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        Clifford T. Ward 1944 – 2001
      

         

         Clifford T. Ward died on December 18th, 2001. Although his widow Pat has chosen to make no further contribution to Bittersweet,  it is hoped she will accept this updated edition as a loving tribute to her late husband.

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s original note

         

         This has been an immensely enjoyable book to write, but it has not been an easy one.

         Many difficulties have presented themselves, the most sensitive one being that although Clifford T. Ward has not written, sung, played or recorded a single note of music since 1986—13 years ago—he is still amongst us; a difficulty, I hasten to add, I am more than pleased to accept. But it has made some matters rather delicate in their telling.

         Following diagnosis in 1985, the rapid onset of multiple sclerosis ended his career and life quality as effectively as a paralysing accident. There has been no remission, no opportunity for him to continue—to even touch upon—his musical past.

         Away from the public eye, this ungracious patient shuns the wheelchair, or any other form of assistance; medicinal, physical, or practical. His innate stubbornness has created a being that is almost childlike in its refusal to accept or fight its predicament. At home his imminent approach is often heralded with the bangs and crashes of well-rehearsed exhibitionism. He enters the room on all fours like a bull in a china shop, and the atmosphere in that room will swing according to his mood. He can be obtuse, articulate, diffident, rude, hilarious, warm, sensitive, infuriating; he will smoke, joke, croak, choke, and drink a beer or two; he will opinionate, and dismiss any contradiction; but above all, he will not be ignored.

         So in this book, I refer to him in past and in present, confusing and ungrammatical though it may seem. That is the only solution. He is here, now, his humour still remarkably intact, but his many diverse talents—sadly, cruelly—are forever locked away; gone.

         
             

         

         dave cartwright, February, 1999.
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            In loving and everlasting memory of

my father, James Noah,

and my mother,

Louisa Florence
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            LAUGH IT OFF, GIRL

         

         
            Laugh where we must, be candid where we can;

            But vindicate the ways of God to man.

            Alexander Pope: An  Essay  on  Man

         

         I walk over to the French windows. The unkempt lawn slopes down sharply, allowing a beautiful, unbroken view over the Teme Valley to where an early autumn mist snakes through the golden orchards and naked hop poles of Middle England. A view to be savoured and shared. Indeed, the rancid smell of cigarette smoke reminds me that I am not alone, so I turn back into the room to speak to my companion, the master of the house, but decide better of it.

         He sits, legs stretched outwards, feet resting on a grey pouffe. He sighs, long and deep, almost ending with a curse, then inhales again, his hand shaking noticeably as it reaches his mouth. He is bored with me, my small talk and, much more important, he is bored with life.

         
             

         

         It is over 25 years since this man was hailed by the music press as heir apparent to Paul McCartney, the Elgar of pop music, the saviour of intelligent, modern song; and, at first glance you would be forgiven for thinking that time, the magician, had been fairly kind to singer-songwriter Clifford T. Ward. The long, golden hair, though inevitably greying, still hangs curtain-like around the full-lipped mouth, and the once sculpted cheek bones have, like the rest of his body, filled out with the onset of middle age. Only the large, black sun-glasses—a permanent fixture—suggest anything is unnaturally wrong, and behind them, in the mirrors of the soul, lies confirmation of an awful truth. His blurred vision, his slurred, stumbling speech, his total lack of co­ordination and muscular control, are completely at odds with his ever fertile mind. He is trapped in a frame that cannot function; a victim not of accident, a feeble heart, or even stimulant abuse, but of that most cruel of illnesses, multiple sclerosis.

         
             

         

         However, as death redeemed Elvis—oh, and many less deserving souls who fell before their time—there are those who suggest that the onset of MS has actually redeemed Clifford T. Ward, and were it not for the 8recent ‘home-truth’ press articles, the CD re-releases, the hastily conceived out-take albums, this man would have disappeared, like many other shooting stars, into the back catalogues and ‘one-hit wonder’ racks of musical history. To those who know only the one song, and the one all too frequently used picture, who remember the ‘family-way’ press cuttings, the eloquent, courteous interviews, he was Britain’s, well, Barry Manilow…? Safe, wholesome, benign, many miles from the cutting edge of pop music.

         Yet a surprisingly diverse collection of established performers quote him as their champion of sublime originality and unwavering self-belief. One of the most frequently requested artistes on BBC Radio 2, his recent compilation, Gaye  And  Other  Stories,  went gold in Ireland; a thriving appreciation society, The Friends of CTW, meets annually and Waves,  an articulate, quarterly fanzine, has subscribers world-wide, from Argentina to Australia; his records eagerly sought out by fans and collectors alike.

         So why? Is this pity? A morbid fascination in a once healthy hero? A rejoicing in sudden accessibility? Or is it, indeed, a long overdue recognition of a unique and once conspicuous talent, cut down in its prime?

         Clifford T. Ward has always been a split vote, to anyone who remembers his comet-like success in the glum-rock 1970s. The national music critic who saw Clifford’s pure, intelligent simplicity cutting through all the fabricated nonsense that called itself pop music; the local journalist, bombarded with the candy-floss and bubblegum, who recognized something astonishingly different; or that most endangered of species, the incurable romantic—all seem content to remain strangely at odds with the rest of the world.

         Hopefully, in this book, I will go some way to redress the balance, and lift the man to his true position in the scheme of things. Whilst doing so however, I am acutely aware that disbelief—and even offence—may result from the many disclosures made and questions answered along the way. Yet whatever judgements are forthcoming, and no matter how many illusions become tarnished, nothing can possibly diminish the sheer beauty of his work. Anyhow, we are all no more than human.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Suppose he had not met Pat, his wife of 35 years. Would he have risen to earlier—and greater—heights? His ‘overnight’ success came courtesy of an unplanned teenage marriage and subsequent years of musical frustration, yet far from holding him back, I would submit that her strength held him together. Without her, he would have drifted, succumbed; probably have gone the way so many young, naïve and talented artistes went. Oh, he would have written ‘Sympathy’, ‘Carrie’, 9‘Coathanger’, but he couldn’t possibly have written ‘Home Thoughts From Abroad’, ‘A Day To Myself’, or—ironically—‘The Best Is Yet To Come’, without her, that’s for sure.

         Because one thing is certain. On my many visits to their home, and, after speaking to the many people who have known and worked with him over the years, it has become painfully apparent to me that coping with life and life’s problems has never been Clifford’s concern. He needed—expected—complete freedom from such matters, despite his inspiration depending absolutely on the family environment: wife, home, children, constancy. And with the tragic onset of MS, the burden again fell upon Pat, the girl-bride, the mother of his four children, the woman who, regardless of all that life has thrown at her, still ‘oozes sex appeal’. She continues to manage his life; dressing, feeding and nursing her stricken husband, juggling their increasingly precarious financial situation with that impenetrable sang-froid; seemingly forever able—outwardly at least—to laugh it off.

         Therefore, this story must also belong to her, and it all begins many years but not so many miles away, in what was once a quiet, pretty backwater town bordering the long, winding river the conquering Romans called ‘Sabrina’.

         Here, in what is now a chaos of hideously colour-uncoordinated amusement arcades, junk food franchises and fun pubs; on February 10th, 1944, as if voicing disapproval at the simultaneous birth of PAYE income tax, Clifford Thomas, the fifth child of Frank and Kathleen Ward, came roaring into a quiet corner of a war-torn world.
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            SPRING
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            WHEREWITHAL

         

         
            Character is destiny.

            Heracleitus

         

         Stourport-on-Severn lies 30 miles south-west of Birmingham. Behind the garish façade of the High Street, Georgian houses and lime-tree avenues serve as a sad reminder of this once thriving inland port on Britain’s longest river. In a much darker age, the deep, swirling currents of the Severn brought Viking longboats inland to plague our Saxon forefathers; as the industrial revolution tore at the heart of the Midlands, it carried the first iron from Darby’s furnaces down to the Bristol Channel and the sea. But now, in wasted days of state-subsidized leisure, it seems content to roll majestically through the hills and vales of Worcestershire, lapping the shaded haunts of the fishermen, the rotting landing stages, the caravan parks and the secret gardens.

         In the post-war boom of the 1950s, before the blight of the family car, Stourport became a popular day-trip excursion from the sombre, stiff-lipped canal towns of the Black Country. The nearby carpet-makers of Kidderminster, the needle-makers of Redditch, the chain-makers of Cradley and the swarthy glass-blowers of Stourbridge, piled onto ‘Midland Red’ double-decker omnibuses and green Great Western locomotives, to descend in their happy hordes upon the beautiful Sabrina; hiring row-boats and canoes, queuing for 30 minute trips on pleasure steamers, or climbing the spiral steps to the road bridge, to stand gawping, laughing and pointing at the frantic activities of those below. A small funfair took root over the years, precariously balanced on the riverbank; a putting green and model railway were laid out on the flat land opposite, and, for the lifetime of my childhood at least, every August Bank Holiday Monday at high noon—the town overflowing with carnival revellers—a Tannoy-thin voice heralded the approach of a shadowy figure, weaving Pied Piper-like through the side-shows and carousels. Elbowing our way to the front, we would watch him climb the iron steps, leap onto the stone parapet and dive into the bright water, emerging to rapturous applause from the ice-creamed crowd.

         The day rolled on, and as the trippers turned grudgingly back to the 12stations and bus-stops, the town assumed an air of almost Wild West apprehension. Local shadows tumbled from pub doorways, turned into the street and stumbled onto the bridge, where, fuelled by gallons of cheap cider—and at an almost mystically pre-ordained hour—the Nunns and the Pearce gypsy gangs would begin their traditional bloody battle, assaulting each other with ‘…fists and chains and unspeakable names…’, high above the moonlit Severn.

         
             

         

         Years before these carnival days, when the world was locked in war, and Stourport slumbered beside the river, Frank and Kathleen Ward lived a short distance from the seven-arched bridge, in a tiny, canalside cottage on Manor Road.

         Frank, quiet, dark and wiry, was forty-one when Clifford was born. Too old for military service, he had laboured at the carpet factories, while his wife, thirteen years younger, was raising a demanding family with resigned desperation; the three boys and their sister, like all other children, constantly drawn to the water’s edge: running out, falling in.

