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Foreword by Graham Coxon







Syd’s magnesium genius, a ballon of magic burst, trampled by a take-take industry and discarded like contrary petulant inconvenience.


Squeezed through the marketing tube … no beautiful bubble of the creative can survive it – nor can a free horse after breaking. A spirit harnessed and at once crushed, a talent tethered …





I was seventeen and looking through ale-smudged Christmas windows in Colchester, Essex. The air smelled of mince pies and rang with the brassy roundness of the Salvation Army band. I was bewildered and happy – I had heard a song and felt trapped within it.


A boy’s innocent voice implored a girl to step into his world, a mouse tap danced on a staircase, an avalanche of bells and clock springs fell from a wardrobe and musky capes flapped and ripped.


By this time I had spent a lot of time in ‘Strawberry Fields’ but this … this was way further out, this was from beyond earth! The brand-new clatter of this sound tickled my virgin spirit, fed it madness and made it hungrier. The voice, the words, the sounds – all reassured and gave strange reference to my own identity. The accent was my own, the childish rhymes came from my own childhood and the music was expressive rather than technical – the rhythms primal. The sound went on forever, it was expansive with no strict structure and at times would float away into chaos leaving your ears jumping to catch it like kite tails and your mind wondering who turned the gravity off. The music was dark and weird, peopled with freaky characters. A cave full of rabid geese pecked at your hair and aloof cats smiled straight through your secrets with milk-green blinking eyes.


I had just discovered Pink Floyd, and Syd Barrett.


Syd was like true poet to my young and plasticine mind, like the best of popstars – riddled with the bricks and paving of an already searching and fidgety youth who soon grew to know something tragic – that Syd was already lost and his hands, retreated, were far beyond reach and were vanishing fast into the ungrabbable depths, his mouth never to scream its last scream.


How I loved Syd, though! He was mischief, the captain of the ship, the blindest leading the blindest into overpowering white-hot foundness and mind-melting vision. His songs told me how it could be and … how it could get – the original experience! The creative’s Meccano unbolted and here was our beautiful Syd, a constant reminder then and now of the constant struggle and the free dance with the beauty of our language, the madness of bicycle bells, the absurdity of shoes, the blueyness of velvet trousers, the stripes and the paisleys, the discy Telecasters, the mind-pulsing oblivions of sonic assaults and blinding amoebic lights, the nursery rhymes with their laughter and their violence …


Take a look at the resulting melee … a YouTube chock-full and pretty much all ‘professional groups’ bowing and singing the Syd word.


‘If only I was so gifted, so precious, beautiful, so adored and so (un)forgotten.’


Since I was seventeen I have wished to have been there, to experience the bold and flamboyant optimism of those days. While reading this book, though, I think I just might have been … You fancy it?
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Introduction





I saw Syd Barrett playing live just the once. It was the now infamous Stars at Cambridge Corn Exchange gig in February 1972 when Syd’s short-lived music career was in its final stages and the thirty or so people who were there were bearing witness to the wake. Not that it seemed like that to me at the time. I was seventeen and starry-eyed and there he was a few feet in front of me. I wrote a suitably starry-eyed review of the performance for the fan magazine Terrapin (we didn’t call them fanzines then) not realising at the time that it would constitute the last ever review of a Syd Barrett gig.


Although I didn’t know that it was all over for Syd, I had by then already realised that it was all over for the Sixties. I’d pressed my nose up to the sweetshop window of the Underground often enough to realise that there was nothing much going on inside. The goods had gone bad, the sweets gone sour. Whichever analogy you want to use it was pretty clear by 1972 that some sort of dream was over. What I didn’t realise for many years was that for Syd Barrett it was pretty much over from the moment it started. That man I saw on Top of the Pops three weeks in a row in the summer of 1967 in his tight Hendrix perm and his pop-star clothes had already fallen out of love with the idea of pop stardom.


Most people didn’t know half of the story then, and I didn’t know any of it. As someone who only entered his teens at the tail end of 1967 pop to me was a magical other world. I’m glad I was twelve during the summer of love. Had I been born ten years earlier I might have been a blues bore, or one of those purists who thought the Beatles sold out the moment they came back from Hamburg. Ten years younger and I’d have been getting all my knowledge of the Sixties as hand-me-downs and received wisdom. As it was, turning twelve at the end of 1966 meant that I moved from Alice in Wonderland and Wind in the Willows to ‘Strawberry Fields’ and ‘See Emily Play’ in what seemed like the twinkling of an eye. English psychedelia was part of my Arcadia, my first musical exotica, and that sense-memory with its multitude of evocations has never left me.


