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            vI dedicate this book to Zi-Lan and my sons, John and Charlie, and our lovely Staffie Tyson (sadly passed). The four of you were my redemption.vi
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            Foreword by Jon Savage

         

         This is the story of a man who has transformed and transcended. The distance from where John Wardle began to where he is now is considerable: perhaps think of this book as a modern morality tale where the protagonist, like John Bunyan’s pilgrim, travels through the travails of the world – and indeed the Slough of Despond – before he finds deliverance: in love, music, hope and spirituality. The fact that this happened to a working-class boy from the inner East End is even more extraordinary.

         John’s stage name is Jah Wobble, given to him in the mid-seventies by Sid Vicious, who, along with other key punk protagonists, makes a cameo appearance here. He was one of a loose group of friends who met at Kingsway College of Further Education: John Lydon, John Beverley, John Gray and John Wardle. Apart from Gray, who would remain Lydon’s éminence grise, all gained fame and attention – if not notoriety – during the height of British punk rock and its aftermath.

         As one of the four Johns, Wobble saw the development of punk from its very beginnings, when his friend John Lydon joined the Sex Pistols in autumn 1975. As he writes: ‘Once they had been going for a few weeks John invited me, along with John Gray, to see them rehearse at their premises in Tin Pan Alley. I don’t think he realised how excited I was. I had never been in a rehearsal room before. Steve Jones really was a very powerful guitarist.’

         Wobble recognised himself and the group as part of what he calls the ‘end of the line generation; the last lot to grow up in a society still relatively untarnished by free-market economics and monetarism. We had our adolescence at a particularly turbulent time, politically xspeaking, in this nation’s post-war history. The ruling classes were very concerned by the growing power of the unions. They also feared and suspected many in the Labour Party.’

         ‘All the people I knew had a lot in common. They had all grown up in poky council flats, were brighter than average, and had a certain je ne sais quoi. There was a sense with all of us that we somehow wanted to escape the rather sedate destiny that had already been mapped out for us by square society. We were also far too sussed and bright to believe anything that trendy Hampstead intellectuals or hippies had to say. There was a “quotient x” present among us all that was among other things wilful, angry, narcissistic, courageous and bold.’

         Punk was a misfits’ charter, that pulled in disaffected and underprivileged teens from all over the country. The young John Wardle was a classic example of an adolescent who deserved better: his relationship with his parents wasn’t good – his father was damaged by his service in the Second World War – and his schooling failed to engage his restless intelligence. He was, in retrospect, perfectly situated to accept the punk challenge to get active; do it yourself – an exhortation that pulled in a generation of working-class autodidacts.

         He writes well about the music of his early teenage years: Tamla Motown, the Sound of Philly, The Who, Stevie Wonder, Manu Dibango and one Beatles song, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’. Unsatisfied with mainstream culture, he started listening to short-wave radio oscillations which put him into a trance. At the same time, he read Hemingway, Steinbeck, Camus, Greene, D. H. Lawrence, Zola, Ballard and Orwell, the late Sanskrit texts the Upanishads. ‘Even at that age’, he remembers, ‘I had a strong spiritual bent.’

         This began to come out in a more focused way. Sitting in a Southwark squat for long periods in 1977, he began focusing on the bass guitar: ‘the desire to get a bass wasn’t contingent or dependent on anything other than I wanted to play the bass. The initial attraction was a sonic one; primarily I was fascinated and captivated by low xifrequencies. Heavy bass had an effect on me that was essentially visceral; I felt and perceived it at gut level. It took the emphasis away from my head and “thinking”. ’

         ‘Even today as I sit here, my heart skips a beat at the thought of “BASS”. I now realise that when you truly accept bass as (essentially) an emanation of God (at gut level), as the “ground” of existence, let alone music, you make a friend of impermanence, everything vibrates, moves, is in a state of flux, therefore the fear of losing what you have, or of not getting what (you think) you want, diminishes. You will truly ride the rhythm. You will reside in the resonance of Om. To you the open E string becomes spiritually vehicular. You can ride the sonic boom to heaven.’

         That sonic boom is the first thing you hear on the first single by Public Image Limited, ‘Public Image’. As a core member of John Lydon’s post-Sex Pistols group, Wobble was initially given as much freedom as he wanted and, indeed, his fundamental bass lines anchored Keith Levene’s psychedelic guitar and John Lydon’s muezzin wails. PiL set him free: it promised much – a promise completely fulfilled on 1979’s extraordinary Metal Box – but he became disillusioned with the hard drug use, poor business ethics and narcissistic attitudes of his fellow members.

         Public Image Limited thrust Wobble into the spotlight, but, as the book makes clear, he has rarely stopped making music – right up to the present day, forty-five years after he joined the group. There are so many variations: the solo years, the Human Condition, Invaders of the Heart, Psychic Life, the Chinese Dub Orchestra. He has collaborated with musicians as diverse as Pharoah Sanders, Bill Laswell, the Edge, Evan Parker, Andrew Weatherall, Primal Scream, Jaki Liebezeit, Holger Czukay, Baaba Maal, Chaka Demus and Sinead O’Connor.

         In the middle of this was a descent into hell. Apart from the vicissitudes and vicious class politics of the music industry – sabbaticals from full-time music included periods as a warehouse keeper, a xiiticket collector and a train driver – Wobble was afflicted by severe alcoholism, which harmed his first marriage and fuelled a tendency to violence. As he writes, ‘the scene in the latter stages of GoodFellas where Ray Liotta’s coke-addled character Henry is trying to keep it all together in the middle of domestic life really reminds me of my life in the mid-eighties’.

         Wobble became sober on 23 October 1986. Thanks to Alcoholics Anonymous he began to address the issues underlying his drinking, which meant changing his outlook on life: ‘I think that most psychiatrists working in the field would agree that gross emotional immaturity is one of the most noticeable aspects of alcoholics. I realise now that I had gone backwards in regard to emotional development at that time. In many respects I was more sensible at eighteen than I was at twenty-five.’

         Perhaps his most famous song, ‘Visions of You’, describes the process of getting clear and psychologically healthy: ‘I was really feeling the benefits of that process, spiritually, mentally and physically. I tended towards a feeling of well-being for much of the time. I felt incredibly vital and alive. Consequently my lyrics refer to no longer being “numbed out”. It felt at that time as though my feelings were thawing. I also talked of no longer being “drenched in shame”. ’

         He writes about a ‘possible outcome avoided’, the fate of his close friend Ronnie Britton, with whom he’d walk the night-time city in the mid-seventies. Meeting him again after several years, he found Britton homeless and poorly: ‘he spoke in a fractured way that didn’t make complete sense. He was telling me that he regularly talked to the Queen and John Major … I realised that this was more than just crazy drug talk; Ron had some other issues going on … Sadly Ronnie passed away just before Christmas 2008. His liver and kidneys packed up.’

         After becoming sober, Wobble began filling in the gaps of a turbulent adolescence: seeing a therapist, going into higher education (a BA in humanities at Birkbeck College), remarrying and raising a second xiiifamily, writing reviews for the Independent on Sunday and publishing this book in 2009. By that time he had released over twenty-five albums, solo and in collaboration, including Snake Charmer (1983), Rising Above Bedlam (1991), The Inspiration of William Blake (1996), Deep Space (1999), Radioaxiom (2001) and Chinese Dub (2009).

         In the fourteen years since publication, there have been a dozen more albums, including Psychic Life (with Lonelady, 2011), Maghrebi Jazz (2018) and Metal Box in Dub (2021). John continues his spiritual practice and his AA involvement, while still continuing to musically develop and innovate: his current shows mix up forty-five years of musical experience, ranging from dub, jazz, Far Eastern, trance – all pulled together by a genial, comedic and uplifting presence.

         This is a frank and unsentimental memoir. John does not spare many of those he has encountered over the years in the music and media industries, but he spares himself even less: his accounts of his alcoholism and violence are neither gratuitous nor indulgent, but regretful and responsible. I’ve known him for thirty-five years now, and he is who he says he is.

         2024ixv
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1
            1 Childhood

         

         The Bell (Seconds Out, Round 1)

         A bell rang loudly. My mum Kathleen was as alarmed as the bell. As if giving birth isn’t scary enough, she was now fearful that the bell signified that I was a ‘blue baby’. In fact it merely indicated that I was a ‘witnessed birth’. In those days every twelfth birth had to be witnessed by the student midwives and trainee doctors. The bell was summoning all to witness my birth. So even then I had an audience. As was the practice then, the midwife held me upside down and smacked my bum, causing me to issue forth a loud and furious wail. She laughed and said, ‘This one got a temper!’ Well, she wasn’t wrong there. My entrance into the world was made at the East End Maternity Home on Commercial Road, Stepney, London, E1. The date was 11 August 1958. I was christened John Joseph Wardle.

         My family were living in Locksley Street, E14. When I was still a baby we moved to Smithy Street, E1. The house had been home to a woman who was a spiritualist. She had held regular meetings there. The house had a very dark and weird vibe. My mum found that she was afraid there, especially when she was alone with me and my sister Catherine during the day. She was very unnerved. I now realise that what many would term poltergeist activity was occurring. My mum’s resolve finally broke when my sister, who was about six at the time, told her about the conversations she was having with the ‘old man at the piano’ (the place came with an old out-of-tune pub piano). That was it … my mum freaked out and got my dad’s brother Terry, who was a Roman Catholic priest, to come and bless every room in the house. He didn’t do a ‘full-on’ pukka exorcism (I think at that time the 2Catholic Church in the UK sort of unofficially left full-on exorcisms to a group of monks based in Highgate).