         Kathleen Bishop smiles out of the sepia picture, taken when she was about seventeen; a vivacious round-faced country girl, with hair of spun gold. But even then, the camera could lie.

         Her only daughter Kath, sitting in the deep-piled lounge of her tea-cosy bungalow, surrounded by family snaps and Constable prints, told me that canalside living was only one more problem:

         “Mom was born with a withered left arm; nothing more than a short, handless stub. She grew up in a world that didn’t condescend, yet which, in a way, made her determined to live a full, active, ‘ordinary’ life. After battling with the traumas of childhood and adolescence, well, getting married, having children, was a natural progression. Despite her impairment, there seemed to be nothing she couldn’t do. She even rode a bicycle, with just one arm… The only thing to which she openly admitted defeat was not being able to manage her hair. She really needed help with that beautiful hair.”

         
             

         

         As the buds of peace blossomed, the nation’s subsidized optimism, even in such rural communities, saw Utopian housing estates rising from the ashes, replacing the picturesque but dank Victorian homes and bringing hot water, electricity and therefore—surely—a better life to the poor. The Wards were moved to the Walshes Estate, nowadays a sad, decaying reflection of a world that has lost its way, but in those early dream days, a model of Brave New Worldliness.

         Like waggons round a camp-fire, Ernley Close encircled a huge, lawned play area. Situated on a spacious corner plot, the whitewashed four-bedroomed house must have seemed like paradise; warm and dry, with all modern conveniences, and neighbours sharing an industrious, 13common bond. Kitchen doors stood open in welcome, hand-scrubbed washing danced and waved across the backyard, and no cars littered the pavements or gouged mud-ruts in the new grass.

         Kathleen continued to rear her five children with quiet pride, refusing all offers of help from her new neighbours. Frank had now exchanged his job at the carpet factory in Kidderminster for a less distant—though more exacting—position, feeding the coal hoppers of the newly built power station in Stourport, and though always in regular employment, his labouring wage had to be supplemented by whatever means possible. Kathleen saw the potential in her young army. During summer holidays and autumn weekends, first-born Terry, brothers Barry and tubercular Melvin, Kath and young Clifford, were bundled onto the backs of clattering lorries laden with high-spirited fruit-pickers heading for the fields of bounty, where under their mother’s diligent supervision, they would learn to earn their keep.

         Well, that is how a romanticized Hollywood version would probably portray it. The actuality was less romantic.

         Kath tells me: “We used to trudge over to Lewis’s farm, just across the track, to join the other pickers, who were mostly gypsies, and spend all day in back-breaking toil. Fruit-picking is not for the faint-hearted, and though I would never say he was faint-of-heart, even at that tender age, Cliff let it be known: he hated working in the fields. It was all way beneath him. Mom and he were always at odds. Most of the time, if he didn’t want to do something, he’d just say ‘No!’, face up to her, and that would be it.

         “Obviously, he had to come along, but he’d soon disappear. We would work all day, then towards late afternoon, just before we packed up to go home, we’d stuff some fruit into our bags, as much as they could hold. That little bugger came running down the bank one day, shouting, ‘Bulmer’s comin! The farmer’s ’ere. Bulmer’s comin!…’ We had to empty everything out, damn quick, spread it around. Up to our ankles in stolen fruit we were. He just rolled about on the grass, laughing like a madman. ‘Fooled ya, gotcha all.’ I could’ve killed him. Mom always stopped me. She ended up spoiling him rotten.

         “Looking back though, and all things considered, I can’t recall us going without. We had a television as early as 1953—I can remember watching the Coronation—and Mom somehow managed to buy a beautiful radiogram later on, which I commandeered for my Bill Haley 78s.

         “When the American forces were stationed up at Burlish, Mom’s sister latched onto an army officer. It must have got serious, ’cos he sent food and clothing parcels from America when he went home on leave. You can imagine the excitement: cutting the string and unwrapping that thick brown, greaseproof paper at the table. Inside, cans of corn, 14chocolate, comics and check shirts. We got chewing gum from the soldiers over at the camp. ‘Got any gum, chum?’ was our  war-cry. And the things they threw away up there. We waited every Friday for the truck to come down to the tip. Real scavengers, we were.”

         Life offered a joyous freedom that any working-class child of the fifties would later remember with affection, and regret, that it all went so sadly wrong. If it was poor then it was likewise delightfully honest. Away from the home, the surrounding hedgerows, ancient oaks, abundant orchards and lush meadows instilled children in general, and Clifford in particular, with a love for the shades and sounds of nature that he would carry through all his days.

         His formative years at Areley Kings Primary School—a rust-bricked Victorian building backing onto arable fields and thick, dark woodland—were as innocent as England before the war. For such children, in their still idyllic, pastoral surroundings, nothing, yet, had changed. They chattered along the empty lanes to and from their resonant, vaulted classrooms, through the yearly dance of the seasons, unconcerned with past or future, hardly noticing the small stone memorial that roll-called the names of young men lost in combat. Not so very long ago these brave but bewildered heroes had run through the very same lanes and fields, sat in the same desks, as did their mothers and fathers before them. They had helped win the glorious battle, but were never to see the golden peace.

         I look at the school photograph, 1955. The fresh-faced classmates, arms folded, chins pointing up at the camera, gathered together on the yard fronting the small building. The names mean nothing to me as my eye runs along the list: J. Large, J. Evans, D. Chell, R. Hume… R. Hume?!!. Surely not Ray  Hume, he’s a friend of mine,  has been for over thirty years… Good lord, it is  him, sitting cross-legged, with that unmistakable grin, there on the front row, with Clifford at the back (for once in his life…) standing alongside their broody, bearded teacher.

         All the times Ray and I have been together, through possibly every folk club in the Midlands—and possibly every bar—and he’s never mentioned Clifford T. Ward. I wonder what memories he has of Areley Kings.

         Best give him a ring, David.

         
             

         

         Typical. The one time I try to make contact and he’s moved house, left the area, and…he’s missed me off his change-of-address list. So much for friendship. And where’s he gone? Grimsby. Grimsby!!

         But good old directory enquiries, and the fortunate situation that he is the only Grimsby-Hume in the book.

         Yes, he remembers it well, and, as I expected, with great fondness. 15

         Mr Walker, despite his Rasputin-like demeanour, was a great favourite. Both Ray and Clifford recall his stern but cordial approach. Misses Rimmer, Collings and Booton ran the other classes in their formidable spinsterly fashion, cycling to work along the winding lanes, blue-serged and hair-netted, like Dorothy’s Aunt-Witch from Oz.

         Ray talks about maths and music, birthday parties and holidays—when he and Cliff were close friends—and then, with great enthusiasm, tells of the proliferation of wildlife that lived in the hawthorn hedgerows surrounding the school: blackbirds, thrushes, gold and green finches, skylarks nesting on the uncut clumps of the playing-fields, and flocks of visiting lapwings in the cold, hard winters, when pale green ice crunched underfoot.

         “We were avid bird-spotters, collecting eggs and checking nests, pastimes which now of course are strictly illegal.” He justifies it, as we all do now—in our guilt—by emphasizing the abundance, and of course the unquestioning belief that it would be ever thus.

         “We even had tree sparrows and spotted fly-catchers breeding in our front garden. It’s hard to believe. As for collecting and pinning moths and butterflies, and pressing wildflowers…well, why not? We knew no better, no-one did.”

         Yes, we all did it, if we were fortunate to live in such beautiful parts, and now, thankfully—though maybe a little too late—we’re all ‘born again’…

         For Clifford’s family, with its strong male-bonding, rabbit-hunting was also a pleasurable diversion—or, speaking for the times, a ‘sport’—in which he joined his elder brothers, though in his young excitement and fervour to impress, he is remembered for culling as many pursuing ferrets as he did fleeing rabbits.

         Named after one of his two uncles (and fortunately the right one—Cyril T. Ward doesn’t have quite the same flourish…) he grew confident and strong; an adventurous, opinionated child, forever chancing, arguing, questioning. At festive gatherings, fuelled by Mackeson stout and a captive audience, father Frank would settle back in his armchair, light a Woodbine, and elaborate on his Irish grandparents, music-hall artistes who he claimed had crossed the sea to Bristol, before moving up river to find work at the Kidderminster Playhouse. Cliff’s early efforts to dress up and perform were ‘in the blood’, his father would say; “Our Cliff, he’s a natural…”

         This predilection and self-assurance for song-and-dance developed unchecked, making him an obvious frontman for school concerts at Areley Kings, scout gang shows at the decaying Playhouse, or youth club parties; indeed wherever possible. He wrote sketches, acted, sang and eagerly led his contemporaries—a more than capable exhibitionist.

         16Ray confirms such an instance. “One memory forever embedded in my addled brain is of a play we did in the cubs—of which Cliff and I were keen members; we both passed our Tenderfoot on the same evening, though I couldn’t do a fisherman’s knot now to save my life. Anyway, Cliff had to act an agonizing death from stabbing. I was probably Brutus… He took about twenty minutes, the longest ‘Aa-aaa-aargh’ in AmDrams I think. We all stood around watching him, bouncing off every wall, falling down, getting up, staggering across the room. Even Arthur Chance, the scout master, told him to hurry up and get it over with, his supper was in the oven.

         “I guess that was a moment that—even at such a tender age—I felt summed up Cliff. He was determined to give his all. He was competitive and aggressive in the very best senses of the words. A very nice pal, but sort of larger-than-life with it.”

         And Kath tells of his wolf-cub days, again in that hushed, ‘would-you-believe-it’ manner:

         “When he was a sixer—leader of his little pack—before the meetings, he would call them all to the house and line them up, single-file in the back-yard. Then he’d walk along, inspecting them, like Montgomery and his troops: head to toe, back and front. Always had to be the best. Nothing else. He had have the best pack. He had to win. Poor old Roger Lewis, a little kid from along the street, he was always getting sent home by Cliff. ‘Lewis! Your shoes are dirty. Lewis! Your hair’s a mess. Go on home and tidy up!’ And little Roger would trudge off, back home and try to tidy up. His mother took as much as she could, until one night she came storming round. ‘You tell that bloody Cliff Ward to leave our Roger alone! He’s as good a cub as any of you lot!’”