It also means I have first-hand recollections of at least some of what I’m writing about. I remember seeing Pink Floyd perform ‘Apples and Oranges’ on the hip TV show Come Here Often, and the earnest discussions at school the next day as everyone but me decreed that it wasn’t as good as ‘See Emily Play’. I remember a neighbour of mine going to see the band at the newly opened Caesar’s Palace in Bedford (they were billed in the Beds Courier as ‘Pink Lloyd’) and complaining that they just played two long instrumentals and didn’t perform the hits. I remember listening to Syd’s last-ever session with the band on John Peel’s Top Gear on New Year’s Eve 1967 – in my bedroom through a blizzard of bad medium-wave reception on a tiny tinny transistor radio (which is how most of us experienced the aural splendour of the Sixties.) I scribbled down the session’s song titles, none of which were yet on record (and two of which still aren’t) and one of which seemed, as far as I could tell, to be called ‘Jockvan Blues’. Soon after that radio session Syd’s pop life, like my weak PP2 batteries, seemed to go flat and would soon fizzle out altogether.


Comets burn bright before expiring and they exhibit lengthy trails. The trails of Comet Syd showered all over the early Seventies and the second half of my teens. I grew up twenty miles from Cambridge and know its geography, and its psychogeography, intimately. A great deal of my misspent youth was misspent there – astral travelling across Parker’s Piece, going to free concerts in Grantchester Meadows, wandering in the backs and the shadowed cloisters of the colleges, attempting to gatecrash May Balls, drifting through the maze-like lanes where every second building seemed to be a bookshop belching out its surplus wares onto the pavement. Give or take the odd hideous shopping complex, it is still recognisably the same place it was in the early Seventies. That’s the 1670s of course.


Cambridge is a small place, and it was even smaller in the early Seventies. Syd’s unfulfilled early promise and dreams abandoned seemed to hover over the city like a spectral presence. You didn’t have to go very far to find someone who knew him or had known him. ‘Oh, you’re into Syd Barrett are you?’ someone said to me in a pub one night in 1973. ‘See that guy at the bar? He taught Syd at Tech College.’ I made a beeline for the bar. Casual conversation ensued, none of which I can remember. I wasn’t writing a book then, although in a way I’ve been writing it in my head for forty years. I phoned his house once, trying to secure an interview for Terrapin magazine. His mum, Winifred, answered. ‘He’s in London doing his music,’ she said, in that way that mums do. She was half right. He was back in London, but he wasn’t doing his music.


When Nick Kent wrote his legendary tribute, ‘The Cracked Ballad of Syd Barrett’, for New Musical Express in April 1974, it already seemed like a requiem. I can still remember the mixture of joy and puzzlement I experienced as the NME popped through my letterbox that Easter morning. Joy at the fact that he was on the front cover, puzzlement as to why. When the founders of Terrapin, John Steele and Lawrence Himelfield, wound up the original incarnation of the magazine in 1974, due to what they called ‘a lack of Syd’, I saw little reason to disagree with them. By then I’d encountered the man, or at least the spectral presence, again. Spurred on by a small ad that appeared in International Times in 1973, stating that Syd was now being represented by the Circle Agency, I phoned them up, and asked if it would be possible to interview Syd. Whether they were hoping to shock their client out of his creative lethargy I’ll never know, but they gave me a London contact number. The person who answered the phone was unmistakeably Syd. ‘You’ll have to talk to X,’ he said flatly, non-committally. The name of X has been lost in the mists of time, but presuming that he was about to fetch X I sat and waited, and waited. Down the other end of the line I could hear Syd periodically pacing the floor. In the end I realised that no one was coming back to the phone and hung up. The utter surrealism of this brief encounter was magnified by the fact that I was working a student holiday job at the time in a sparsely furnished, newly built factory. I had blagged the free phone-time during my lunch break, claiming that it was a local call. As I cradled the receiver surreptitiously and listened to Syd walking around in his room I was sitting on a dusty concrete factory floor surrounded by a maze of unrouted telephone wires, and gazing out over the cavernous expanse of a huge unoccupied warehouse. The more I think of it the more appropriate and symbolic it seems.