         I recollect him going from room to room, splashing holy water about while mumbling prayers in Latin. I think the feeling, for my mum, was akin to having sorted out an insurance policy; a few evil spirits cannot argue with the cover provided by the Holy Ghost. My most vivid memory of that house is of falling ill with a very high temperature (something that I was prone to throughout childhood). I started to hallucinate, seeing gaudily coloured snakes on both animate and inanimate surfaces. I was screaming, ‘’Nakes!’, ’nakes!’, but could not be consoled, because those snakes were everywhere, even on the bodies and faces of my mum and dad.

         They fetched the Jewish doctor from across the street where his practice was situated. When summoned, Dr Abrahams said, ‘If I didn’t know better, I would swear that this boy had the DTs.’ Well, funnily enough, years later I did indeed suffer from the DTs, but I never saw anything quite as powerful as that childhood hallucination. Decades later, when I looked at Van Gogh’s late-period paintings, his vibrant swirls of colour reminded me of that vision. 3
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         Another memory of Smithy Street is of the rather shadowy tenant that came with the house. In those days having to share accommodation with others was by no means an unusual situation in the East End. The bloke in question was a Canadian, who went by the name of Constantine. He lived up in the attic. He kept pile upon pile of old newspapers. My mum felt that was a fire risk. No one saw much of him. He was often away. Years later my family found out that he had amassed a fortune on the Stock Market. Mysterious marginal characters like that were typical of the East End. My mum to this day suspects that he used to wee down the sink in his room rather than use the outside privy (a wise choice: it was three storeys down to a cold yard, and I know I’d rather have used the sink). At this time nearly all my extended family lived within a ten-minute walk of each 4other. There were always lots of cousins to play and fight with. I had many violent clashes with a cousin of mine who was also called John. He was a few months younger than me, so he was called ‘Little John’ and I was called ‘Big John’. I recall getting into big trouble for hitting him with a brick on one occasion; I really whacked him. Then again I’m sure that he whacked me a few times. My mum had three sisters, Nora, Mary and Edie, and two brothers, John and Joey. Joey was severely handicapped. I take my middle name from Joey. He died in a ‘home’ when he was in his twenties; I believe that he choked to death. My dad, Harry, had a sister, Agnes, and two brothers, Terry and John. I am named after John. John fell in the river by Limehouse Cut when he was eight. He was fished out but died a few days later in the old Poplar Hospital from ‘complications’ (pneumonia, I would imagine). My dad’s family still feels bitter about the circumstances surrounding John’s death. They believe that the treatment he received, from the doctor at the hospital, was appalling. This was in the era prior to the formation of the NHS. You didn’t want to be poor and poorly. (It looks to me like those days are coming back.)

         Family History

         The maternal side of my family (the Fitzgibbons and Haggertys) had been coming over from Ireland in dribs and drabs since the time of the potato famine. This culminated in my mum’s mum and her mum coming to Britain a few years into the twentieth century. My maternal great-grandfather, who was an alcoholic, came with them. However, he soon ended up living rough on the streets. Most of the family settled in Wapping, where their boats docked. A regular steam packet ran from Cork to Wapping; consequently most of the Irish in east London at that time hailed from the vicinity of Cork. Indeed, both sides of my mum’s family came from West Cork. Her mum’s clan came from a coastal village called Durrus. Funnily enough, I still work 5at a music studio that is situated right on the site they settled at, in Pennington Street, Wapping.

         My dad’s first name is Harry, his second is Eugene; his mum’s side of the family had made their way over from Schull in West Cork, as a result of the potato famine. Their family names were Leahy and Connolly. I was told, as a kid, that the exception to this Irish lineage was a bloke called Wardle, my great-grandfather, who was a Scouse Protestant. Well, I found out that this wasn’t true. Brexit kickstarted me into getting an Irish passport and citizenship sorted. There was a ton of stuff, especially birth, marriage and death certificates, to get together. I asked a genealogist friend of mine called Emma Jolly to do a lot of that for me. I also asked her to do a bit of digging re. my father’s side of the family. His dad, Jack, my grandfather, was English. My great-grandfather, Fredrick John Wardle (Freddie), was based, as all the Wardle’s family were back then, in Wapping and Shadwell. They were, to a man, lightermen on the Thames, and had been since before the time of Dickens. It turned out that Freddie had a drunken brawl with his father-in-law, a docker, who died during the fight. In court Freddie was acquitted, amongst angry scenes, of all charges. Freddie subsequently died from typhoid in the London Hospital aged thirty. His own father, John Wardle, had died young when he fell in the Thames and drowned; a sadly common occurrence in regard to Thames lightermen. Can you imagine walking around the barges, via the narrow gunnels, in icy treacherous weather? It would be so easy to slip and fall into the water. As I said before, there was another near drowning in 1925 when my uncle John fell into the water at Limehouse Cut. A brave man, a decorated ex-soldier, dived in and brought him to the surface. Sadly John died in Poplar Hospital shortly afterwards – this was in the pre-NHS days. Some of the family felt that John did not get the care he needed. I can see where the link with Liverpool came in: the dependents of those lightermen Wardles came from the town of Wardle, near Rochdale – not that far 6from where I live now. There is a Y-chromosome haplogroup passed down the patrilineal line, which is clustered around the north-west of England, and is commonly associated with western and central Asia, North Africa and northern Iran. One theory has it that this is possibly down to Roman mercenaries from the Middle East being based predominantly in the north-west of England. Other theories link its predominance to gypsies migrating across Europe from the Caucasus and the Balkans.

         My dad’s family were known as a Limehouse family; i.e., that was their parish. My mum told me that as a kid she remembered her family being of a strong republican persuasion; her mum would get very nervous when the men of the family started singing rebel songs too raucously, in case they were overheard and trouble ensued. My Uncle Terry says the same thing about my dad’s side of the family. Here we are two generations later, and any sense of Irishness has long since petered out, apart from my mum and a couple of cousins who married back in with the Irish. I only caught the dying embers of that Irish stuff so, rest assured, I’m not going to go all ‘plastic Paddy’ on you. Anyway, the East End Irish were so long established that they became a strange hybrid, even more so than the London Irish generally. In their heyday they were probably similar to the Welsh in Patagonia.

         All the same, when I hear good Irish music it really does tend to connect and resonate with me. It was because of my mum that I was exposed to the music of The Dubliners at an early age, as well as one or two other Irish artists. I loved The Dubliners. Tracks like ‘The Travelling People’ and ‘Weila Waila’ still make the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I went on to make a record with the late Ronnie Drew from that band in the mid-nineties. Words cannot convey what a great feeling that gave me. Ronnie was truly a tremendous man, a very cultured bloke. He is one of the giants that I have met along the way.

         In regard to instrumental Irish music, I particularly favour slow mournful airs, especially when played on uilleann (elbow) pipes. I 7must admit that does tend to stir my blood, as well as my tears, but that’s about it as far as any degree of Irishness goes with me. I was mad for the drink at one time, of course, so maybe that was partly genetic – after all, only a fool would say that the Irish don’t like a drink.

         Anyhow, never mind this Irish ancestry stuff, because I strongly suspect that there is a bit of Slav or even oriental in both sides of the family. You only have to look at the cheekbones and the eyes. As a young kid I would loudly point that out. I would be firmly admonished and told to shut up. My mum and dad were worried that the members of the extended family that I accused of being Chinese would take offence. Although, to be fair, they would, on the quiet, have a laugh about what I said.

         Well, it turned out I was right on that score too. The only surprise is that it is apparently on the old man’s side of the family, not my mum’s. So I have distant relatives in Ukraine, Russia, Poland, Latvia and Lithuania. Apparently, I even have distant relatives in the Jewish Autonomous Oblast – that’s in the Russian far east, bordering the north-west boundary of China. Relatively speaking, that’s a lot further east than Guangzhou, where my wife Zi-Lan and her family come from. I have claimed that as a moral victory of sorts – i.e., ‘I have familial connections further east than you!’ Pathetic, I fully acknowledge, but I just can’t help myself. I feel that the Irish side of things gave me alcoholism, and the Ashkenazi Jewish part of things Crohn’s disease. I feel very blessed. Plus, of course, both sides gave me two very different forms of neuroses. So, like I say, I’m very blessed.

         Up until the time of Brexit I did consider myself to be English, despite the ridiculously entrenched class system, which often leads you to feel that you are playing a rigged game. I have certainly never felt like a ‘full citizen’ of the UK. Even so, I am a supporter of the England football team. However, I don’t sing the national anthem (apart from one occasion in Lisbon), because I’m not a monarchist in any way, shape or form. England is a funny old country and it’s far 8from perfect but, all the same, until Brexit it still felt like my country. I now feel as Irish as I do English. For what it matters.

         Of course, ultimately I know that patriotism is a load of old fanny, a mere construct. Furthermore, the same can be said of our own individual identity – ultimately there is nothing there of any true substance. However, I do think that we should be of our time and place (fully participating in the relative and conditional world), wearing the karmic cloak of this particular life lightly, but wearing it nevertheless, while we are here, with good heart, and then eventually, when our number is up, moving on. I mean, what do you want of me? To dress and behave like a seventeenth-century French peasant? Isn’t it enough that I now cook with olive oil? Actually, I quite fancy being Brazilian in the next life. Then finally I can see ‘my team’ in another World Cup final.

         I only ever knew one of my grandparents: Jack (John) Wardle, my dad’s dad. The other three passed away well before I could know them. Jack was a Thames lighterman. I thought the world of him. He was often a bit tipsy, singing and playing the spoons, and the like. A very spirited man, so he was. When I was a kid he was always quick to give me a florin, a Bounty bar or an orange. I felt assured that I was his favourite. They all used to say that I was like him. Certainly it’s true that ‘in drink’ we both tended to behave very badly. Anyway, he was definitely a good geezer to my mind, even though he was seen as a bit of an embarrassment, increasingly so in his later years, to some in the family.