         “Where did he get all this competitiveness from?”

         “I don’t know,” shrugs Kath. “Dad was very quiet. He lived for his work: punctual, conscientious. It was a dirty job, but he knew the alternative. Out of work was not a pleasant experience, so he made sure that he pulled his weight. He had no social life, pubs and such; his only vice, if you can call it that, was an occasional flutter on the horses, but he certainly wasn’t a competitive person. He adored Mom, absolutely adored her. He would often fill with emotion when he talked about her. Mom was loved by everyone. They had a happy marriage, the usual tiffs of course—which would upset Dad—but he doted on her.

         “In fact, everybody thought the world of Mom. All the children on the Walshes, all the locals, they looked on her like a queen,” says Kath. “She was an extraordinary woman.”

         Extraordinary maybe, but as her daughter became a teenager, an increasing feeling of alienation in the matriarchal set-up—five males led by a dominant woman—induced her to leave home at seventeen.

         17“I didn’t go far, just into Kidderminster. I could see Mom was encouraging—favouring—Cliff to strive for the best. He was the youngest, he had such spirit, and she obviously saw a lot of herself in his self-willed ways, though there were many times even she couldn’t handle him. He wasn’t exactly lazy, just single-minded. Errands to Badger’s shop—a little stall set up in their front garden down the lane. I heard his ‘No!’ and I knew who would get the job: me.

         “I had a laugh to myself when the vicar sent him home from the church choir auditions, saying he couldn’t sing. Cliff was, well, shall we say… a little angry.

         “He was a bit put out by that, particularly as Melvin, his elder brother, stayed in the choir for some years more, and then formed a skiffle group in his teens.”

         Beyond this life of sheltered, modernized tradition, great changes were taking place. Skiffle—with guitars at 4gns cash, or 22 fortnightly payments of 4/6d—was merely the precursor of a brand new, vibrant, popular culture that was slowly exploding, and, youth, not previously a world of collective excitement, was suddenly marketable. There was still the die-hard element of non-change: variety, pantomime, ABC Minors; all harmless, reliable, innocent…though in retrospect, sometimes quite audacious—the most popular show on radio for some years had been hosted by Archie Andrews, a ventriloquist’s dummy, with novelty songs from the Hedley Ward Trio—but Elvis, Buddy and Eisenhower’s America were beaming down from a planet beyond the sun, and Clifford, like any other developing adolescent, was soaking it all up. But, as he started to spend his pocket money on magazines and records, rather than Last  Of  The  Mohicans  and Hotspur,  he also became aware of that terrifying slayer of pride, the opposite sex.

         
             

         

         Five miles away, over the border, in the prosperous industrial town of Kidderminster, Patricia Beatrice, the only child of Charlie and Nancy Rollings was quickly outgrowing her china dolls and Bunty  annuals. Charlie, a quiet, gentle-natured man, worked as a carpenter, the warm smell of wood permeating his very soul, whilst his wife, like most other aspiring women in the town, clocked in every day at the carpet factory, diligently ‘setting’, as she strained to hear—and pass—the daily gossip over the relentless roar of the satanic looms.

         They had met in that sweet, old-fashioned way, walking home from Sunday school. Charlie had followed Nancy Hatton and Beatrice, her identical twin sister, back through the narrow terraced streets—an act of bravado born entirely of youth—and Nancy had won the day. Following a lengthy but acceptable period of courtship and engagement, during which time the twin sisters had caused quite a stir turning up at the carpet factory together for their first day’s work, 18Charlie had married his fiancée on her 22nd birthday. Beatrice, never in the best of health throughout her teenage years, had since died of rheumatic fever.

         They bought their first house in 1938, a semi-detached, bay-windowed palace, on the Foley Park dream farm. It cost £540, and would be, according to Charlie’s workmates, ‘a millstone round his neck’ for the rest of his life, but undaunted, they signed the mortgage, and with two regular salaries, settled into an aspiring middle-class existence. Come the war, Charlie joined the Army, and was posted to the foreign fields of Oswestry, before being exempted from further service, to assist as a carpenter in the war effort.

         Their only child, christened Patricia Beatrice, was born in the autumn of 1944. She came into the world smiling, and, despite everything, has rarely stopped since…

         A pretty, precocious child, she couldn’t wait to start school—much to the relief of her busy parents—and after the few short, but happy primary years, joined the other erstwhile 49-ers at Foley Park Junior School, where, on her first day, she was lovingly, though unceremoniously, dumped alone by her parents as they rushed off to work, but where her talents at sport, and, by all accounts, attracting the boys, soon flourished. Despite having no sibling rivalry, she was never spoiled, and remembers, in her loneliness, looking forward to outings in her spinster aunt’s car to the Black Country oasis of Wombourne, where a family friend had a small-holding. The flower-filled meadows and singing trees were a wonderland to her, but, back in the house, between cream teas and grown-up talk, staring longingly at the empty rocking-chair, she would sit in mannered silence.

         On sun-filled August holidays in Barnstaple, again with family friends, she swam in the safe, warm waters of Bideford Bay and, stirred by the flushes of puberty, experienced those first moments of sexual initiation, whispering and giggling in the Edwardian bathing huts where she and cousin John, her older companion, hid from the world outside.

         
             

         

         But home was always lonely:

         “I was deep in dreams. I’d spent the afternoon at a fancy dress party, wearing a beautiful satin mandarin costume Mom had made from some pyjamas, when she burst into my room, shook me awake and told that I’d have to go and sleep downstairs. Gran had died, and Aunt Dot was moving in…”

         She recalls the incident without any show of surprise, but it must have been a traumatic event, having to give up her warm bed in the middle of the night. But a death in the extended post-war family threw everyone into turmoil, though before long, it was as if life had ever been thus. Dot became a permanent fixture in the Rollings household, and her 19lively chat—plus a talent for dressmaking—helped compensate on a more regular level for Pat’s empty life. During half-term, on Dot’s Wednesday afternoon break from the sawdust and bacon Co-op, she would be taken in her aunt’s black Morris 8 to explore the sandstone caves at Kinver or walk the dense woodlands of Cookley.

         “She made such a difference to my life. I didn’t make many friends at school; not because I didn’t want to, but because I was painfully shy. I’d stand in a corner and watch the party. No brownies or guides for me. I would dress up for myself, glide about the house, but as for going out ‘on parade…’ no way. For as many childhood Christmases as I can remember, Dot made me a beautiful, flowered-cotton dress. I just couldn’t puzzle out how she got every detail right. A perfect fit, every time. It was a wonderful, if predictable surprise—to wear in the house and in front of the bedroom mirror,” and she rolls her eyes at the futility of it all.

         Dot married, at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, and Pat became housekeeper to her busy parents, learning the art of cook and clean almost instinctively, though not without incident…

         “I was always seeking approval, doing the dishes, the cleaning, and the ironing—using one of those little cast iron things that weighed half a ton and had to be heated at the fire—pressing all the shirts and blouses, and of course the socks and hankies, just waiting for Mom to come home and surprise her, get a big hug, a bar of Turkish Delight. No chance. What I got was a row for putting them into the airing cupboard when they were still damp…”

         
             

         

         But Nancy and Charlie worked hard to get the comforts offered by the new age of consumerism. They were buying their house, they had a car and a television—one of the first families in the area to do so—and lived a comfortable, aspiring existence. They didn’t drink a lot, though they both smoked: “Mom…when she was making the beds…,” and socialized only with the ‘select crowd’ from the MEB Club.

         Meanwhile, as she developed, Pat became more lonely; more shy, but so desperately lonely…

         Stourport, with its fun-fair ‘kiss-me-quick’ image, its horse-fields and gypsy caravans, was very much the poor relation to the people of Kidderminster, and—to impressionable juveniles—where you lived, though not quite ‘West Side Story’, was most important when forming friendships. As in most rural areas, even today, the intense dislike for outsiders—to look down in contempt, or to look up in envy—decided your friends and lovers.

         However, authority, as always, called the tune, and soon the bemused 11-plus failures, whatever their social alliance, found themselves reluctantly filing into the bright, airy classrooms of the new centres of 20learning. Lists were drawn up, and letters were posted, and the way forward was to Stourport Secondary Modern. It was here, down the chattering corridors, across the noisy playgrounds and behind the corrugated bike-sheds, that yet another love affair began, but one that would ride the dizzy heights of passion and fame, and plumb the dark depths of tragedy, as the two lives of Pat Rollings and Cliff Ward became inexorably entwined, like the rose and the briar.

         
             

         

         Nothing happened for some time. They didn’t mix socially; he was probably more aware of her than she of him, for her sporting abilities drew much attention. Despite her diminutive frame, she had a penchant for competitive games, and her motivation both on the field and in the classroom led her to captain her senior house team, Gardners, and become Head Girl. Intelligent, attractive, vivacious, she seemed destined for a promising future, but true-grit conformity left little room for such aspirations. Leave school, get a job, get married, get pregnant, raise a family. That was the expectation, that was the plan. That she was to get it slightly out of sequence was certainly not on the agenda…

         Cliff was from the wrong side of the tracks, or, to be precise, the river; Stourport boys were out of bounds for a middle-class Kidderminster girl. Besides, he was brash, loud, showing off in the school plays, smoking, joking, shouting, striding his way through school, though, despite this outward irreverence, still displaying encouraging signs of academic potential.

         His school report of June, 1956, shows him to be a great favourite with most, if not all, of his teachers. In English he receives A-minus for reading and written work, and a B-plus for spelling, ‘… a very high standard. Imaginative work is excellent.’; Drama: A, ‘Excellent’; History B-plus, and Physical Education C-plus, ‘Works hard and is keen on all aspects …’ His headmaster concludes: ‘Probably the most capable and promising boy in the whole of this large first year.’ In December, 1958, fourteen years old, he is B-plus in all written work, with French and Religious Instruction showing a new aptitude: B-plus in both. Here also, for the first time, we see his Music teacher, Gwen Adams-Davies, praising his ‘Excellent practical ability. A member of the School Choir.’ A-minus.

