earliest heroes. In fact, when Steve discovered where Donegan actually lived, he decided to pay him a visit. He got dressed up, got excited, headed out to meet his hero.


He came home crestfallen. Could you believe it, he told his sister? Donegan had opened the door with boiled egg stains on his shirt and his hair all messy. Marriott was crushed. He had never imagined his idol looking so sloppy. Kay found his attitude highly amusing.


Years later, when she would ask about someone famous, (usually, someone she had a fancy for) Marriott would shout back at her, ‘What are they like? They’re human. They breathe, they eat, they shit. They’re human okay?’


And Kay would turn round and shout back, ‘Yeah but you didn’t think that when you went to see Lonnie Donegan, that time. You didn’t think he should have egg spilt down his shirt, eh?’


A scuffle about skiffle, a music that the Marriott family often came together to play, especially in summertime. That was when they would set up in the garden with Steve on his ukulele, Bill on catgut bass, Kay the mum hitting the washboard, Kay the sister, contributing handclaps. On hearing the music, the neighbours would come out to sing along and enjoy the music.


In this small community, despite Steve’s antics, the Marriotts were well liked on Strone Road.


‘Kath was a very attractive woman,’ says neighbour Rita Hann, of Steve’s mother, ‘quite a glamorous figure and an extrovert character, very forceful. Sometimes a bit over the top but with a heart of gold. Bill, well he was exactly the opposite, a small quiet unassuming man who kept himself to himself. They were extreme opposites. Kath definitely wore the trousers in that house.’


***


In the Britain of the Fifties, the pre-war notion that you were expected to know your place, expected to know where you belonged in the scheme of things, was still being peddled to the masses by an increasingly powerless establishment.


Steve Marriott could not have played that game even if he wanted to. He would never bow down to everyone for a fierce pride, garnered from his family and locality, refused to let him. He had to go his own way, do his own thing. That’s what made him so unique.


It was a quality that he relentlessly displayed at both his schools, especially his second school, Sandringham Road Secondary School, a rough impersonal place where the violence of the children was equalled by the indifference of the teachers.


‘At school, the teachers used to leave him to do what he wanted,’ his mother recalls. ‘If he wanted to hang outside the window, as he invariably did, they would leave him. If he wanted to jump on the milk float and ride around in the playground they would let him. Otherwise, he would just disrupt the whole class.’


Such stories suggest an active brain but one not conducive to study. Wrong, say both the parents, wrong.


‘As soon as they had any exams,’ Kay says, ‘and they had to study, Steve would swot up for a fortnight and then be in the top ten. He didn’t do anything for a year and then pass his exams. It used to drive the teachers mad.’


Bill Marriott: ‘We went to see his teacher on open day and she said, “There’s only one thing I can say about Steve. He’s unique.” That was it. Later she told us that she had caught him hanging out the window about four storeys up with just his boots showing.’


Steve hated school and he would regularly bunk off for the day, either alone or with friends. Once after a sustained period of non-attendance through a supposed illness, the school inspector came to his house to enquire after his health. Kay informed the inspector that she was very sorry about Steve missing school, that her son had not been ill and that she would now personally make sure he got to school every day.


When Steve discovered his mum’s treachery, he was appalled. How could you rat on me he asked her? Round the East End, a rat was the lowest of the low.


But Kay just told him, ‘You’re going to school and that’s it. Think me a rat, I really don’t give a monkey’s.’


***


Like most children, Marriott went through various obsessions and enthusiasms – his mother recalls a brief passion for model aeroplanes.


‘All over the house, they were,’ she says, but nothing came close to the effect that music gave him. It had entered his blood and his soul and would stay with him all his life.


Unable to afford a record player, the young Marriott would visit a young couple who lived nearby and ask to use their record player. The first record he ever took there was one his mum bought for him, Cliff Richard’s ‘Travellin’ Light’, a number one hit in November 1959.


The record didn’t stay in his possession long. After committing another major misdemeanour, his mum actually smashed it in two upon his head. That’ll teach you, she said, knowing full well it wouldn’t.