         He used to take my dad and Terry to work with him on the barges. However, neither of them had the inclination to follow in Grandad’s footsteps. Not surprising, really: it was a hell of a tough job, ‘driving’ the barges, as they used to call it, using massive oars. My old man enlisted in the Tower Hamlet’s Rifles at the advent of the Second World War; like so many of those old soldiers he lied about his age in order to be enlisted. (I have never heard of a recruiting sergeant accusing a boy of lying about his age – surely they must often have had suspicions?) He ended up as a sergeant in the Eighth Army and was at El-Alamein. 9
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         Apart from the combat itself my dad liked the army. It gave him a sense of purpose and belonging. He kept his spoon and blanket as mementos of this, the happiest time of his life. Although as far as I know he was never a bloke to attend army reunions. I’m not surprised that he liked the army; from what I understand life was pretty tough for him, as it was for so many, growing up in what we would now see, judging from our contemporary perspective, as pretty extreme social deprivation. After the war he worked as a tea clerk for the East India Company. He was made redundant in his fifties and ended up working as a postman. Although he was a strong man, it was important to his self-image that he did not, unlike all the other men in the family, do some form of manual labour. He liked to see himself as a cut above everyone else around him. Paradoxically, however, he was a staunch Labour voter.

         I think that he really missed the army. Apart from the sense of meaning that it gave his life, it had also opened up new vistas for him socially. He got friendly with some of the lower-ranking officers. I think that he aspired to be, in some respects, like them. Thanks to the army he was able to meet men who in Civvy Street were schoolteachers, accountants and the like. He thought that they were ‘good men’. I think that he thought that they were cultured. I have some sympathy for him. The working-class experience can get a bit claustrophobic at times.

         My mum’s dad Joey was one of the poor sods who went off to fight in the First World War. He was gassed, and saw all sorts of horrors. He was in the trenches right until the end of the war. This was the antithesis of my other grandad’s experience in the First World War. Because of his lighterman skills he ended up working on the River Seine. I’m pretty sure that while he was there he saw a lot of girls and drunk a lot of red wine. I know he told everyone that he had a great time; he was by all accounts quite sad to come home. That was some result, to avoid the Royal Navy, let alone the trenches. That was typical of him. 11

         Apart from his job in the tea trade my dad worked part-time for a Polish mate of his called Wojciech, who was one tough geezer. Wojciech had two wooden legs; his real ones had got blown off as he escaped from a German prisoner-of-war camp. Somehow, against all the odds, he had survived, nursed, covertly, by peasants and a patriotic doctor. Wojciech never seemed sorry for himself. He had married an Irish woman when he came to this country but she had died. I think they had one daughter. He remarried, to a Polish woman, and again had a daughter. He drank vodka as if it was water.

         I believe that Wojciech owned a small factory making handbags somewhere in the East End. I think that my dad helped Wojciech to set up his company and looked after his books, but I’m not certain about that. To be honest, as far as I know, my dad never really told anyone anything. You certainly never would have thought that my dad had two jobs, because (unlike me) he never flashed his cash about. We never had a car or took expensive holidays. We certainly never went abroad. Butlin’s holiday camp in Bognor Regis was the most salubrious establishment we ever stayed at. But, then again, for the East End that wasn’t unusual; in fact, many of the families we knew took working holidays in the hop fields of Kent.

         By chance Wojciech and my dad were both in the Blind Beggar public house on the night Georgie Cornell got shot by Ronnie Kray. They had left the pub a good while before the shooting occurred, and I can categorically state that they had absolutely nothing to do with organised crime, or criminals in any way, shape or form. That much I do know. But they had been drinking in the Beggar so they had to get their fingerprints taken, to aid the police in their process of elimination.

         Outside of the house or on the phone (it took my mum ages to get him to agree to get a phone) my dad would try his best to speak without a cockney accent. Upon getting demobbed, as well as training 12as a clerical worker, he had also, as part of the course, taken elocution lessons. His voice, under this constraint, was actually rather reminiscent of Alf Ramsey’s, the old England football manager (another east Londoner uncomfortable with his origins): over-controlled, and therefore cold – you could feel the impatience, frustration and anger just underneath the surface.

         On occasion, though, he could display a strange rather surreal sense of humour. I remember him having a long conversation with a visiting priest. Throughout the conversation he held his pointed index finger at right angles against his nose (elbow sticking out). He was amused when the priest eventually followed suit. I now suspect that this was some kind of insane spontaneous mudra, rather than a random bit of piss-taking. He always considered himself to be above ‘the rabble’ that surrounded him in the East End (however, like so many of the eccentrics who lived in the area, he couldn’t drag himself away to the new towns in Essex). Guinness and whisky were his preferred tipples. He could be a pretty ugly drunk, especially after a night of drinking vodka with Wojciech and the Poles. Oh yes, I nearly forgot, he would habitually holler, quite randomly, ‘Never marry an Irish Colleen!’ once or twice a day.

         However, on the whole I found him to be a morose, isolated, bad-tempered and unapproachable man. By the time I was seven or eight we had no relationship, other than mutual antipathy. We hated to even be in the same room as each other. Incredibly, I never had anything like a proper conversation with him, and I eventually became completely estranged from him. I came to view him as a sort of an ‘anti-father’. He did not get on with his own father; their temperaments were totally different. I was similar to his dad, even in the way of my mannerisms, and I think that compounded our difficulties: every time my dad looked at me, he saw his own father. Having said that, he didn’t get on particularly well with anybody, and he became increasingly isolated over the years. He suffered badly from 13tinnitus, probably due to damage sustained in the war; not surprisingly this had a detrimental effect on his mood. Really he just wanted to be left in peace to have a drink and brood. The overriding image I have of my dad is of him sitting, alone, in the darkened kitchen at our flat in Paymal House, while Beethoven blared from the radio–cassette player.

         Mum

         My mum’s maiden name was Kathleen Bridget Fitzgibbon. Her parents died within weeks of each other; her mum, Catherine, aged fifty-eight, and her dad, Joey, aged sixty-one. By the age of fourteen Catherine was working in the ‘rope grounds’ making ships’ rope. She developed a bad cough because of the fibres of the rope irritating her airways. My grandad Joey did all manner of jobs. He eventually ended up as a street sweeper. Apparently, he was a very good drummer in the parish drum and fife band, as was his cousin, also called Joey Fitzgibbon, but referred to by everyone as Joey Fitz. They would all dress up in their best suits when they marched; they looked very stylish. At that time every Roman Catholic parish in the East End had a drum and fife band. They would march against each other every year in a large parade. There was a great deal of competition and rivalry between the bands. The men used to hold up big statues of Our Lady above their heads. I remember going on a couple of those processions. The Italians of Saffron Hill used to participate. Sadly, as far as I know, only the Italians still have a procession. Somehow, like the Latin mass, it was one of the things that disappeared after the Vatican II council.

         I realise now that the culture that I was born into was on its last legs. The docks were on their way out, and the culture that grew up alongside them was fast going as well. Government housing policies certainly helped in regard to finishing it off.  14

         
            
[image: ]My mum supervises the girls on an East End Catholic procession 15

            

         

         My mum talks of her parents as if they were saints. Truly, I have never heard a bad word uttered by her in relation to them. Some of my mum’s family put me right on that one, assuring me that while they were essentially good people, they certainly weren’t without faults. However, they were, by all accounts, a very sociable couple. My mum inherited that sociability, and thankfully, passed it on to me. As well as having an ability to get on with people, my mum can be a bit manipulative. She would often work on bringing me and the old man head to head. There were many unholy rows at home. I can remember her coming at me with a pan full of hot chip oil at Paymal House. I bet there is still a massive oil stain on the wall there. (I narrowly got out of the way when I saw it coming; I moved as quickly as those dudes in the Chinese martial arts films.)

         When she was a bit younger she often used to play the martyr. You risked her wrath, as I and others in the family found out, if you dared point out this trait. However, if she wasn’t in the mood to be wrathful she would simply continue to play the martyr, while maintaining (in between deep sighs) that yet again her motives had been misinterpreted, when all she wanted was the best for everyone else (rather than controlling everyone else to the nth degree, of course).

         She has a fiery temper; however, if she is really upset, she will simply stop talking to you. Blanking one another is the chief weapon of choice in her family. In fact, among her clan, she is possibly not the chief protagonist of that tactic. Her brother Johnny ‘cut off’ most of his sisters over thirty years ago. They don’t know why. The Fitzgibbon family history is littered with that kind of behaviour.

         Mum could represent England at the Olympics, if non-stop talking was an event, as could her younger sister Edie. I remember the kitchen at Paymal House when all her sisters would be around; there’d be my mum, Nora, Mary and Edie all nattering away in a deep fug of cigarette smoke. The only place I ever saw cigarette smoke as thick as that was at AA meetings many years later. Mum worked as a 16school secretary and she also worked at the old County Hall, seat of the GLC on the banks of the Thames, for a while.

         She had been an evacuee in the war. An experience she didn’t enjoy one bit. She was sent to Somerset, and was treated appallingly. Her dad came to visit out of the blue. He sussed the situation out immediately, put his foot down, and took her and Edie back to London. The authorities had in their wisdom split the family up, which was, inexplicably, common practice. It’s funny, I’ve talked to quite a few evacuees over the years, and I’ve never met one who was happy about the experience; ill treatment was, by all accounts, a regular occurrence. They were seen as a source of slave labour. I’m sure there were exceptions; however, I’ve never come across one. It seems those country dwellers would often view the London ‘slum kids’ with disdain. Good old middle England, heh?