         At Physical Education he is still C-plussing, playing soccer ‘… below his obvious capabilities’; otherwise, a fit and healthy teenager.

         As a schoolboy, Dave Cole remembers Cliff—in that idolatrous way many younger pupils look up to their elders:

         “He looked big and athletic, always running about, always in a hurry. We used to cheer on our teams after school. Cliff was senior house-captain of Woodward when I was a junior, and I have this image of him thumping off the football field after a match, wearing his yellow-quarter 21 shirt, the sweat pouring off his face. I thought he was Superman.”

         School was a fact of life, and Cliff would do his best—as ever—but really, he was just waiting for the day.

         However, unless I’m terribly mistaken, so was his Art teacher…

         While I was looking through his school reports, two pieces of paper, handwritten—one in biro, the other in pencil—fell onto my desk. Just notes, afterthoughts, I presumed. I almost missed their content.

         The first one is headed ‘Homework’, and, considering they were written to Clifford by his teacher, a female Art graduate, they are uncommonly personal in tone.

         After a list of subject suggestions, addressing Cliff in the third person she continues:

         
            To be handed in Friday morning

            … should he be inclined to sketch other objects of interest it could only lead to an improvement in his drawing ability. (Full stop!!!) etc. etc.

            P.S. Classes on Monday morning & Friday All Day Visitors always welcome!!!’

         

         Fine. Friendly, but fine.

         Then comes the second letter, headed ‘Letter to Clifford’, in which, again, she occasionally spells out her punctuation—as if in some hidden emphasis—and voices her frustrations. Again, everything here is exactly as it was written:

         
            As last week’s note has proved such an overwhelming success teacher decided that it was worth repeating.

            I cannot emphasize too strongly the importance of your sketch book, therefore … I would be pleased to see … anything else which would provide good background knowledge.

            Start Again!!!! Friday 24. Note No.3.

            After being very annoyed last week that above could not be handed to student—no Mon. visit. No Friday visit—most disappointing in fact—teacher is left sadly disillusioned after all the sincere and faithful promises made to her—what was it—a mere 3 weeks ago. Oh poor sad disappointed teacher.!!!!! (pause to sigh—and murmur—“Life is so hard”) especially for teachers who believe and trust their students!!!! Perhaps she should adopt a completely different attitude towards this wayward boy? Maybe a growl here and there—a threat uttered from the side of a tight mean mouth and an even tighter meaner—glare!!! ouch. A few choice words at an opportune 22moment—such as—“I presume you would like to take your exam before you draw your pension,” or “It’s Now or Never”…!!!! Perhaps this would have the desired (repeat very much desired) effect of rocketing this wayward boy (hardworking in his other subjects he may be) into realizing that Miss still expects him to keep to the amount of time laid down for his work in Art otherwise—!!!! There. I hope you will take notice my lad—and don’t cause me to growl—or glare—or tighten my lip—it’s so unbecoming … (Full stop)

         

         She then suggests he ‘… spend a day [sketching] beside the river. I would like you to try the “Basin”, [Stourport’s boatyard and moorings] Have a good holiday,’ and signs off.

         Is it me, or is all that just a little…extra-curricular?

         
             

         

         But Clifford’s attention had already been drawn.

         Pat Rollings remembers the playing fields, one sports afternoon. She was aware—as girls always are—of being watched. No smouldering eye contact was made, but she knew he was there, lying on the grass, joking with his friends, talking in loud whispers, her name floating across on the wind. Cliff’s braggadocio, however, extended only to delegation. “Sometime later, he sent one of his mates to me with a note, asking me to go out with him. I said no.” As she would. Wrong side of the river, Cliff. However, his intractability—no doubt exacerbated over the school years by continuous reprimands for being left-handed—refused to accept ‘No’ for an answer. An end of term party loomed and, almost as if by design, Pat was there. Come the inaugural kiss, something went ‘boom!’ They were 14 years old.

         There followed a profoundly committed, and, for its time, an intensely physical relationship. The sap was indeed rising. Beauchamp Avenue front rooms, watched only by the ducks on the wall; Stagborough woodlands; the inevitable High School bike-sheds. They became inseparable, both in school and out.

         Dave Cole again:

         “I remember Cliff and Pat walking around the corridors and playing-fields together, satchels bulging with books. No-one else in the world as far as they were concerned.”

         Cliff’s family had now moved to Barnfield Close, still in Stourport, but a council house of less substantial proportion. Pat would catch the bus into town, and call across in the early evening, as early as possible. This was some romance. The two of them would then walk as one over to Redstone caves, taking a couple of bottles of Woodpecker cider to sip along the way.

         One of her many turbulent memories:

         23“We were both a little cidered, and I stormed off into the sunset. Of course, Cliff didn’t come chasing after me pleading forgiveness and I so got a bit worried. I was completely alone, in this hinterland, and he was… well, he was back at the caves, or someplace. I went looking for him. He was nowhere to be seen. I stood on the spot, shouting his name. Suddenly he dropped right out of a tree, right there in front of me. Stark naked. Absolutely stark naked. It was not funny. [I was laughing.] He began cussing and swearing, then threw a few clods of earth at me, leaping around like a maniac. Dingly-dangly. He was quite drunk and, I thought at the time, quite mad. I was frightened.”

         They had a ‘dangling conversation’, kissed a few times, and of course, made up, but it was in danger of becoming a fragile, fairly one-sided relationship, in Cliff’s favour, until, as in most things, the law of averages prevailed. One cold, grey Saturday morning in November, 1962, three years after they’d met, Pat realized she was pregnant. Some sixth sense—plus an obvious natural indication—told her so. Her mother screamed to the heavens and rushed her down to the family doctor, where the pregnancy was confirmed. A few days later, however, Pat started to bleed. Something must be wrong. Her mother, in that matter-of-fact post war manner, this time brushed her off to the doctor alone. She was told to rest, and, as the symptoms subsided, felt well enough to go out with Cliff on one of his gigs. Cliff wasted no time telling the band that his girlfriend had ‘… gone and got bloody well pregnant.’

         “I remember them coming over to me, saying how sorry they were,” she recalls. “I couldn’t understand it! I wasn’t elated, but it certainly wasn’t something to be sorry about, a baby on the way.”

         But with Cliff, the usual ‘young-trapped-male’ reaction followed: “I don’t want to get married, Mom. I’m too young.”

         Kath remembers her mother telling him, “…you don’t have to, if you don’t want to, Cliff …’ He was obviously in love, but he didn’t want marriage. What boy of eighteen does? There was certainly no pressure from Mom or Dad, but Pat’s parents insisted.”

         There were many heated family ‘conferences’, but conformity at last forced his hand; the social stigma was too great an issue. They married at St John’s Registry Office, Kidderminster, on December 29th, 1962, the very week The Beatles wound up their Hamburg days to prepare for world-recognition.

         Besuited and button-holed, Cliff’s brother Melvin, and Charlie Rollings acted as witnesses for the brief, cold ceremony, and the newly-weds rushed out, to move in with Pat’s parents and ‘celebrate’ the New Year, fully aware that a little apprehension from both parties tinged the festive streamers.

         But Cliff and Pat were now both working. There were jobs a-plenty in 24those heady days: we’d ‘never had it so good,’ and there seemed no compulsion to hang around being further-educated. Money and freedom beckoned, or so it seemed. Cliff, after a half-hearted attempt at A-level study, dropped out of sixth form at King Charles Grammar, and began working for local auctioneer G. Herbert Banks, recording cattle sales at market, which he found ‘fairly tolerable’, until he was seconded to monitoring their time in the pens.

         Pat, meanwhile, had applied for a secretarial position at the amply-named Kidderminster Permanent Benefit Building Society. She was interviewed, along with eight other school-leavers, where it became apparent that typing skills, of some order, would be necessary. Single-minded even then, she immediately found a tutor, an elderly spinster in the next street, and started a crash course before the second interview came along. However, Patrick Bradley, the interviewer, had sensed something quite special, so he paid a personal visit to Beauchamp Avenue—parking his bicycle at the gate—and offered her the job on the spot, typist or not. She started the following Monday, seated, almost hidden, at an enormous mahogany desk in the large, dusty rooms tucked behind Church Street’s imposing Edwardian façade. Within a fortnight she was virtually running the office single-handed, distracted only by occasional, wordy intimidation from solicitor Colonel Painter, her war-veteran employer.

         Life, however, was to change much sooner than anyone could have foreseen. Their first child, Deborah, (named after the Sonny Curtis-Jerry Allison song) was born prematurely in March 1963. The suddenness of the birth took them all by surprise. Assuming a normal pregnancy, Pat had been provisionally booked into the Lucy Baldwin Maternity Hospital for July. She woke in the early hours of March 21st with severe pain. Cliff had nonchalantly finished his bacon and eggs and bussed off to another dreary day at the office—he was now a desk­-bound civil servant for the Ministry Of Pensions—but Pat’s mother, realizing something was wrong, had decided to stay at home; the factory would, on this one occasion, have to wait. Things then moved quickly. Too quickly. In a bizarre scene reminiscent of an Ealing black comedy, with people running about like headless chickens, a nearby neighbour was called upon to telephone for an ambulance. Pat, groaning upstairs, remembers the woman shouting, “It’s okay, she’s only 18, there’s plenty of time to have some more…!” But by the time help did arrive, Nancy, capable, instinctive Nancy, had delivered the baby herself. Cliff, meanwhile, nonchalantly strolling back to the house for lunch, rehearsing a song in his head, was more than a little surprised to see an ambulance outside. He rushed upstairs only to see his exhausted bride of four months, a lot of blood, a doctor, his mother-in-law and a midwife, holding a tiny bundle, which was quickly whipped 25away, down the stairs and into the waiting ambulance. Neither he nor Pat saw the child until a week later, when they went by bus all the way up to the Sorrento Children’s Hospital in Birmingham. There, because it had been the only incubator available in the whole area, they were able at last to view their baby daughter for the first time. She weighed just over three pounds. The midwife later told Pat that, not knowing, or having the time to ask their chosen name, she had considered baptizing the tiny child in the ambulance, her chances of survival were considered that slim. Debbie was confined to hospital for almost three months, closely monitored, and Pat frankly admits that she initially felt no bonding with her daughter.