That comet trail was longer than we all thought and illuminated us in all kinds of unlikely ways. By 1978 I was singing with a Bristol punk band, Glaxo Babies. I was word-perfect on most of Syd’s songs and whenever Dan our guitarist had to replace a broken string I filled in by serenading the audience with ‘Effervescing Elephant’. Dan played like Syd, in that slackstringed choppy style. He often used to wear a Syd Barrett badge and later joined the Pop Group. The first time one of the Pop Group spoke to us, it was to say, ‘I like Syd Barrett too.’ I never met a single punk who didn’t like Syd Barrett.


In the early 1980s, by now living in London, I went, one bleak mid-winter’s night, to the Crypt, an occasional venue underneath a church in West London, to see a home movie that purported to show Syd’s first trip. The blurry footage was projected on to a large white blanket on a bare wall to a sparse but rapt gathering of Syd fans. It seemed like the meeting of some secret society.


Aside from the odd re-issue and rumour, that was it for the next twenty-five years. I wrote about Syd occasionally, mostly for Mojo magazine, and thought about him often. Meanwhile the man himself was leading a quiet life back in Cambridge. And then one day in the summer of 2006 I learned that Syd had died. I phoned Mojo and asked if I could write the obituary piece. ‘Yes please,’ said the editor. ‘But we go to press in five days. Can you do 5,000 words by Friday?’ If it had been anybody else it would have been a chore, but I’d lived and breathed and dreamed Syd’s music since that twelve-year-old me first heard ‘Arnold Layne’. And so in the hottest week of that long hot summer I sat and wrote 5,000 words about Syd.


Here’s another 140,000 to go with them.


 


ROB CHAPMAN
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Chapter One


Oh Mother, Tell Me More







‘It’s gone!’ sighed the rat, sinking back into his seat again. ‘So beautiful and strange  and new! Since it was to end too soon I wish I’d never heard it. For it had roused a  longing in me that was pain, and nothing seems worth while but just to hear that  sound once more and go on listening to it for ever. No! There it is again!’ he cried,  alert once more. Entranced, he was silent for a long space, spell-bound.


‘Now it passes on and I begin to lose it,’ he said presently. ‘Oh Mole! the beauty  of it! The merry bubble and joy, the thin clear happy call of the distant piping! Such  music I never dreamed of, and the call of it is stronger even than the music is sweet!  Row on, Mole, row! For the music and the call must be for us.’


The Mole, greatly wondering, obeyed. ‘I hear nothing myself,’ he said, ‘but the  wind playing in the reeds and rushes and osiers.’


The Rat never answered, if indeed he heard. Rapt, transported, trembling, he  was possessed in all his senses by this new divine thing that caught up his helpless soul and swung and dandled it, a powerless but happy infant in a strong sustaining grasp.


THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS KENNETH GRAHAME





‘He was a wretched baby – he screamed the whole time,’ says Syd Barrett’s younger sister Rosemary. ‘And then, as soon as he learned to hold a pen and could create and draw, which was at about eighteen months, he was fine. He changed. He turned the corner. My mother always used to say that he just needed that, to get it down on paper. I think a lot of people do, don’t they, if that’s in their make-up?’


Conceived in the dying days of the Second World War, Syd was born Roger Keith Barrett, on the Epiphany, 6 January 1946. The second youngest of five children, he grew up in a prosperous, loving and secure domestic environment, initially at 60 Glisson Road in Cambridge, and then at 183 Hills Road, a large semi-detached house set slightly off the main thoroughfare that ran east out of the city towards Haverhill. Syd’s father, Dr Arthur Max Barrett, had a brilliant academic record as a student and became an eminent pathologist. Arthur, known universally as ‘Max’, was born in 1909 in Thaxted, Essex, where his father, Arthur Samuel Barrett, conducted a small retail business. Max’s grandfather on the maternal side was the Reverend Charles Ashford, who served as Congregational minister at the local church. Max’s maternal grandmother, Ellen Garrett, was a cousin of Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Britain’s first female physician.