         The Clichy

         The late fifties, early sixties landscape of Stepney that I inhabited was a jumble of old Victorian two-up-two-downs, alternating with 1930s tenement blocks. There were still plenty of bomb sites remaining from the war. These were great, and sometimes dangerous, playgrounds for all us naughty boys. More than one boy fell through rotten old floors, or got hit by bricks thrown by rival gangs. I can still strongly recollect the odd unexploded bomb being found.

         This is how it seemed to me at the time. The bomb disposal squad used to come round to check out the unexploded bomb. They would put up some tape a hundred yards or so away from the bomb. Then they would sit smoking fags, chatting to each other, legs dangling over the edge of the crater, while bilious amounts of steam rose up from the process of ‘steaming the bomb’. We would chance our arm, ducking our head under the tape. There was normally a police constable, often near to retirement age, in the vicinity who would casually threaten 17the naughty boys with a clip around the ear unless they cleared off. If you were a member of the bomb squad around then please don’t take umbrage … it is how I remember it.
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         There were very many Jewish people in the East End in those days. I had a shock of blond hair at that time. (I’m an old bald bloke now, of course.) Apparently the old Jewish ladies took to me. I must have reminded them of the Poland and Russia of their youth. I would have thought that a Slavic- or Aryan-looking kid would have given them the horrors. Coincidentally my Uncle John, who drowned, also had a shock of blond hair similar to mine.

         There was a synagogue just across the road from our house in Smithy Street on the other side of Jubilee Street. Stalin and Lenin had addressed a gathering there in 1903, when the site was also used for political meetings; indeed, Stalin stayed in lodgings just a few yards farther up Jubilee Street. At the turn of the century the East End (Whitechapel especially) was a political hothouse. It was still a highly politicised area in the fifties and sixties. To this day I believe it is one of 18the few areas of the country ever to have elected a communist Member of Parliament.

         By 1963 a massive rebuilding programme of social housing was under way. We left Smithy Street, and moved to a new estate, the Clichy, that was already half-built on the bomb site adjacent to our row of houses. I vividly remember the day of the move. I was beside myself with excitement. I was full of that mad puppy-dog energy that is so typical of little boys. So, understandably, I was kept out of the way. At the end of Smithy Street lay one of three tower blocks, Bradmore House, which was also newly built, where my mum’s elder sister Mary lived with her husband Ted, and my cousins Pat and Marie. I watched the move from Mary’s flat. It was all so mind-blowing, to be up that high, looking down at my mum and dad getting on with the move. I looked down at them through the snowflakes that swirled around in the strong wind. The winter of 1963 is still remembered as one of the harshest ever. Aunt Mary gave me a Cornish pasty to eat. It was the first time that I had ever had one, and it seemed rather exotic to me.
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         The Clichy estate quickly grew and within days our house had also disappeared, another victim of the new estate’s rapacious conquest of the local streets. The tree that was in our backyard still survives, against all the odds, to this day, in the middle of that estate. The council gave the ‘houses’ (the individual blocks of the estate) French names that are associated with Clichy, the working-class suburb of Paris. We lived in Paymal House, right on the corner of Stepney Way and, aptly enough for me, Jamaica Street. The ‘house’ next to us was called ‘Charles de Gaulle’.

         Of course, ours was not the only new estate. It seemed like the new flats were springing up everywhere. Everyone was so excited. We were so proud of our new flats, each of which had its own bathroom (that was such a big deal at the time). It was like a revolution was taking place. The generation before me had suffered a lot during the war; they had also had a lot to put up with in the post-war years. It had been a pretty austere time for most of them, so understandably many of them felt that Utopia was imminent. That was the time of the Wilson Labour government; the ruling class were on the back foot, the Profumo affair had hit the headlines, and working-class icons like Michael Caine were coming to the fore. It felt like our time had come.

         There was a film made on and around the Clichy at that time called Sparrows Can’t Sing. It starred James Booth and Barbara Windsor of EastEnders fame. It’s not a great film (some would say that’s an understatement); it does, however, capture the exuberance of its time and location. This is probably due to the fact that many of the cast were locals: present, for instance, was Stephen Lewis, who played ‘Blakey’ from On the Buses (‘Get that bus out, Butler!’) and co-wrote the screenplay for Sparrows … with Joan Littlewood. Even the Kray twins made a cameo appearance.

         Unfortunately our dream home was not what we expected. It turned out that the Clichy was jerry-built. Before long water was literally pouring down the inside walls when it rained. It was damp and 20freezing. My mum ended up with a bad case of bronchitis. They never did completely cure the damp problem in our flat. I should add that whoever built the Clichy decided to use, in their wisdom, bright yellow bricks. The word lurid comes to mind when I think of the newly built estate. The effect was similar to some sort of demented holiday camp. Before long there were massive dark patches in the yellow brickwork. Our utopian dream soon turned into a bleak landscape, closer to the barren outskirts of Katowice than some neo-Renaissance version of Florence, which was, supposedly, the vision that inspired many of the redevelopers of that age (the corrupt politician T. Dan Smith comes to mind). Opposite our flats were three tower blocks. Right in the middle of these was a massive, brutal, modernist sculpture. No one knew what to think of it, other than it was meaningless and ugly. People just laughed at it. It’s incredible to think of the massive gulf, spiritually and philosophically, that existed between the ‘planners’ and the people who actually lived in those estates (and, by God, it got even worse later on in the decade). Of course, the modernist dwellings that the architects of the day lived in were spacious, full of natural light and were often based close to Hampstead Heath.

         All that’s not to say that I don’t feel indebted to the great socialist reformers, such as Herbert Morrison, for the great  strides forward that they and the Labour movement achieved in regard to housing, health and education for the working classes. My generation was the first to really get the benefits of all those socialist-induced post-war reforms. Don’t worry, though, I’m not a fool. I know that in one of the old Eastern Bloc-style communist or socialist societies I would have been one of the first to be sent off to the gulag, because I just can’t keep my mouth shut.

         We Didn’t Move to Essex

         Another option at that time, other than being moved into a council flat within the borough, was to move out to new towns in Essex, like 21Harlow or Harold Hill. Many of my relatives did just that. I clearly remember visiting my dad’s sister Agnes’s family out in Essex. Her husband John O’Donovan, or ‘John O’D’, as he was known, was a docker and one of my favourite uncles. He was a very tough bloke who was immensely likeable. The O’Donovans had moved to Harold Hill with their five children, Keena, Carmel, Pat, Kevin and John. I was impressed by their climbing and gymnastic skills; I think they were all double jointed. And typical of my dad’s side of the family, they were all bright. In order to visit them we used to get the Green Line coach from Mile End Road. It was (to me) as if we were travelling far into uncharted territory.

         Within a few years most of the family lived in Essex; in fact, just about everybody that I know from the East End lives there now. In 1999 I belatedly (and reluctantly) became a member of the cockney diaspora. However, I didn’t move to Essex. When I was around fourteen I made a pact with my sister that neither of us would ever live there. She came close to breaking the pact by moving, for a while, to East Ham; however, crucially she never moved that extra few miles east, so I can’t say that she reneged on our agreement. At that time I viewed Essex as a sort of Siberia. I saw it as a conformist suburban hell, where people lived in quiet desperation. I thought that moving there was ‘taking the path of least resistance’, and therefore cowardly, and to be avoided. Don’t get me wrong; eventually I came to love much of Essex for its bleakness. In a way it’s a desert where one can find God. Somehow ambient music and techno are the natural soundtracks for Essex. I think that the underrated film Essex Boys, although not quite perfect, captures very well the strange light of Essex, as well as the unique characteristics of the Essex landscape and its people.

         I became fixated with one of Essex’s main arteries, the A13, and the culture that lies beside it. I have a prediction in regard to (south) Essex’s cockney diaspora. It was Bob Hoskins, the actor, who first compared the fate of cockneys with that of the North American tribes. Well, I predict  22 that, similar to Native American Indian reservations, special dispensation will be given for casinos to be constructed, as part of what they are calling the ‘Thames Gateway scheme’ (that’s ‘marshland construction’ to you or me, or ‘building on a flood plain’, if you like). They could say it’s a sort of semi-autonomous zone, home to the displaced cockney tribe, and that these once noble people need be recompensed by the state for the humiliations and hardships that they have endured, and that the only way to do that is to let them rake 1 per cent (OK, then, half a per cent; oh, all right, a quarter of a per cent it is, then) off the top. I for one will quite happily return ‘to my roots’ and play the part of ‘theme cockney docker’ and dress in a gaily coloured neckerchief, hobnailed boots and flat cap, and circulate through the casino handing out complementary jellied eels to the assembled gamblers in return for £250 per night, while humping a papier-mâché mock-up of a large bunch of bananas on my shoulder. Essex is the nearest thing we have in this country to New Jersey in the States. We should honour the fact.

         The Sixties

         My memory of the mid-sixties is a pretty clichéd one. I remember it, as so many seem to do, as a sunny time, inherently optimistic and youthful. An iconic picture of Bobby Moore, in West Ham away strip, hung in Wally’s the tobacconist. He became a national hero (Bobby, not Wally) after leading England to victory in the 1966 World Cup. I can vividly remember that tournament; I was glued to the screen. West Ham were the best-supported club in the area; indeed, most of the family are West Ham fans, and even my sister had a Hammers pennant on her bedroom wall. Millwall also had a fair bit of support in the area. Indeed, my dad and his brother Terry both favoured Millwall over West Ham.

         Contrary as ever, I became a Spurs fan, partly because of Jimmy Greaves, that other great sixties football icon, and partly owing to a 23(super) natural affinity with the club. (Tottenham are known as ‘a Jewish Club, of course, so perhaps that part of me was attracted to the club? Who knows?)