Another early favourite was Hank Williams, the country music pioneer who, like many, would die before their time. Marriott loved the simplicity of Williams’ songs, their storytelling element, the mournful Williams voice. Later on, Elvis Presley was another to fire up not only Marriott’s imagination but the rest of the Western world.


His 1955 debut single on Sun Records, ‘That’s Alright Mama,’ signalled the arrival of rock’n’roll, an exciting blues based music that the young gleefully claimed as their own. The fresh, youthful spirit starting to blow away the cobwebs of England’s dusty past was not only confined to Britain.


Above all, though, Marriott loved Buddy Holly, the bespectacled American rock’n’roller, famed for hits such as ‘Peggy Sue’ and ‘Oh Boy.’


Marriott responded strongly to the man’s fabulous mix of melody and energy, loved that trick he did with his voice, the way he stretched out the words and then made those funny little noises from his throat.


Oh, he loved Buddy, big time.


‘He used to go round with the Buddy Holly glasses on,’ says his sister. ‘They had no lenses. I found them in his bedroom. I also found an exercise book with Buddy Marriott written on the cover. Of course, I teased him about that. I wish I had kept it.’


Another early favourite were the Shadows. Today, their records sound tinny but, back then, Hank Marvin’s use of echo and twang was not only sonically unique but gave Marriott and a million other hopefuls, a good insight into the possibilities of the guitar.


Marriott would store such sounds and ideas away, unconsciously save them for a future date. He would do so because music was in his blood now. It would never ever leave him.


***


Sex lived up the road from Steve Marriott at number 241 Strone Road. This was the home of Renee Tungate, a sex worker who made her living pleasuring a succession of locals, many of whom considered her to be a little off-balanced.


When not working, Renee was not at all averse to spending her time off entertaining Steve and his school mates who found her form of education somewhat more pleasurable than that of the state system they were busy avoiding.


Of course, his mum knew all about these illicit rendezvous. Nothing got past her.


‘I didn’t like him going round there, didn’t like it at all,’ she sniffed.


Later, Marriott would claim that everything he learnt about lovemaking, he learnt from Renee Tungate. No wonder he wrote such a raucous song to celebrate her unique form of instruction.


Fact of the matter was, Steve Marriott was developing into a strikingly handsome man, one who would prove fiercely attractive to the opposite sex. He was good looking, intriguing but above all, he was funny. Women love humour. Along with beautiful eyes and good shoes, humour is one of the essential requisites. So is cheekiness and someone who never hides their feelings, says what he is thinking right away, whatever the consequence.


It makes a man intriguing, makes a girl want to be the one to conquer him. Steve Marriott spent a lot of his time with a lot of women, loving them, hating them, fighting them, charming them and smiling with them. He married three times but he, unlike them, never learnt the most basic lesson about himself.


That he could never be tamed. Not by himself or any of his many lovers.




Chapter Three


The Words of Fools


Steve once told his mother, ‘Mum, if I had stayed at Sandringham I would have ended up in prison, no doubt about it.’ And he was right.


Like all natural born anarchists, Steve Marriott was never going to take any education system seriously unless it allowed him to do exactly as he pleased. As that was never a possibility, Marriott quickly set himself against the school system. He would go his own way. If they didn’t like it, then let them try and stop him. He didn’t get too much opposition.


At Sandringham secondary modern school, the pupils were viewed as fodder for the factory lines. The majority of teachers were of the opinion that most, if not all of the pupils, were incapable of gaining qualifications. They would all leave at sixteen and head straight into work. Therefore little effort was required from either pupil or teacher.


‘To go there,’ confirms Ken Hawes, one of Marriott’s classmates, ‘was to be condemned to a life of doing nothing and being a nobody.’


The teachers offered the pupils a simple deal. If anyone wishes to study, fine. We will help you. If you don’t, make sure you don’t bother us and we won’t bother you. In the absence of a moral centre, of a collective direction and purpose, bullying flourished at Sandringham.
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‘Riveting... compulsive reading.’ Daily Express