         “She was so tiny, I couldn’t accept or identify with this strange thing lying there. When she was allowed home, well, it was just like having another doll.” But as she developed, naturally, the mother and child instincts blossomed. “She became a happy, responsive baby. I quickly began to love her dearly.” But of course, no-one knew at this time, though it must have been suspected by their worldly-wise grandparents, that anything was seriously wrong.

         And home life, as in most cases, soon became strained. Pat’s parents, though disapproving of Cliff right from the start, offered love and support, but were in no way prepared for trauma, and the situation quickly became traumatic. After almost a year, with Pat pregnant again, Nancy and Charlie, with their tolerance at breaking point, decided the only way out…was out. They decided to move to a smaller home. They weren’t actually putting daughter and family onto the street, but it was quite obvious that their new bungalow, in Caldwell Crescent, was, to use Jerome Kern’s lovely phrase, simply ‘…a cottage that two can fill.’ Nothing more.

         So, Cliff and Pat had to quickly locate some rented accommodation. They found a room in Kidderminster’s notorious Horsefair, with its gloomy, flickering gas-light alleys of Victorian tenements. There, as the Beatles told the nation that ‘… money can’t buy me love…’, the very lack of it meant sharing a wash-house, backyard and basic toilet facilities—amid the town’s demi-monde—for 18 shillings a week, all inclusive. Amazingly, despite all this dazed confusion, they still found the time—and the inclination—for in March 1964, in the safe haven of The Croft Maternity Home, Pat gave birth to a bouncing 61b 5oz boy, a brother for Debbie, whom they christened Martin.

         And it was at this time, almost twelve months after Debbie’s birth, and with a second child, that the young, bewildered mother was summoned to the hospital to be told that her daughter had cerebral palsy. The prematurity, the possible trauma at birth, something had caused and dealt a terrible blow to Pat and Cliff. Even now, it’s not hard to imagine their feelings, thrown together, like many others, as victims of the ‘reap 26what you sow’ social mores of the day; poor and desperate, suddenly confronted with the added complication of a first-born child that, in the opinion of their doctor, was destined for a short life of tragic isolation.

         Two bewildered teenagers, the mother barely 18 years old, with two children, one severely disabled, having to cope with a life that had, almost overnight, turned turtle. It begs the obvious question: If they had known of Debbie’s condition earlier, would they have tried for another child so soon? Pragmatic as ever, Pat gives an unequivocal “Yes.” In her typically disarming, stoical manner, she speaks of them “…just having to get on with it…” Life would be difficult, but life would be lived.

         In 1965, the Horsefair slums were put under a long overdue demolition order, and, obviously concerned with their situation, the council found them a house on the Habberley Estate.

         “There we were, pleased as Punch, moving in to our new home. We were knee deep in lino when Cliff’s mom answered a knock at the door. She came back looking a bit anxious. ‘It’s somebody for you, Pat’, which we all thought was strange as we hadn’t yet told anyone our address. I went to the door. A woman, red-haired, about twenty-ish, blocked the light, a man standing behind her. They both had bicycles at their side. They looked like gypsies As soon as she saw me, she pointed, shouting, ‘There  she  is,  the  bitch!  That’s  the  woman  that’s been  playing  around  with  my  husband!!  That’s  her!’  I took a quick step back into the hall, Cliff came out and told them to well, clear off … and slammed the door shut. I was flabbergasted. They hung around a while, then we watched them ride away. After a few minutes, Cliff and I walked down to the police station—quite a distance—and reported the incident. They knew of her, saying that she was a notorious trouble­maker, but until anyone was harmed, physically, there was nothing they could do. Great. I saw her a couple of times more in town, once where she sneaked up behind me in a queue and hissed into the back of my neck as I stood there trembling…”

         For that brief moment the Horsefair, with its honest poverty, seemed positively idyllic. But the matter was a soon forgotten—once Pat had convinced Cliff of the stupidity of such a suggestion.

         “That’s when I first saw the jealous side of his nature. For one short moment, I think he actually believed it. I would think about that often in times to come, his reaction, when he tried to explain his own behaviour away.”

         They settled in. It was a modern home, though without the modern conveniences they desperately needed. “A washing machine … what I would have given for a washing machine,” says Pat. “The house was forever steamed up with hand-washed nappies drying over an economically low gas fire. The coal fire was for Christmas. Debbie and 27Martin saw me from the back most of their waking hours, standing over the sink. They were visibly surprised when I turned around, sat down, talked to them. I never understood why my parents didn’t offer to buy us something, they could see my predicament, they could easily afford a machine, even if it was second-hand. But no, I had made my bed…and Cliff wasn’t their ideal son-in-law, by any stretch of the imagination.”

         But at least it was their own home, via the council tenancy. Cliff, after his brief flirtation with the civil service (where his time-keeping had led to an irreconcilable breakdown), was now working as a clerk at the solid fuel office on Comberton Hill—a long uphill walk for Pat, and even longer on the way back, with her hand on the brake of a pram full of purloined coal—but again, only for a while. There was no future in solid fuel…especially for a musician, so he handed in his notice and went home to write some more songs. Nancy was still at the carpet factory, and devoted mother that she was, used her lunch break to rush over to Habberley with some desperately needed rations, innocently assuming Cliff was at work. These mother and daughter tête-à-têtes were thus a little uneasy for Pat, as her husband hid upstairs, searching for rhymes, and “… bloody well star-ving to death.

         Nevertheless, such family crises, no matter how severe, or comical, did little to lessen his obsession with music. Marriage, babies, homes, whilst he never outwardly considered them as incidentals, were dealt with admirably, though always by Pat. He merely pursued his ambition.

         
             

         

         When their relationship had started, she recalls his music as being one thing that set him apart from most of the other boys.

         There were other boys obsessed by pop music. Of course there were, it was a mania that had spiralled almost out of control to equal, if not supersede, the appeal of girls, but whilst all other aspiring pop stars around him were using Bert Weedon’s Play  In  a  Day  for bedtime reading, Clifford showed no interest in learning the guitar. So how did he write those early songs? There was no piano in those early days; not until well into their marriage, when the Rollings family heirloom was unceremoniously transported across town into their first real home, would he begin learning keyboard. Whenever I questioned the Old Devil about this lack of interest in playing the guitar, it was impossible to get a serious reply, so one can only suppose that, not being the most tolerant person, Clifford, assuming he did pick up a guitar at one time, being left-handed, and impatient, probably found difficulty with the ‘cack-handed’ string arrangement: “… this bloody book’s all over the place.” He also undoubtedly saw himself as a front man, singer-songwriter—somebody else could do the playing—so he bought a tape recorder instead, singing whatever tune came into his head a  cappella, 28in the good old oral tradition. This gave him freedom to compose melodies away from the pre-determined structures of a musical instrument, and obviously honed his melodic and rhythmic vision for the future years. Even in those early days, some of his first attempts at writing show him experimenting in a kind of ‘free-form’ style that was quite alien to the AABA-format compositions then dominating the charts.

         But of course, like most self-reliant musical aspirers, he soon fell into debt over whatever equipment he had. Besides the tape recorder, he had hire-purchased a top quality microphone and amplifier from Wilsons in Kidderminster.

         This huge, two-storey Art Deco music shop, for years stocked with mahogany uprights and dance-band sheet music, was now trying desperately to join the second half of the 20th century by selling electric guitars and amplification alongside Jew’s harps and recorders, and weekly payment cards were being handed out like gift vouchers; no credit check necessary. Cliff exuded charm, a silver-tongued devil, so it didn’t take much to acquire a lot, even without proof of employment, and he walked out of Wilsons suitably equipped, though fully aware that any regular financial commitment would be too much. He knew he wouldn’t—couldn’t—maintain payments, but, so what? ‘Non-functional’ household items could be sold off; his music was all that mattered; a good microphone was essential for the coming years.

         Back in his schooldays, during that brief incarceration at King Charles’, he had formed his first group. Bob Newton, Bob Spencer and Cliff called themselves The Senators, in true adoptive-American tradition. They were only a threesome—drummers were thin on the ground in the Stourport-Kidderminster locale—with just the basic equipment and Cliff’s vocal set-up, which they augmented with a home made amplifier built by close friend Tony Furness. After weekly practices, usually at the Methodist Hall in Stourport’s Prospect Road, early on Friday evenings, Cliff would rush up to ‘John & Patty’s’, a venue run by two local ballroom dancing instructors who, notwithstanding their middle-age and musical leanings, had the business acumen to realize some extra money could be made. Here, mid-week, brylcreamed bus-drivers and perfumed school-dinner ladies would swirl to Latin-American rhythms and sensuous tangos hissing from Dansette amplified 78s, but come the weekend, the hall would reverberate to ‘…some of that rock’n’roll music’ Cliff would pay his 1s.3d at the door and, after checking his quiff in the Victorian oak mirror adorning the gents, would edge down to the side of the stage. Bringing rock’n’roll to town, two indigenous combos, The Crestas and The Victors, alternated weekly, fuelling his magnificent obsession. He stood, a-slappin’ his thigh, drop-jawed, mesmerized by their raw sounds and slick, confident 29performance. Dave Arnold, the bass player from The Victors, had ingeniously adapted his Hofner Brunette, fitting a long metal spike at the bottom, to enable him—on less complicated numbers—to stand it on end, simulating hero Bill Black’s upright. It was a wonderland, and Cliff wanted to be part of it all.

         The Senators, though no-one could doubt their enthusiasm, were well aware of their limitations. Mixed feelings of excitement and trepidation coursed their veins as they shuffled into the Walshes Tenants Hall—a community centre for adults—one Saturday evening in July, 1962, to play support to another group of local heroes, The Strangers. Singer Ray Percy, guitarists Graham Drew and John Wainwright, plus that rarest of species, a drummer, all dressed entirely in black and exuding the false but desirably glamorous image of menace, had the lot: Vox amplifiers, Watkins Copycat echo-unit, Fender Stratocaster, Gibson bass, oh, and the drums. The full monty. After the gig, Cliff struck up conversation with Eden Kane look-alike Graham, the friendliest of the bunch, who, surprisingly, expressed that he was unhappy in the group and wanted to form one of his own. He knew of a rhythm guitarist and, well, would Cliff be interested? Loyalty didn’t come in to it. Come Saturday morning, Cliff met Graham, they hopped on and off a Kidderminster omnibus, swung open the glass door of The Coventry café and strode across to the table in the corner, where, over a cup of swirling espresso, Cliff was introduced to Rodney Simmonds.