         I was by no means alone in the East End. To this day, I still avidly follow Tottenham. I was a ‘Shelfside’ season ticket holder for years. I still have a season ticket in the swanky new stadium. As I always say, you change your house, you change your motor, you even change your wife, but you never change your team. You’re stuck with the useless bastards through (bits of) thick and (lots of) thin.
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         From the age of five I loved to play football; we would play for hours on end given a chance. Sometimes there would be forty-a-side, right in the middle of the estate. Looking back, it was reminiscent of those medieval games some of those country villages still play where all the geezers fight over a dead badger or a large piece of cheese, or something. I still enjoy a game of football. Obviously I am an old boy now; however, I still have an eye for a ‘killer pass’, and I’m a pretty assured finisher. I have a good temperament for taking penalties. My 24youngest boy Charlie is a better player than I was at his age. He’s got two good feet, plays with his head up and covers every blade of grass. Like my older boy John, he is also a musician.

         Tamla Motown was the popular music of the day in that mid-sixties period. Farther down Stepney Way, the older boys hung around outside the Artichoke pub in mohair mod suits, whistling at giggling girls in miniskirts. This feeling of sixties youthful optimism was very much at odds with the essentially pre-Vatican II doctrines of the Sisters of Mercy who ran my primary school, St Mary’s and St Michael’s on the Commercial Road. I found the Sisters of Mercy to be a pretty neurotic group of women. I remember that whenever there was a thunderstorm one of the nuns would sit under her desk sobbing. Of course, her behaviour was never explained to us kids. If you drew attention to it you would get a clip around the ear, and be told to ‘shut up!’

         As well as being neurotic the Sisters were also, in my experience, spiteful and vindictive. Their spite was more than matched by one of the two Catholic lay teachers. I had the misfortune of suffering one such particular person in my last year there. If you incurred his displeasure he would utilise one of his ‘offbeat punishments’. He would, for instance, lift you a few inches from the ground, while you were still seated in your chair, and then drop you. This would jar your back – a very risky manoeuvre. He used to make a point of picking on me. He also used to pick on a particular girl in the class as well. I recall that the girl’s mum was a single parent, which was not as common then as it is nowadays. He was a pretty sinister individual.

         Getting caned with a bamboo stick on the palm of your hand was, for me at least, a pretty regular occurrence at Mary and Michael’s. I was an altar boy by the age of seven. I was often pulled out of my class to go and help with the funerals, getting the church ready for the service. Sometimes it used to be just me and the deceased in the big dark gloomy church. I would imagine the lid of the coffin being prised open from within, and the corpse slowly emerging. Quite a few of those 25funerals were like paupers’ affairs, with hardly any mourners present.

         I remember rushing in a state of high anxiety to do the Saturday evening mass, the one people went to after confession. Apparently I forgot to genuflect before the altar on my way to the sacristy. Unfortunately there was a nun spying on me from somewhere in the dark recesses of the church. Nothing was said at the time. They waited until assembly on the Monday, at which time I was hauled before the school and given six on each palm. In retrospect I can really see where the mindset behind the Spanish Inquisition came from. After a while those sorts of punishments mean little or nothing to the recipient. You become inured to it. I think I was picked on more than most owing to the fact that my mum had on occasion stood up to the nuns and the priests. A mere parishioner should not have dared to question the authority of the Church, or its representatives, and therefore had to be punished in some way, albeit indirectly. Having a go at me was the best they could do, as they were afraid of my mum.
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         A lot of the girls who became nuns didn’t really want to. Most of them, especially the Sisters of Mercy, came from rural Ireland, which 26in those days could still be quite feudal in its outlook. So, consequently, they had little or no say in the matter. If it was decided that they would join an order, that was it, they did what their families wanted. It’s no surprise that they developed a tendency to be bitter and twisted. In effect most of them had been given a life sentence with no chance of parole. What is surprising is that not one of them seemed to have any degree of warmth or compassion. Normally in a group situation like that there will be at least one ‘nice one’. I’m sure it wasn’t like that with all orders of Catholic nuns. So there you go, the Sisters of Mercy had no mercy.

         By comparison, the priests next door were a pretty docile bunch. A couple of them were pissed all of the time; however, as far as I know, none of them were nonce cases (so that was a result, anyway). Thankfully the days of trying to explain the metaphysics behind the Holy Trinity to five-year-olds have now passed, as has the practice of school assemblies where the gory sufferings of saints would be recounted (literally blow by blow), along with graphic descriptions of hell and purgatory. Basically, the message that I picked up, aged five, was this: if you weren’t prepared at some point to suffer like the great saints for your faith (and I wasn’t), then you would either go to Hell or burn in purgatory for an aeon. (The real purgatory for me was the Irish dancing that we had to do every week. I absolutely loathed it.)

         I should add that there are people I went to Mary and Michael’s with who are less negative than me about our shared experience – and, I must say, I did learn my three Rs there very well indeed, so it could be argued that the end justified the tough means. By the time I left I had already, thanks to the various neuroses that surrounded me, developed an obsessive-compulsive personality, but, by God, I was a good reader. This was just as well because I could, therefore, continue to read obsessively. A circular argument of sorts, but it works for me. 27

         Reggae and Other Cultural Matters

         The late sixties was the skinhead era, and ska was the popular urban music of its time. In the East End it was called ‘blue beat’. Indeed, Paul’s, the local record shop, had a blue beat chart, a lot of which was made up of blue beat versions of contemporary pop hits. I often tended to like the blue beat versions more than the originals. I continued to buy ‘specialist’ records and CDs at Paul’s right up to the mid-nineties. In the seventies I would go along there every Friday (funds permitting), around lunchtime, by which time they would have had a delivery of reggae ‘pre-releases’ as well as the best of any soul imports. If you were late you would miss out on the best stuff. There would often be twenty or so of us in the know, local DJs and punters in the shop jostling up at the counter checking out the new stuff. Back in the sixties and seventies Paul’s also used to run a stall directly outside Whitechapel station on Fridays and Saturdays. The stretch of market there was known locally as ‘the waste’. Every week from the age of six or so my mum would take me there to buy a single. I think that Jim Reeves’ ‘Welcome to My World’ was the first single that she bought me. Jim Reeves was very popular in Jamaica, as was Perry Como for that matter. You used to see their albums stacked up in reggae shops. Another record that my mum bought for me was ‘Froggy Went a-Courting’, a bluegrass tune that, for some strange reason, I fell in love with; apparently I played it to death. I think it’s a Burl Ives composition, but I’m not sure who sang the version I had.

         I did like some pop: for instance, ‘Strawberry Fields’ transfixed me. I remember being puzzled why this pop band that all the young girls liked had suddenly made something so deeply strange and pleasurable after pap like ‘She Loves You’, yeah yeah, yeah. I never liked anything, either before or since, that the Beatles released as much as ‘Strawberry Fields’. I don’t think that I was allowed to buy it. I think that my mum and dad considered it to be druggy music. Up to that point they and 28my aunts and uncles were quite approving in regard to the Beatles. However, from about 1967 onwards that changed, especially when John Lennon got involved with Yoko Ono. They thought that the four youthful and clean-cut Scousers had been corrupted, and led on to a wayward path by an oriental temptress. One of my first memories of watching television consisted of seeing a performance by the Rolling Stones (maybe it was a broadcast of the Ready Steady Go! show). My dad and my mum’s brother Johnny were in the living room having a beer. Their eyes were drawn to the TV. They both went totally mental. I think they came quite close to smashing the thing up (I don’t think Radio Rentals would have been too happy). I don’t know why they didn’t just turn the thing off.

         It may surprise you but I do have some sympathy with their response. I have never warmed to Mick Jagger. Of course, my dad and Uncle John were affronted by the campness of the Stones’ performance. I think that’s why they were shouting things like ‘I’m not paying ten bob a week to watch a load of unwashed queers prancing about’, and ‘I’d use them to clear mines’. Incidentally, the other early memory of TV is watching Dr Who and the Daleks, and yes, I was another of Britain’s kids who hid terrified, peeking from behind the settee when it was on.

         It was my sister (who’s four years older than me) who first bought stuff on the Trojan label (the Tighten Up volumes). When I heard that music I went absolutely nuts for it. I liked the instrumental stuff the most. In a move typical of younger brothers/sisters, I would claim those records for myself, and therefore, as usual, we would fight like cat and dog. My mum would sort us out by attacking our legs with a thick wooden coat hanger. That would soon separate us. When I think about it now, it’s incredible to think of my sister being into reggae but, as I say, it was the popular urban music of its time. Unlike most people I knew, I stayed with reggae all the way through to the eighties, by which time it had gone, with the odd exception, off the boil. 29Throughout the seventies I used to listen to BBC London’s Reggae Hour on a Sunday lunchtime, and then around 1974–75 Capital Radio began a terrific Friday night show hosted, in its early days, by, inexplicably, Tommy Vance, the heavy rock DJ. It was on that show that I first heard ‘Marcus Garvey’ (and the dub version) by Burning Spear, one of the seminal moments in my life.30
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            2 Teenage Years

         

         Big School

         When the time came to leave Mary and Michael’s, men landed on the moon. We were allowed to watch that event on television (a few hours after it actually happened). The only other time they got the telly out was when Celtic won the European Cup final, staged in Lisbon, in 1967. My teacher was a Celtic fan, as were most of the priests and nuns. My mum wanted me to go to a Catholic boys’ school in south London. It was an old-style grammar school, and was considered to be one of the best state schools in London. So I went for my interview, which was conducted by some creepy monk-type individual. He had an anaemic complexion and a cruel-looking mouth. God, I remember he gave me the horrors. They rejected me. Joy and bliss! My mum, of course, went mental. She had managed to get my sister into a Catholic girls’ equivalent of that sort of place. My mum blamed the Sisters of Mercy for queering our pitch. She went on and on about it. To be fair, I was far from thick, I always got very good exam results; in fact, I was top of the class, so it was understandable that Mum was angry and hurt.