A Fenland man through and through, Max spent most of his life within rural Essex, Suffolk and Norfolk. He was educated at the progressive Newport Free Grammar School in Saffron Walden, and later at the Cambridge and County High School for Boys, which his three sons would also attend. Max enjoyed the outdoor life of the East Anglian countryside, and was an enthusiastic amateur botanist and ornithologist from his early teens.


In 1927 he was awarded a major scholarship to Pembroke College and began attending the college the following year. At Pembroke he was part of a golden generation of medical students who all went on to become eminent in their respective fields. Max enjoyed an outstanding undergraduate record, achieving a First in the Natural Science Tripos, Parts I and II. In 1931 he won the Freedom entrance scholarship in pathology and commenced his clinical studies at the London Hospital. Here he won several notable prizes including the prestigious Anderson prize in clinical medicine. In 1938 he was appointed university demon strator in pathology at Cambridge and when the university became responsible for overseeing the pathological services of Addenbrooke’s Hospital in 1946 Max was appointed to the newly created consultant post of university morbid anatomist and histologist. He remained in this post for the rest of his life. As a postgraduate teacher of trainee pathologists he was recalled with great affection by his students, many of whom remember his complete disregard for schedules and timetables when teaching his class. In 1961, the year of his death, Max completed a pioneering investigative thesis for his MD degree in arterial hypertrophy. For this he was awarded the Raymond Horton prize for the best dissertation for a doctorate in medicine. Throughout his academic and professional life he had an outstanding record of research publication, writing on subjects as varied as new techniques in the diagnosis of glandular fever, tuberculosis, heart disease, the effects of mustard gas poisoning and malnutrition. Perhaps his most pioneering work, from 1954, was in the area of sudden death in infancy – although contrary to some reports he did not actually coin the expression ‘cot death’. To this day there is a Barrett Room at Addenbrooke’s Hospital in his honour.


Max had met his future wife, Winifred Flack Heeps, in 1930 while he was an undergraduate. ‘Win’ and her family had moved from Hackney in London to Cambridge when she was six. ‘They met at a mixed Scout and Guide camp, they always laughed that they met on top of a haystack, but I’m not sure how true that is!’ says Rosemary Barrett. Although she never worked full time, Win remained actively involved in the Girl Guides throughout her life and for several years also ran a Wolf Cub pack in collaboration with Max. Both Max and Win were practising Quakers at the time and they had a Quaker ceremony when they married in 1935. Their first child, Alan John Barrett, was born on 21 August 1937, and attended the Cambridge and County High School for Boys between 1948 and 1956. He gained good A level passes in advanced chemistry, botany and zoology, and like his father sat the Natural Science Tripos at university before becoming a biochemist. Donald Max Barrett was born on 15 April 1939 and attended the County School between 1950 and 1955. After gaining seven O levels he took an engineering apprenticeship at Vauxhall Motors where he was offered a job in the metallurgical laboratory. Daughter Ruth was born on 8 December 1942 and attended Sawston Village College and the Central School – the Girls’ Grammar School – in Cambridge. She became an occupational therapist. Rosemary was born the year after Roger on 10 July 1947, and attended the local secondary modern before training at St George’s hospital in Tooting, London, as a nurse. On completing her studies she worked at Addenbrooke’s, like her father.


The Barretts enjoyed a rich intellectual life in Cambridge. Max was a member of the Cambridge Philharmonic Society, became its first keeper of the records, and was for more than twenty years its Honorary Secretary. He had a good deep bass voice and was a skilled classical pianist. Don Barrett remembers his father’s piano-playing as being the dominant musical sound around the house when he was growing up, and there were, Rosemary remembers, frequent gatherings round the family piano. ‘There was always music in the house. My father was a very good pianist and singer and everybody played something. We used to have regular music sessions – we all had recorders, all different sizes – going down to me, I had the little one. And we all learned to play the piano.’


Brother Alan played the saxophone and performed in a skiffle group, and when Roger was seven he and Rosemary won the annual piano prize at the Cambridge Guildhall for their rendition of ‘The Blue Danube’. But despite the preponderance of music in the household there was very little other communal activity. ‘Although we were all born within ten years, we’re all very different, apart from Roger and me, really,’ says Rosemary. ‘The boys were quite close, but it wasn’t a family where we did lots together. We used to go fungi-hunting on a Sunday together which was good – my father was very keen on fungi and mushrooms and things. But generally we didn’t do things together.’