         In contemporary pictures, with his heavy-rimmed glasses, chiselled features and slicked back hair, Rodney resembles a young Roy Orbison, laughing out with the nonchalance of youth, but, unbeknown to either of the others (for it certainly didn’t affect his socializing or, indeed his competence), he was already in the early stages—and consequently the first in a line of tragic victims—of the illness that would weave like a poisonous snake throughout this story: multiple sclerosis.

         
             

         

         The threesome clicked immediately. After swopping opinions on favourite records, aspirations and, almost certainly, a name for this new band, the search went out for bass and drums. They started practising at Rodney’s house, with encouragement from proud father Fred. Graham knew someone who had recently bought a bass guitar—he couldn’t play  it yet, but that was incidental—he had an amplifier, and so, come Saturday afternoon, Cliff, Graham and Rodney trooped up to the other café, on Lion Hill, where soft, gentle, flint-eyed Trevor Jones was assaulting the pinball. “At first he wasn’t really interested,” recalls Cliff. “He wanted to learn guitar, but not in a group … he hadn’t thought that far ahead. Huh.” But, after prising him off the machine and enticing him with promises of wealth and fame—and a possible residency at John & Patty’s—they won through. Well, it became too 30good an offer to refuse. Rodney meanwhile had dreamed up a name, so that, when they did  find someone to do the drum solos, they would hit the waiting world as Cliff Ward and The Cruisers.

         
             

         

         With Trevor in tow, they began rehearsing in the back room of yet another café—long since gone—in Stourport’s High Street. Between the Midland Bank and The Wheatsheaf public house there is now a gap, like a missing tooth, in the row of plastic-fronted shops. Today it serves as a parking space, but back then, a small, lace-curtained, slightly faded coffee-bar leaned out to the pavement, struggling to satisfy the growing demands for faster food and alcohol. There was always plenty of room inside, not too many customers, and of course, without drums, the boys made very little noise. Here they got together and honed their act. “Cliff was always practice, practice. It had to be right, dead  right,” recalls Trevor. “Over and over. He’d have made a good pinballer.” At the end of the sessions, as Rodney and Graham made their way to the bus stop, Cliff and Trevor would slog it back on foot to the Walshes Estate, each taking turns to carry the bulky bass amplifier, Cliff talking animatedly of songs, arrangements, gigs, the future.

         Rodney’s father Fred was a carpet salesman, small, bespectacled, tenacious; dashing around the county with samples of Axminster and Wilton weave spilling all across the plastic seats of his company car, a red Ford Anglia. He relished the idea of his son being in a pop group and suggested he manage them. His influential client database provided contacts way above the usual village hall venues, and following completion of a carpet deal, out would come the Cruiser file. “Look at my boys,” he’d smile. “Why don’t you book them for your do-o? They’ll give you a great night…” And so The Cruisers found themselves performing at imposing country houses, Round Table dinners, State Openings of Parliament…prestigious and well paid gigs, but still without so much as a snare drum.

         The musicians, and occasionally Pat, squeezed sardine-like into the state-of-the-ark Anglia, always dreading the wild journey home, with Fred—regularly under the influence—at the wheel. Pat recalls Rodney often telling his father to slow down as the bends became more and more angular, as the tyres screamed louder… “You bloody-well shudd-up!!” Fred would shout, foaming at the mouth, “I’m old enough to be your father!” “But…you are  my father!” squeaked Rodney. “Bloody ’ell…”

         As the venues got larger and more prestigious, Fred’s habit of a lifetime—together with an obsessive devotion to the band—would manifest itself in feats of almost superhuman strength, as he humped the ever-expanding PA system up and down marbled ballroom steps.

         “You just leave it all to me, lads. You look after your instruments,” he 31would insist, and, remembering his army training—knees bend, back straight—would huff and puff his way down to the van.

         Very occasionally they would find him crumpled in a heap, or spread-eagled in the lobby, arms, legs and glasses akimbo, but with the AC30 safely positioned across his string-vested chest.

         “Fred? You all right, mate? Fred?!!” And Cliff—or Graham, or Trevor—would kneel down at his side, checking for pulse or breathing but more likely than not, giving the amplifier a quick visual.

         Expensive things, amplifiers.

         And when those ‘musical differences’—that generic term for a personality clash—rose to the surface, and tempers flared, the situation was quickly diffused by the appearance in the doorway of Rodney’s mother, Vee.

         “Don’t you raise your voice like that, Cliff Ward. This is my house, and that’s my son you’re shouting at.”

         “Sorry, Mrs Simmonds.”

         But as they took a break, sitting around the oak drop-leaf table, he would eat the fish paste sandwiches she had brought in, drink the Vimto, and seethe quietly inside.

         “We never actually abandoned a practice,” maintains Cliff. “I did chase Rodney around the garden once or twice…[Rodney’s garden, remember], when Vee was out shopping, to give him a slap on the head maybe, but we always made it up. We were just kids. No real aggression, just little disagreements.” For the moment, anyway…

         
            But, they still had no drummer.

         

         The Wharf at Holt Fleet was a popular, albeit somewhat notorious, venue. Beautifully situated on the banks of the Severn, in the shadow of Holt Bridge, it was a rustic, ramshackle watering hole for caravanners, boaties and Sunday night Teddy boys. Approached from the road by a long, gravelled drive, it is now surrounded on three sides by caravans. In the mid-fifties, in its idyllic isolation, an ambitious landlord had added a rectangular, large-windowed dance-hall to the side, and almost overnight, the crème  de  la  crème  of Worcestershire’s beat groups found a perfect venue. Many of them first trod the boards here, hunched together on the tiny corner stage, almost knee to face with their audience. The landlord, the mighty Quinn, ‘curly-collars Quinn’, was an ex-policeman, dealing out his no-nonsense fare with an ever-watchful eye.

         Fronting Kidderminster’s original rock’n’rollers, The Clippers, I had played regular Friday night gigs there throughout 1960-62. It was a night where, as you performed, you watched. Not your guitar, not your drums, not your shadow. You waited for that first shuffle, that first 32swell in the crowd, that Holt Fleet ‘wave’ that would roll across the crowded room, invariably toward the stage. This wasn’t audience participation, well, not with the band; it was altercation. Someone was not ’appy…

         A circle would then form, surrounding the thrashing, drunken shapes of the two be-suited brawlers, each trying to get the best punch in, before, as they well knew, Quinn would come Moses-like through the crowd, grabbing one, or both, and throw them outside onto the cold, grey car park, where, if they so chose, they could bloody themselves to oblivion. And, as soon as the eventual and magical reappearance of the landlord behind the bar signified all was well, the evening would continue.

         But it was here also, on Sunday evenings, in a somewhat more congenial atmosphere, that The Rebel Rousers played their regular country and western spot.

         A different crowd entirely, more inclined towards Faron Young, Marty Robbins and Hank Locklin than Eddie Cochran, The Coasters or Chuck Berry: they danced but didn’t fight. Maybe because it was a Sunday.

         One night, well into a three-year residency, their drummer, Roger ‘Butch’ Bowen, became aware of “… three blokes standing near the front, watching me … They didn’t look threatening, just interested, more so than your normal punter.”

         Rodney, Graham and Trevor had come looking for a drummer.

         
             

         

         Roger had been a stalwart on the Kidderminster scene for some years. Prior to The Rebel Rousers, he had played with The Zodiacs, an early rock’n’roll band, featuring Keith Hubbard, Mick Birch, Nick Miller and Roger Jackson. These last two musicians were each to eventually achieve notoriety of a sort, but in quite disparate fields of fame.

         “When I first joined The Zodiacs, after a few really good gigs, we decided it would lift our standing even more if we added a pianist. Not Jerry Lee stuff, more Floyd Cramer; ‘On The Rebound’ type of thing. I met Roger Jackson on the steps of Kidderminster Retail Market,” he recalls. “He was preaching the gospel. A Jehovah’s Witness. A good looking bloke, in the Russ Conway mould, just right for us. I knew he played keyboards, and gave him a bit of smooth talk, so that, despite his strong religious beliefs, he joined. We even gigged in his church, to show willing; it was a disaster. But Roger seemed keen to continue; he even got to partaking the odd drink or three, and started smoking. We continued playing in pubs and other various dens of iniquity around Stourport and Kidderminster, until The Zodiacs split. However, Roger and I carried on playing as a duo for about six months before also calling it quits, leaving a good residency at The Hope & Anchor, Stourport. He and Nick Miller then went off to London in search of the streets of gold, and, in quite different ways, found them. Roger met 33Jack Good, changed his surname to LaVern, and, in September 1962, fronted The Tornadoes to the top of the charts with ‘Telstar’, a world­wide hit. He came back to Stourport, via the newly opened M1, driving a bronze Rolls-Royce. But of course, he hadn’t read the small print. They were world-famous, but living on cloud-money. It was all gone, over, within a couple of years. Back to the cabaret, the ‘chicken-in-a-basket circuit.’ Last I heard, he became a male model. That was over thirty years ago.

         “Nick, on the other hand, well, he just hit the skids, became an alcoholic and very nearly died. He was, literally, just one step away from the crematorium. But something, or someone—and it wasn’t Jehovah—saved him. He now runs one of the most successful alcohol treatment clinics in London and was recently awarded the MBE for his work. Incidentally,” continues Roger, scarcely pausing for breath, “he tells a lovely story, concerning Cliff. Apparently he was stumbling around the gutters of London, ragged and desperate as usual, when he saw the name Clifford T. Ward on a billboard outside the Queen Elizabeth Hall. He remembered Cliff Ward from the early days, but, in his situation, didn’t see it as a chance to renew a friendship, merely an opportunity to get some money for the next desperately needed round. He decided to get in and tap up Cliff for some cash. He remembers approaching the box office, dressed in his best tramp’s outfit, lice-ridden, quite inebriated, mumbling Cliff’s name, before slowly passing out, sliding down the side of the glass screen, vomiting over the carpet.”