         However, for me it was a result; I was beginning to view most nuns and priests as dark, morbid individuals, and I wanted to avoid all further contact with them if at all possible, so God knows what I would have made of monks. Anyway, my old man interceded when he’d finally had enough of her going on about it, and told her to drop it. I was to choose my own school, as long as it was Catholic. So, the scene was set for me to go to St Bernard’s, the local Catholic boys’ school, where my dad had attended. However, on the ILEA schools list I’d noticed that there was a boys’ comprehensive called 32the London Nautical School, which was in Southwark, not far from Waterloo station.

         As well as teaching normal subjects they taught navigation and other things of a nautical nature. The idea was to train young men for a career in either the merchant or royal navies. At the time I had a strong desire to join the merchant marine and go to sea (in retrospect it’s fitting that I became a musician … it seems that, one way or another, I was destined to end up on the piss in foreign countries).

         The London docks were well and truly past their heyday when I was a kid, but I still found them a fascinating place. I used to love to stand by the bridge in Glamis Road, waiting for it to go up so I could watch the battered old tramp steamers going in and out of Shadwell Basin. LNS had a separate assembly for Catholic boys, and a priest to oversee their spiritual development, so I just managed to swing it with my mum and dad to let me go there. Before long I opted out of anything to do with organised religion and daft old priests, but neglected to tell my mum and dad, of course. (By the time I was fourteen I refused to attend Mass any more, which caused terrible ructions at home.) Not so long after that I opted out of anything to do with boats. Eventually I would opt out of school all together. Well, to be honest, they ended up expelling me. Not only that, they said that if I ever entered the school premises again the police would be called. I wasn’t bothered in the slightest. I was an absolute nuisance when I was at school, so I can’t say that I blame them. However, I didn’t actually do the things that I was expelled for, which were driving a motorbike around the school corridors, vandalism and being drunk and abusive. In fact, I wasn’t even in school that day. Still, I had committed countless misdemeanours before then, so I had no complaints. I found school stupefyingly boring. I was suddenly developing a problem with any from of authority. I was similar to many lost and wayward adolescent boys, full of anger and mischief. Looking back I can see that I desperately needed some sort of mentoring or leadership. 33

         Immediately my dad told me that if I wanted to stay at home I had to go to work and pay him £20 per week rent. I had no argument with that, so I went and got a job up at Leadenhall Market in the City of London, working at a cheese seller, a wholesaler, humping massive circular blocks of cheddar around. But within a few weeks the early morning starts did my head in so I went down to Bournemouth with a mate of mine from school, and stayed there until our money ran out. It was the summer of 1974. I was only fifteen. Looking back, I must have caused my mum a lot of worry; I was a very headstrong kid. My mum and dad were very keen for me to get the sort of education that had been denied them. However, I really wasn’t bothered. I found sitting in class a total drag. I felt that I learnt more outside the classroom, reading books of my choosing, and listening to my records. Additionally, I used to watch a lot of the ‘schools programmes’ that used to be on in the afternoons during the week, as well as the Open University programmes late at night.

         I Was Framed

         It’s funny, in regard to getting expelled, to think that the same pattern of getting blamed for things I hadn’t done persisted over the years: I would take the piss left, right and centre and get away with it, while others carried the can – and yet every once in a while I would get the blame for something that had nothing to do with me. To this day I am blamed for hitting Sid Vicious on the head with an axe, at John Lydon’s house in Gunter Grove. And that is total bollocks. (I mean, think about it, if you hit somebody on the head with an axe, it’s a bit serious, isn’t it? Chances are they will suffer more than just an abrasion on their scalp, and consequently it’s doubtful that I would have retained my liberty.) In fact I know what happened in regard to that ‘axe incident’ with Sid. I was having a kip upstairs, out for the count, recovering from a binge, when Sid came round trying to kick the front 34door in. Another geezer, not John Lydon, went downstairs with an axe, thinking it was something serious. When he saw Sid, he told him to go away. When Sid continued to rant and rave, the bloke in question prodded him backwards with the axe. Sid then, by all accounts, lost his balance and took a tumble. At the bottom of the stairs he whacked his head on one of those metal boot scrapers (the kind that you used to get outside some old houses). That is how he cut his head open, and as a consequence ended up receiving hospital treatment for, I believe, mild concussion as well as a laceration to the head.

         Musical Tastes Develop

         During my wasted time at secondary school my musical tastes deepened, and broadened. Stevie Wonder released Innervisions, and I was totally obsessed with that album; I knew all the songs by heart. I still love that record today. The Who released their Quadrophenia around the same time as Innervisions. The funny thing is, I hated Tommy, and yet loved Quadrophenia, which by and large was disliked by fans of The Who. I was very moved by that record. I thought that the artwork was fantastic as well. Admittedly it’s something of an adolescence angst record, but, come on, we were all adolescents, were we not (some of us more intensely than others)? Whatever, it’s a terrific record, and since they remastered it you can really hear Entwistle’s bass runs, which are very nifty. My other big love was Rod Stewart’s album Every Picture Tells a Story. I particularly liked the mandolin playing on that record, which I think is by the bloke Jackson from Lindisfarne, another of the groups from that era that I liked.

         Another sound that I developed a taste for was short-wave radio oscillations. I used to find they put me into a trance, and I would be able to sleep better. It was as if I was listening to infinity. (I suspect that the mantra ‘Ohm’ describes and encapsulates this cosmic background resonance.) The oscillations would ebb and flow all night; sometimes 35you’d hear microtones moving around like fireflies within the sound. I think that Tibetan Buddhist chanting, Mongolian throat singing and Ligeti’s ‘Requiem’ have a similar effect. The influence of those phasing, shifting waves can still be heard in a lot of my music.

         I continued to read like a crazy man all through this early seventies period. I remember that Hemingway, Steinbeck, Camus, Greene, D. H. Lawrence, Zola, Ballard and Orwell were among my favourites. Even at that age I had a strong spiritual bent, and had discovered The Upanishads at Bancroft Road library. I was captivated by those ancient teachings.

         On the telly I liked Monty Python and the BBC’s Play for Today. Also at that time the BBC had a penchant for showing classic film noirs, from both the French and American schools. They would put these on as late-night features at the weekends. I particularly liked the French films, not only the noirs, but also the later stuff with Delon and Deneuve; I really thought that they had style. I liked the way the main characters in the French films, like Jean-Pierre Melville’s Bob the Gambler, for instance, often had a lonely, stoical, resigned-to-their-fate sort of vibe. I also remember seeing Truffaut’s 400 Blows around that time. There is a scene at the film’s climax where the main character, Antoine, a juvenile delinquent, runs towards the sea, with the police in close pursuit behind him. He has nowhere to go. The film left me with an incredible sense of desolation and hopelessness. I was very moved by it. I quite identified with it. I saw it again recently, and I still found it very poignant.

         Ronnie

         My best mate in those days was a boy called Ronnie Britton. Ronnie had been a schoolmate and was out of Haggerston (a lot of the boys at school were from the Hoxton/Haggerston/Bethnal Green area. They would get the 149 or 76 to school). I felt comfortable with Ronnie. Whenever it was a bit ‘hot’ for him to go home, I’d sneak him into 36Paymal. And when it was a bit hot for me (at home) he would reciprocate. There were times when it was hot at both venues, and we would be forced to improvise. We were pretty streetwise, and over the course of the next few months became a pair of soul boys. All we wanted to do was buy records and clothes, and then go dancing and chatting up girls. It was wonderful to dispense with the awful flared trousers that everybody wore at the time – they were so cheap and tacky looking. We used to get baggy tapered trousers made up at a Greek tailor’s in Dalston. They would be severely tapered. The idea was to get as many pleats in as possible. We would wear those trousers with what was a sort of cross between a sandal and a shoe (they were great for dancing in). We would also wear capped-sleeve T-shirts (no logos in those days). Baggy army trousers were all the rage as well. You would get them from a surplus store in Vallance Road, Whitechapel, or from Laurence Corner in Camden. We thought that we were the bee’s knees.

         In order to finance all this I got a job as a messenger boy in the City of London. I used to get the jobs through the Alfred Marks agency in Aldgate. Eventually I got the sack for going into the BP building without a jacket on (it was a very hot day), plus I was wearing army surplus trousers. Apparently a BP director saw me and complained. It was the head of the postroom, a jock who was also a Korean War veteran, who told me the bad news. He was all solemn and acted like it was a big deal. I told him they were all cunts who would get theirs when the revolution came. He was flabbergasted and went into a tirade against communism.

         Me and Ronnie would go up to the West End and blow what little money we had left over getting into soul clubs. The sound of Philly was really getting into its stride (I especially liked everything that the O’Jays did). The big hit in the clubs of that era was ‘The Hustle’ by Van McCoy. There were also some terrific hard US soul imports at that time. In particular I loved tunes like ‘E Man Boogie’ and ‘Potential’ by the Jimmy Castor Bunch, as well as ‘Fight the Power’ by the Isley 37Brothers. I used to buy those seven-inch imports from a rather incongruous location: an electrical supplier in Petticoat Lane.

         By the mid-seventies clubs like Crackers in Wardour Street were just starting to get into their stride, as were places farther east like the Lacy Lady in Ilford, the Lively Lady in Leyton and Charlie Brown’s in Tottenham. The 100 Club in Oxford Street also had a good soul night every Tuesday. That club became a mainstay for me over the years, and within a couple of years they were putting on some great reggae nights there. They were also one of the first venues to put the Sex Pistols on. An old Jewish couple used to run the soul and the reggae nights, and they were as good as gold. I used to stand upstairs having a chat with them when I fancied a breather and some cooler air. They used to serve Chinese food there back then as well. If I had any money I would have a spring roll and chips. One way I used to raise cash in those days was to tightly wrap thin elastic bands around ten-pence pieces. The cigarette machines would ‘read’ those ten-pence pieces as fifty-pence pieces. I would surreptitiously empty the machines, and then flog the packs of cigarettes at a modest profit. That would give me money for my chips, buses and other extras. I still do performances at the 100 Club, thirty-three years after I first walked in the place.

         Me and Ronaldo (as I sometimes called him) also discovered less salubrious clubs, like the Eagle in Wardour Mews; that place was a real eye-opener, all the serious hardcore West End night-time people would be there. At the end of the night me and Ronnie would often be boracic so we couldn’t even afford to get the (highly irregular and unpredictable) N98 night bus back to the East End – we had to walk it. Sometimes the night buses would deliberately drive past you and leave you standing at the bus stop. Other times the drivers would make obscene gestures to you as they passed.

         Chasing girls became the number-one priority. Now and again we would go and hang out in Southend. There was some sort of home for delinquent girls down there, and we started knocking about with 38a couple of them; occasionally they would come up to meet us in the West End. We started running with a pretty multiracial crew of boys, mainly out of Hackney. There was a Greek-Cypriot geezer called Leon who had a massive smile, and a few black geezers and a couple of Turkish Cypriots. They were all older boys that Ronnie knew from youth clubs like Oxford House in Bethnal Green. Sometimes we would accompany them out to towns in Essex, where we’d have the odd violent clash with the local youths, who became inflamed with jealousy when they saw boys from London chatting to their girls. I soon tired of that scene.

         I would never really befriend lots of people in the same fashion that someone like Ronnie would. I always tended to make just a few close friendships. I’m still very much like that. I am a very sociable bloke, I’ll have a chat and a laugh, but I’m not really one of the gang, I am more of a loner at heart, really. A lot of people would probably dispute that.  Nevertheless, it’s true. I’m not a natural herd or pack animal. In the Caucasus I bet they would call a bloke like me ‘the mountain eagle’. OK, let’s pretend I didn’t say that and move swiftly on.

         Me and Ronnie both became fascinated with the blues parties that would be run out of those big old (and at the time rundown) Georgian houses in Hackney. It was the bass sound that lured me in. Those big old bass bins literally made your trousers flap. I was in heaven. At the time the vogue was to play ‘the tune’ followed by ‘the version’: sometimes a straight instrumental, but more often than not a stripped-down dub version, with bass and drums to the fore, and all the echoes going off into infinity, and all that. I would be in seventh heaven. The experience was something beyond music for me. A limitless, tension-free world was created. I also liked the food very much, particularly curried goat. I don’t ever remember getting grief from the Jamaicans at those places, just a few quizzical looks. In fact I’m still partial to a bit of curried goat and rice and peas. I sometimes go to a Jamaican café in Tottenham before Spurs games. 39

         Kingsway

         I started attending Kingsway College of Further Education in King’s Cross in September 1974. The idea was that I would get some O levels. Kingsway had a reputation, among other things, for taking on kids that had encountered ‘problems’ at school. It was a pretty liberal institution that was both cosmopolitan and pluralistic. King’s Cross was a very down-at-heel area in those days, full of prostitutes and drunken Scotsmen (mainly Glaswegians) who had got off at the station, but not made it any farther. There was a large contingent of Cypriots, both Greek and Turkish, in attendance at Kingsway. There was a fair degree of friction between those two camps, owing to the outbreak of war on Cyprus. But all in all there weren’t many racial problems, even though all creeds and colours were represented.

         For the first time I met hippies and some well-to-do bohemian types. Kingsway had quite a degree of cachet (for a college of further education). It had a large catchment area, which meant that it attracted some well-heeled students from places like Hampstead and Highgate, and a few make-believe beatnik types from Islington (whose parents were social workers, college lecturers or similar). Don’t get me wrong, I took the piss a bit, but actually I liked meeting new sorts of people; my horizons were starting to broaden. To be honest, I wasn’t at Kingsway for the right reasons (i.e., to pass exams), I was just killing time.

         Also starting at Kingsway at that time was John Lydon. There have been a few meetings in my life that I term ‘Stanley/Livingstone moments’, and meeting John was definitely one of those moments. John, of course, was another reprobate; he was someone who thought ‘everything was bollocks’, to an even greater extent than I did. I thought that was great. I remember ‘dismal’ was his most used word. He was actually pretty quiet and shy. He often wore a deadpan expression on his face. Apparently he had missed a lot of schooling after having contracted meningitis, which is why he was making up lost academic 40ground at Kingsway. He was out of Finsbury Park in north London, which in those days was a proper manor. Even then he could sometimes be a quite nasty, sarcastic and moody customer. Nevertheless, I was very taken with him; he was about three years older than me. A mutual love of Hawkwind helped cement the friendship; in fact we went to see them play at the East Ham Odeon not long after we met.

         I think I came to see John as an older-brother-type bloke, because three years’ difference at that age means a lot. And in a way he did take me under his wing. It was nice of him; remember, I was just turned sixteen, and could be quite gauche. John had his own style, sporting long shoulder-length hair (hennaed, I seem to remember). He was a good mix: part yob and part arty sort of a geezer. He was an Arsenal fan, whereas I was a Spurs fan, of course. Not that he took the football itself too seriously. He was more into what you could call the ‘cultural’ aspects of the game.

         John introduced me to the butt end of the hippy scene over at the Roundhouse in Chalk Farm on a Sunday night. He thought it was a jolly good wheeze to go and poke fun at the hippies. It was a different world to anything I had ever experienced before. Those were probably the first proper gigs that I had ever been to, and, to be honest, I don’t think that I ever saw a band there that I came near to liking. However, I quickly picked up on the habit of going to gigs.

         John Lydon and his mate from his schooldays, John Gray, took me along to see Dr Feelgood out in Dagenham somewhere. Lee Brilleaux and Wilko Johnson were spellbinding, absolutely electric, like a pair of caged tigers. The two Johns also took me along to an all-nighter at London University. Kokomo and Osibisa were among the groups that played. Osibisa, who were part of London’s burgeoning ‘Afro Rock’ scene, really impressed me.

         However, the best gig that I went to at that time – in fact, the best gig that I have ever seen, by a country mile – was Bob Marley and the Wailers at the Lyceum in 1975. I went with Ronnie B. The album Natty 41Dread had been in circulation for several months before the Lyceum show, and we were nuts for it. So we went along with great expectation to the Lyceum. It was a glorious sultry summer evening, and Marley was really on top of his game that night. I was captivated by Aston ‘Family Man’ Barrett on bass. A powerful bass player, yet so musical, moving through the chords.

         All the musicians in the band were top notch, but for me it was the rhythm section of Aston and Carlton Barrett who really impressed me. I had never before seen a rhythm section play so tightly together, and with such imagination in regard to enhancing Bob Marley’s song structures. There was a fantastic sense of space and unhurriedness in their playing. You get a similar feeling when watching great footballers. I’m thinking of players like Hoddle, Cruyff, Platini and Beckenbauer, who always seemed to have more time than those around them. I bet that fans of ballet say the same about their heroes and heroines; it’s as if time slows down for them (or even like they step outside of time).

         Vince and Sid

         Before long me and John were joined at Kingsway by John Beverley. Yet another bloody John! John Lydon had nicknamed him ‘Sid’, of course. He had met him at Hackney College the year before. There were now four Johns. Over the years that has got a bit mythologised, and people talk about ‘the four Johns’, but we didn’t really hang out as a quartet much. However, we did make a point of drinking in the Four Johns public house in Islington on a couple of occasions, because it would have been going against the natural laws of the universe if we hadn’t. I also remember us all getting our hair cropped and dyed by a bloke called Keith at Smile in Knightsbridge. I remember being surprised that Gray got that done, because he wasn’t particularly into clothes. He was a total nut about music, however. I always found him pretty easy to talk to. I generally got on all right with Sid because he 42liked taking the mick a lot, the same as me. Sid had a mate called Vince, who was out of Hoxton. I can remember John Lydon telling me that he couldn’t wait for me to meet Vince (yet another piss-taker), because it would be entertaining to see who came out on top in the mickey-taking stakes. Well, he was right, me and Vince verbally steamed into each other from the off. To this day we are good mates. He lives in Bethnal Green with his wife and two kids, and he’s a postman. He says he spends his days in confrontations with ‘geezers wearing gravy-stained vests, standing angrily at their front doors’. Me and Vince were a pair of what I would call ‘super-nuisances’. You really didn’t want to invite us to your wedding, or anything like that. And the girls we would hang out with were as bad as we were.
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         Romance

         There was another person I met at Kingsway who also had a massive impact on my life. Her name was Margaux. I always called her Marg, or Margy (with the ‘g’ pronounced as it is in the word ‘gun’). We fell passionately in love. Somehow there was that immediate and easy familiarity between us, of the type that seems to characterise my close personal relationships. To me she was in a different league compared to the other girls I knew. She was really rather chic, instinctively knowing how to make the most of her hair and make-up. She looked and moved in similar fashion to the girl who played the part of the young bride-to-be in Time of the Gypsies. Margaux dressed really well, getting her clothes from Sex, as well as from its predecessor, Let It Rock, the shop that Malcolm McLaren had before Sex.