         Good heavens. Where were we?

         
             

         

         Rodney, Trevor and Graham, The Wharf, Holt Fleet. Right.

         He apologizes, though we’re both laughing. A Sauvignon is opened. This could get serious…

         “We had some great nights down there,” he continues, “especially when the river flooded. The Wharf was built on a high part of the embankment, high in the sense that whenever the river rose, which it frequently did in the winter, the pub itself was up there, surrounded by water, like an island. We had a dedicated following, and Quinn, not to be beaten, used to get a flat-back artic lorry to collect us and our equipment from the top of the drive, off-load us, so we could set up, then do a shuttle service throughout the evening for the punters, bringing them down. There we were, up on stage, looking out onto swirling water. A strange, eerie feeling. They wouldn’t allow that now. Such days.”

         
             

         

         Rodney, Graham, and Trevor…?

         34“Oh, right. Sorry,” he laughs. “Anyway, at the end of this particular night, as I dismantled, packed and loaded away my drums, they got talking to me.

         “I was quite happy with The Rousers, but these lads mentioned this great singer they’d got, even writing some songs he was, so I agreed to meet them for a practice at The Crown. I remember the first time I met Cliff. As I had my own car—an added bonus as far as they were concerned—I’d arranged to collect him from the bottom of the Walshes Estate. It was raining, light drizzly stuff, and there was this kid, sitting on the pavement steps with a load of records under one arm and a Dansette on his knee. He got into the car; shy, timid, unassuming and damp, and to me, instantly likeable. I couldn’t for a minute imagine him singing in front of a crowd, and I became quite protective towards him. As we progressed, he began to look up to me, not out of respect or admiration, but, I suppose, because I was older, outspoken, worldly-wise. He’d never been anywhere  Cliff. He was a loner, even in his own family, even though he had wonderfully hard-working parents, true socialists—as Cliff has always remained, whatever happened—but he was, well, timid. He had his room where he would study, play records, whatever, and until the group thing, he kept himself very much to himself. We  became Cliff’s family. I think I probably ended up knowing Cliff better than anybody at home. He confided in me, trusted me, and I could see he was special, and also that he was after something far beyond our small-town, blinkered rock’n’roll vision.”

         And so, they practised, at The Crown or down at the café, but this time a little bit louder, until, on a warm night in October, Graham, Trevor, Rodney, Cliff and Roger met up for their first gig, at the Roman Catholic Hall in Kidderminster’s Birchen Coppice. Cliff Ward and The Cruisers were now complete.

         And where was Pat when such a momentous event was taking place? Well, since you ask, she was also enjoying a heavy session—musical not, but heavy certainly—on a bench, in Brintons Park.

         Phil Smith, a good-looking, intelligent, sensitive sixth-former had often questioned Cliff about the pretty girl he used to meet at the bus-stop on his way home from school. Cliff—in what we now recognize as one of his most ‘endearing’ mannerisms—out of devilment or design, told Phil that she was his sister!… and passed on her telephone number. Pat, well, “Why not?” she thought. And so, as the Cruisers rocked the Catholic Hall, she and Phil sat on a dimly lit park bench and got to know each other.

         “Phil was beautiful,” she remembers. “I was emotional [as ever], but rational [as ever]. As passion soared, I told him, quite truthfully, that I thought I was pregnant. By Cliff of course! It didn’t deter him in the slightest. He insisted that it didn’t matter; he would take care of us, my 35baby and me.” Such chivalry. Such innocence. He walked her to her door, they kissed goodnight, and she never saw him again. But the night was still young for Pat. She crept into the lounge, only to face her mother’s anger and disbelief at such barefaced duplicity. Those old social mores again…

         Roger Bowen continued reminiscing at great length about those early times. I just sat back and listened. A friendly, solid, athletic 57-year-old, he lives, as he has done for the last 28 years, with his wife Gill, and a thousand cats, in a beautiful period farmhouse, set in a lovely secluded Worcestershire backwater. The long sweeping drive leads up to the imposing Georgian façade, surrounded by rich, green lawns studded with mature willow, birch and conifer trees. I remark on their beauty. “Cliff did it,” he nods. [‘Bloody ’ell,’ I muse. ‘Capability Ward…’] “He didn’t plant  them of course, he just pulled up a deckchair, a glass of red wine in one hand and pointed where to position them with the other.”

         “What, after you’d left the band?”

         “Oh, yes, we remained very close friends. Cliff and Pat used to come here a lot. Gill did his hair! Lovely times.”

         He then talked lucidly of The Fountain, The Golden Cross at Alcester, The Black Horse in town, the country houses—frequently fuelled by 60 per cent punch, and big paper-money overtime—the incessant gigging.

         “I loved it. A night out, playing, having a few bevvies, chatting up the girls. I could pick up Graham and Trevor, whilst Fred, with Rodney, would collect Cliff, and sometimes Pat. Sometimes I’d cuss Fred for being late. I’d have my drums set up, with Trevor and Graham running through a Shadows number, the punters would be filing in, but no Cliff or Rodney. They’d arrive just in time. ‘Come on Fred, where’ve you bloody well been?’ I’d say. ‘We start in ten bloody minutes!’

         “’Tain’t my bloody fault!’ he’d whine, ‘It’s that bloody sex-maniac,’ pointing to Cliff. ‘He’s been down in Brintons Park with that bloody woman, down in the shelter for hours. I kept on shouting to him, “Cliff! come on!” But he was going at it, wouldn’t let her go [or maybe she wouldn’t let him  go …]. ’Tain’t my bloody fault!’

         “He told me to have a word with Cliff. ‘That woman’s ruining this group!’ he’d say. I did speak to Cliff, and he didn’t know what to do. He’d look at me, like a big soft puppy, and in that low, throaty burr, asking for advice. ‘She’s always coming round the house, Roger, chasing me, not letting me out of her sight. What can I do?’

         “So I told him. Not that he took a scrap of notice, or maybe she kissed him just that little bit harder when he tried to break away … I told him that the group had to come first. Y’see, I didn’t know her then. To me (and forgive me here, Pat) she was just another girl. But now I realize that they were passionately in love. Two teenagers, with no other real 36friends of their own, just absolutely mad about each other. So, well … I think if it hadn’t been for Pat, Cliff would have really  gone for it. She didn’t consciously hold him back,” he protests quickly, “but her demands, and his desires; well, we never stood a chance…”

         Pat was indeed, whenever possible, at Cliff’s side. She became almost the fifth member of the band, sitting it out at whatever gigs she could manage, watching her man.

         Cliff, considering his high profile image at the front of the band, singing the hits of the day to dreamy-eyed teenage girls, didn’t seem to bother too much about actually chasing  them. He didn’t need to: if anyone was to make the first move, it was usually the predatory female. But despite his hauteur,  his single-minded pursuit of stardom, and the presence of his wife, things occasionally got out of hand.

         “There was some girl in at a gig we played regularly in Redditch, in the very early days,” Roger whispers, almost conspiratorially. “Funnily enough she was the spitting image of Pat, could have taken them for sisters. Anyhow, Cliff was pretty keen, and I remember him coming to me, like a son almost, asking me  which one he should go for…! Oh, that got pretty close, but of course, deep down I think he knew, or he wanted me to say, that it would be Pat.”

         Pat however, recalls Roger many times playing his own mischievous part in trying to entice Cliff away. “We were walking down Stourport High Street, Cliff and me, hand in hand, when Roger drove past in his big car. He tooted his horn, pulling in a bit further up the road, calling Cliff by name. Cliff, of course, immediately ran up to the car. They were going to a party at Redditch. I knew that girl would be there, so did Cliff, that’s why he wanted to go. I told him he couldn’t, astonished at his audacity. We started to row there in the High Street, with Roger leaning out of the car shouting for him to come on. I started pulling, Cliff started pushing, until he just lashed out at me, across the face, splitting my lip. A woman came running out of a house to see if I was all right.”

         And did he go to the party?

         She had her chin resting on her hands, almost as if in prayer. She shot me one of her infamous, penetrating sidelong glances.

         “He went,” she said.

         
             

         

         “We had a few fights like that,” she continues. “I suppose I was very possessive—after all, he was my husband—and Cliff, since the very beginning, had always been flippant, to say the least, about relationships. Though Roger, bless him, wasn’t immune from chancing it where possible. But that’s men. They played Brintons Canteen, alongside every other group in the world. It was a great gig, Friday evenings, which meant I could go along. Cliff and I had a row about 37something; probably that Sylvie dancing at the front, making cow’s eyes at him. We’d both had a few drinks and I ran outside into the car park, leaning against the wall, crying. Roger—not Cliff—came out after a couple of minutes and started to comfort me, and typical man, began to…er, take advantage. Next thing, we were in his car snogging. Nothing serious, you understand [I understand…]. After a while, there was this knocking on the car window. ‘Rog, come on, we’m on in five minutes.’ It wasn’t me Cliff was worried about, it was his bloody band.”

         
             

         

         But they were all young and, in their own way, quite lovable, as the young always are. Pat herself tells of another incident, this time not  a domestic, featuring Graham. Lovely, dreamy Graham, who had to be hauled out of bed—in the evening—for gigs.

         They had arrived at a venue one night, in Shipston-on-Stour. Fred, Rodney, Cliff and Pat were there first, for a change. Strange… Twenty minutes or so later, Roger, Terry and Graham had come shuffling in, Graham looking decidedly sheepish. After raising Graham from his slumbers, they had quickly loaded up, jumped in the car and charged out into the night. A couple of miles down the road, tanking along, talking music, Graham had suddenly voiced serious sounds of panic:

         “Ode on a tick, weer’s me gitarr?”

         Roger, incredulous, slammed on the brakes. “What y’mean, Graham?”

         “Well, I cor see me gitarr anywhere.”

         “Well you brought it out the house, I saw it. Where’d you put it?”

         “I pud it on the roof ’uv the car when we was loadin’ up,” he moaned.

         They drove back to the house in silence, to where, twenty minutes later, they found the lonely blue Strat, sticking out of the privet hedge in Graham’s drive, a little more out of tune, but otherwise okay.

         Nevertheless, whilst such humours prevailed, Cliff was finding it increasingly difficult to tolerate father Simmonds, and not just because Fred wanted Pat off the scene. Probably having read the Larry Parnes ‘Do-it-yourself Guide to Management’, Fred had tried to instil a false sense of respect and authority in his boys. Roger recalls: “He told everyone to call him Mr Simmonds, except me, that is. He was a bit wary of my reputation, thought I might put one on him. Cliff ended up not speaking to Fred at all, only communicating through me. ‘Tell that silly old pompous bastard … etc’ He disliked the family anyhow, and this only made matters worse.

         “It wasn’t their middle-class affluence that he despised, though Cliff was, and has remained, a committed socialist. What he hated was the arrogance. He hated arrogance.

         “Fred did work hard for us though. He even got the Mecca chain, who owned ballrooms the length and breadth of Britain, to come and see us 38at The Fountain. That was our first real dilemma. The contract was there, waiting to be signed. We were immediately offered a 12-month residency through the chain, which would mean us turning professional. Trevor wanted to sign, Rodney obviously, Graham, although he loved his job with the council, would have been persuaded, me, well I don’t know. The family business was very important, I was enjoying myself, with a well-paid job, it’s hard to say what I’d have done if it had come to the crunch. But it didn’t. Cliff, he just refused point blank. ‘Get that bugger to sign!’ Fred pleaded with me. But Cliff was adamant: ‘No.’ “Looking back, I can’t honestly say if it was Pat, his fear of fame [which contradicted his fierce ambition], or whether he felt that something better would come along. I really don’t know.”

         So, The Cruisers continued cruising locally. They trawled the charts, copying hits which were chosen democratically, though somewhat indiscriminately. “The charts governed our repertoire,” says Cliff, “but the playing of such songs obviously influenced us as a band. It was fine if we copied something good, but when we copied something bad, and there were many bad records in the charts, well, of course, it made us sound bad…”

         It is indeed hard to imagine the Clifford T. Ward that we all know singing ‘Jezebel’ and, er… ‘Eso Beso’ (in pidgin Spanish), giving the obligatory pop singer whoops and yelps, and in phrasing and mannerisms sounding remarkably like Sir HeathCliff of Esher, but to his credit, he does them well. In a rare, almost exclusive tape recorded by Leon Tipler at The Fountain, Habberley, in April 1963, The Cruisers sound a terrifically tight band. Note for note instrumentals such as ‘Kon-Tiki’, ‘Blue Moon’ and, of course the standard rock’n’rollers, ‘Johnny B. Goode’ and ‘C’mon Everybody’, even Gene Vincent’s ‘Lotta Lovin’, all pepper a selection of early Tamla-Motown and rarer B-sides, and all done with skilful, if not original, talent. But of course, in the early 1960s, that was the way to impress. They weren’t exactly tribute bands, other than paying tribute to pop music per  se,  they were mimics, though only because any deviation from the original, any improvisation, was scorned by the cloth-eared punters. The old ‘Hank-didn’t-play-it-like-that’ syndrome.

         “But we were  that little bit different,” Roger emphasized. “Cliff’s wide musical interests, American Soul, Tamla, Jackie De Shannon, and so on, put us that little bit ahead of the others. The combination of familiarity and obscurity created extra interest.”

         Something better should  have come along, and then, for a moment, it seemed something had.

         Through their contact—and hire-purchase contracts—with Jones & Crossland, in Birmingham, the meeting place for all ambitious musicians, The Cruisers had formed a friendship with the proprietor, 39Cyril Jones. He suggested they enter the Locarno Ballroom ‘Midland Band Of The Year’ contest, a high-profile annual event that obviously attracted a lot of media attention, and would guarantee lots of work to any finalists. They didn’t just make the final, they won. “We were up against some stiff competition,” says Roger. “Shane Fenton and many other notables of the time were after the prize, and we went through them like a scythe. They weren’t very happy about it either. Every heat, every round, the ballroom was packed. Somebody suggested we dressed up for ‘La Bamba’, which was our tour de force, so, with Cliff fronting us in his lamé suit, pointed shoes and lacquered quiff—just about condescending to play maracas—we, the lads, donned ten-gallon sombreros and coloured siesta-cloaks. The crowd loved it. We were on a roll.”

         Roger rolled so much that, the week before the final, he fractured his cheek playing football, and was hospitalized.

         “That made me bloody sick, but, when they did win, using drummer Tim Jackson, [Roger LaVern-Jackson’s brother] on loan, they came to see me in hospital, carrying the winner’s cup like the FA Trophy. A wonderful gesture, a great bunch of lads.”

         But, despite this triumph, again, nothing really changed. The Fountain, The Black Horse, The Golden Cross, The Park Attwood, The Crown, an endless succession of one-nighters. Cliff started writing more songs about this time, pale Tamla-Motown/Soul imitations, but certainly confirming a blossoming talent. The others still wanted rock’n’roll, pop, singalongs, but Cliff persevered, and an uneasy compromise ensued, consequently the practices grew more arduous, the atmosphere more strained. Father Fred decided to call it a day. He couldn’t see the sense in fighting resentment, apathy, whatever. Roger is quite definite. “All Fred was interested in was getting the gigs. He wasn’t enterprising in a professional way; I suppose his age made it impossible to see the potential outside the area, records were something only Frankie Laine or Londoners did. We had to get someone more ambitious.”

         Roger knew a much younger carpet worker (you’d be forgiven for thinking there was no other profession in this town …), with the wonderful name of Finlay Tinker. He was a Scot, knew nothing about pop group management, but he was keen. A dapper 20-year-old, pin­striped suit, with matching tie and pocket-handkerchief, he loved music, and used to come and watch The Cruisers at the Black Horse, while Fred was still in charge. He lived with his parents in a fine Georgian house out at Chaddesley Corbett, a pretty chocolate-box village, surrounded by verdant meadows and dense woodland, five miles east of the town. As soon as Fred pulled out, Finlay moved in. They started rehearsing at the Tinkers’ house (fast-talking Roger addressing Finlay’s mother as ‘Mrstinker’. It became a standing joke, 40Cliff in convulsions, hiding behind him).

         But it was here that the simmering Simmonds-Ward feud reached its climax.

         “Cliff was a taskmaster, a perfectionist,” says Roger. “Nobody, even in later years, was quite good enough. He had to get every note, every beat his  way. I’d spend hours trying to get a drum roll, until, often quite by accident, I’d succeed. ‘That’s it!!’ he’d shout. ‘Now just remember it, and  where to put it!’ Of course I didn’t, but the mistakes I made didn’t annoy him half as much as those Rodney made. Maybe it was left-over resentment from father Fred, but I could see it brewing, week after week, until one time they started really  arguing. Then, much to everyone’s surprise, Cliff challenged Rodney to step outside into the garden, and settle it with fisticuffs.

         “I’ll never forget that day,” he continues. “I was asked to referee. We went out onto the lawn. I know it sounds silly, but I’m sure that night is when Cliff’s MS started. It was a late evening in July, sultry, oppressive, threatening. There wasn’t even the whisper of a breeze, but, as they fought, and I stood on the sidelines, something seemed to come down and envelop us.” Roger is not one prone to flights of fancy. “I actually thought I was having a heart attack, the feeling was so intense. It was like a visitation. I swear, there was even a strange, well, kind of deep humming sound. I actually felt a tingling sensation. I kid you not, David. No music, no heavenly choirs, but I felt something decidedly…spooky. Then there was the blood. They both drew blood. Cliff’s often asked me over the years, ‘Why me Roger? Why? Where? How?’ and I always think back to that fight. Something definitely happened that night.”

         
             

         

         Of course, despite the argument, nothing was resolved. Well, not immediately, but within a couple of days, Rodney announced that he was leaving the group to join his brother in The Simonals, a rival outfit on the other side of town. Exit one rhythm guitarist.

         Finlay immediately placed an advert in the local rag and…enter Terry Clarke.

         Terry was, and still is, a very likeable individual. He is now also a multi-millionaire, having founded, in the mid-70s, with his brother Philip, the recording equipment empire Klark Teknik, but he came into the story by a circuitous route, though well qualified within the geographical and musical area.

         The Clarke family ran a thriving wholesale grocery business in Kidderminster, and lived in an imposing mansion, secreted away behind the leafy lanes of Wolverley. They were established and financially successful enough to have sent their three children, Terry, Philip and sister Jane, to a private school in nearby Droitwich. Also 41attending this school for privileged children had been another local businessman’s daughter, Heather Williams, who had formed and maintained a close friendship with Jane Clarke, Terry’s sister. Years later, when Terry held his 21st birthday bash at the family home, he invited Heather, who, by then—much to Terry’s chagrin—was jazz guitarist Bev Pegg’s steady girlfriend. Bev, who in the years to come would have considerable impact on the recording career of Clifford T. Ward, remembers driving to the party in his red Sunbeam Alpine, cruising along the autumn country lanes and up the sweeping gravel drive, to join in the celebrations, where Terry and two musical friends, the fait  accompli  house band, were playing the Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran hits of the day. Fronted by a Gene Vincent impersonator, they called themselves Alfie Knott & the AKs (I kid you knott…) and featured Dave Pugh on bass guitar, with Terry playing lead.

         Despite having his destiny securely mapped out with the family business, Terry was yet another teenager hooked on pop music, although family financial security—in those early days at least—allowed him the advantage to indulge in his passion without sacrifice. The AKs had been together for about a year when he saw the advert in the carpet town weekly, the Kidderminster  Shuttle,  and he felt it would be a nice step up the local musical ladder. An audition was arranged; he played, he impressed, he joined.

         Cliff and Terry hit it off immediately. Here was a very competent, malleable guitarist, willing and able to do what was required, without fuss or furore. The tensions within the group quickly receded, and, as they started to divide practice sessions between Chaddesley and Wolverley over the summer of 1963, the definitive Cliff Ward and The Cruisers sound began to take shape.
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