         She was also a regular shopper at the famous Biba store in Kensington. Every girl I knew on the London soul scene acquired their clothes at Biba. Actually quite a few of them shoplifted from there, not because they were hardened criminals, or anything, but simply because, by all accounts, it was so easy. Security for some reason was virtually non-existent apparently, and those girls could not resist the temptation. Most of them were in poorly paid clerical jobs, or still at school, so Biba’s prices were exorbitant as far as they were concerned. The news rapidly spread through the trendy girls’ grapevine that easy pickings were to be had. Well, the rest is history, and maybe it’s no surprise that Biba went out of business.

         On the day that we met Margaux invited me to her home, which lay just off Middlesex Street, by Petticoat Lane. She surprised herself by doing that, because like myself she didn’t readily invite anybody back to her home, as her mum would often be on the warpath, shouting the place down. I was more than happy to reciprocate and invite her to my place. The easy familiarity between us meant that I felt no embarrassment at her coming to my home either. A girlfriend I’d had before 44Margaux made herself scarce after seeing my dad attack me after I snuck her into Paymal one night for a snog and a bacon sandwich. I was so mortified with embarrassment that I had vowed never to take a girl home again.

         I considered Margaux to be sophisticated. Her mum, a Catholic, was originally from the Lebanon. French was her first language. Margaux’s dad was a Mancunian exiled in London. He was a copper with the City of London Old Bill. I must admit I was a bit worried about that at first, because the ‘City Police’ could be the worst in London, even more reactionary than the Met. It was always worth taking a detour around the City boundary if you were driving from the East End to the West End at that time, otherwise you could find your car being turned upside down and inside out, without good reason. If you were black it was even worse. I used to think that black people who drove through the City at that time were nuts, they were bound to get hassled. However, to my surprise, her dad Tony was as good as gold with me.

         At that time I would also be stopped very regularly by the police, sometimes two or even three times in a night. I can remember a couple of scary instances when the police who stopped me were drunk and belligerent. On one of those occasions a police van approached, driving extremely erratically down Middlesex Street. Suddenly it veered off the road and onto the pavement, trying to knock me down. I had to jump out of the way. A big, burly Met sergeant got out of the van and walked menacingly towards me. He stunk of booze and could hardly stand up. He wanted to fight me. Of course, I was on a hiding to nothing; if I had tried to hit him his colleagues would have slaughtered me. I kept calm, and in the end his colleagues restrained him. On those occasions, and there were a few, it was handy to mention that I had just taken my girlfriend home and that she was a policeman’s daughter. They would then search me, verify my story, and reluctantly send me on my way. Operation Countryman was the news of the day. Many viewed large segments of the Met as corrupt and out of control. 45

         Now that I was at college I wasn’t working, and consequently was broke much of the time. Margaux was in the same boat. We faced the classic problems that young lovers without much money face: how to find some privacy, so that we could be intimate with one another; how to get the money to go and do the things we wanted to do, like go to nightclubs; and – far more prosaic, this one – how to stay out of the cold.

         We couldn’t really spend time at her place in the evening, because of her mum mainly, plus Margaux would be driven nuts by her sisters if we sat in there for more than five minutes. It would often be best for me to give my mum and dad a wide berth, at least for a few days, after one of our frequent family disturbances, so that meant that me and Margaux would spend an inordinate amount of time sitting around in the freezing cold at Liverpool Street station while nursing a solitary cup of tea. We used to regularly get moved on by the police when they made sweeps of the station clearing the dossers (who were always very sweet to us). Even in those days (a year or so before the punk thing got going), teddy boys were a nuisance in the area around Liverpool Street. They used to frequent the Jack the Ripper pub in Commercial Street, so you had to keep your eye out for them, as well as for the police.

         
            
[image: ]Down-and-Outs in the East End circa mid-seventies

            

         

         I would always see Margaux home after we had been out together, to ensure that she got in OK. It was a very dodgy area for a young girl to walk in, alone, late at night. (Many people would have made the assumption that a lone woman was a prostitute.) I would then often use Shanks’s pony to get home, owing either to the lateness of the hour or lack of funds for the bus or tube (or sometimes owing to the lack of a bus). The late-night walk back to my place used to take me through Spitalfields and Whitechapel. There were quite a few hostels in the area for homeless men, and one in Middlesex Street for homeless women. Sometimes the dossers would be kicked out of the hostels if they caused trouble, or they chose not to stay in them, preferring to stay in derelict buildings. It was common for them to light fires to try to stay warm. Sometimes they would inadvertently cause the buildings to catch light,  46 and the fire brigade would be called out. Dossers might die, or be badly injured, as a result of those blazes. Some of the sights I would see walking back at night were truly pitiful. Lost souls walking about talking to themselves while covered in thick layers of grime. You could often smell them from yards away. Dossers often had a knack for finding strange hats and clothes, and would revel in wearing them in bizarre fashion. But they could look incredibly stylish, in their own way. They are nowhere near as visible in those streets as they once were. The photographers Don McCullin and Alex Slotzkin took some incredible pictures of the East End street people at that time. If I walked back from Margaux’s late on a Saturday night/Sunday morning, Petticoat Lane market would already be setting up. A lot of the dossers would have a regular gig helping to set up the stalls, and going to get teas for the stallholders, and all that. You would have lots of old Jewish blokes trundling handcarts about. It would all look a bit how eastern Europe probably looked before the Second World War. I must mention the funky smell of pickles: pickled fish, pickled eggs, pickled gherkins. There were 47a number of pickling places around the East End. I think the most pungent one was down the other end of Stepney Way from where I lived. Your eyes would water. However, I must admit that I love pickled food, especially Chinese pickled preserved vegetables, which are vaguely like sauerkraut, only spicier. Shellfish was a big thing in the East End, especially cockles: your Sunday night tea, well seasoned with white pepper and condiment-style vinegar (never malt), and accompanied by brown bread and butter. That would be the only time that you took brown bread. Tubby Isaac’s late-night cockle-stand stall is still going strong at Aldgate, I notice. I used to go there in the early hours of Sunday morning for cockles or jellied eels. The Sunday papers would be on sale by the next corner. I would then go up Brick Lane to the Beigel Bake for a salt beef sandwich (on white with mustard), a cup of tea and a dozen warm bagels. Newspapers, cockles, bagels and tea; I was ‘sorted’, as the E generation would say. Of course, if Spurs had lost badly I wouldn’t buy the Sundays. I’m still like that.
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         Margaux and I both dressed very stylishly. When we had money we would go up West, mainly to soul clubs. We would also go to the movies pretty regularly. That was a golden age for film. I remember that we went to see, among many others, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and Dog Day Afternoon. We also went to see Last Tango in Paris a couple of times. It had already been out for a couple of years; however, it was still considered a very risqué film, and all the provincials would flock into London to see it. We both loved that film. I saw it again recently and it still moved me. Paris in winter, bitter cold, dull afternoons with the street lights coming on, a vacant apartment and an aching empty sadness that can only be relieved by sexual contact.

         We used to make regular sojourns over to west London to go shopping. We would get a bus, a number 11 or 22 from Liverpool Street, and enjoy from the top deck the long journey that wound its way through the City and West End and on into west London. Chelsea, Fulham and Putney were really different in comparison to the East End. Those areas were not as gentrified as they are now, and like every area of London they all had their fair share of council flats, firms and wide boys. Nevertheless, there wasn’t the same depth of poverty that was to be found in the East End. The funny thing is I couldn’t stand to be away from the East End for any length of time; I never felt like I belonged anywhere else, and that feeling persisted right up until I was forty or so.

         As well as looking in the shops up King’s Road we would have a little stroll by the Thames in Putney, which for me was quite pastoral. Actually the vibe in all those west London manors, especially by the water, is decidedly tranquil. You can certainly see why Whistler liked it (although, of course, in his day even some of the shores, both north and south, of the west London reaches of the Thames were quite industrial).

         I like the London sky over the Thames. I particularly like it in spring and autumn, just before dusk, when it can seem so wistful and yearning. It brims with a dark luminosity. It’s as if the sky is meditating. When you look at it you have to do the same. 49

         I have to admit that Margaux was, considering her tender years, incredibly ahead of the game in some respects. She took me one night to a gay club called Rod’s in the New King’s Road. I think it was a Sundays-only club. In those days the gay and straight scenes were not as mutually exclusive as they are today. I was slightly dubious to start with but soon loved it. The music was great (the best soul and Philly) and there were no beer boys, or growlers on the door for that matter. I also thought that a lot of those gays had style (a clichéd observation, I acknowledge, but true nonetheless). This was well before the ‘clone’ look appeared. Good suits and haircuts seemed to be the order of the day. There was an easy-going vibe; they didn’t seem to mind a few girls and straight blokes coming in.

         I reciprocated by taking Margaux to a rough old strip pub up the Bethnal Green Road called the Greengate. She was fascinated by it. Can you imagine that: a couple, her still sixteen, and me barely turned seventeen, sitting watching strip shows surrounded by a load of drunken geezers? Funny thing is, I don’t think anyone ever said boo to us there. I’m probably showing my age here but I thought that the strippers that you used to get around the pubs and clubs in the seventies were, generally speaking, super-sexy. They would slowly tantalise, removing each garment with perfect timing. Sometimes they were a bit chubby; however, that just made them seem even more attractive and womanly, as they seductively peeled off their costumes. I’m really not taking the mick. Some of those girls were real performers: it was an art; the vibe was nothing like the rather anodyne and cynical lap-dancing clubs of today. The comics that also performed on the strip nights were also by and large top-notch performers. Like the strippers they had to be, or they simply would not have lasted in that tough environment. Of course, I acknowledge that all that belongs firmly in another era. This is a different time, and most young people today would be appalled at the levels of sexism and racism that were inherent on that scene.50
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