Owing to Max’s demanding work schedule these Sunday jaunts seem to have been the only real occasions when the Barretts enjoyed outdoor family pursuits together. Max’s early love of botany never left him. His opinions on rare fungi were greatly valued by the British Mycological Society and he had his own key to the University Botanical Gardens, just 200 yards from the Barretts’ home on the opposite side of Hills Road. He was also a keen amateur watercolour painter and frequently sketched plants and fungi in the Botanical Gardens.


Max spent long hours locked away in his study engrossed in his work. In contrast, Win was a generous and accommodating host, and her involvement with the Guides and other community projects ensured a bustling household that was frequently full of visitors, young and old. The young Roger clearly inherited character traits from both parents. He was a mischievous and boisterous child who displayed much of his mother’s sociability and garrulous nature. At the same time he had something of his father’s disposition and temperament, particularly in the methodical way he went about his creativity. Max was remembered by one university contemporary as ‘extraordinarily mature, quiet, calm and meticulous’. Others recalled a modest, unaffected, and helpful man, initially shy in the company of strangers, but blessed with serene good nature, kindness, and boundless enthusiasm for his subject, characteristics that the young Roger would also display.


The intellectual bias in the family leaned noticeably towards the sciences and medicine. Of the children, Roger alone displayed a lasting propensity for the arts; a talent that his brother Donald believes was clearly inherited from his father.


Although driven by a primal compulsion to draw or paint, the young Roger never sought validation or approval for his endeavours. His artworks, even his earliest childhood daubs, were, it seems, an end in themselves. ‘From junior school onwards he had exhibitions of one thing and another,’ remembers Rosemary. ‘But he never ever wanted anybody to say anything he did was good. It was just never a necessity for him at all. He did it all for himself, for his needs. He never did a commission. My mother’s friends used to say, “Oh, would Roger do me a picture of so and so?” He wouldn’t. He just didn’t understand why anybody would want that. Because to him it wasn’t like doing something to show somebody, like you and I would do. For him it was just in his head, he got it out on paper, and then it was finished. He didn’t need anybody to say it was good, or admire it. He probably didn’t even go back to it. That was how his art was.’


Rosemary does not remember the Barrett household as being a particularly literary one. ‘Obviously we were read to and there was books around, of course. The Little Grey Men we used to read. I used to read Enid Blyton a lot, and Roger used to read Alice in Wonderland and this sort of stuff. We did read, but it wasn’t encouraged in any way, there wasn’t an emphasis on reading.’ Rosemary recalls the young Roger poring over Hilaire Belloc and Lewis Carroll. ‘But then in those days all kids had them, didn’t they? There was a really quite narrow band of books that everybody read. But the magical ones were the ones that Roger latched on to.’


From 1953 to 1957 like his brothers before him Roger attended the Morley Memorial Junior School in Cambridge, where he was taught by, among others, Roger Waters’ mother, Mary. By the time he left junior school his older brothers had both left home to pursue their careers, leaving the young Roger to grow up in a predominantly maternal household, spoiled and cosseted by all who encountered him. ‘All my mother’s friends were just in love with him – they used to come and see us just to see him, ’cos he was just such a huge character,’ remembers Rosemary. Richard Trim, brother of Judy Trim, who would become Roger Waters’ first wife, remembers his own mother’s frequent visits to the Barrett household. ‘She was good friends with Win and she thought he was an amazingly good-looking lad.’


In 1957 Roger passed his eleven-plus examination and following family tradition went to the Cambridgeshire High School for Boys, barely a hundred yards up the road from his home. In the post-war years the school had changed its name from the Cambridge and County High School for Boys but was still known colloquially as ‘the County’. It was in every respect a traditional English grammar school, modelled on public school lines with an exclusively male teaching staff that wore mortar boards and gowns. It had a prefect system and a house system, the houses being named after the four main rivers that flowed through Cambridge and Oxford – Cam, Granta, Isis and Cherwell. Roger was placed in Cherwell House.


The school upheld the ideals of the traditional classical curriculum; Latin was compulsory and there was a strictly observed ‘two cultures’ split between the arts and sciences, with pupils expected to specialise in one discipline or the other in the sixth form. Many members of staff had graduated from the local university; the majority had been public school-educated, and a significant proportion had achieved senior rank in the armed forces. The previous headmaster, Brinley Newton John (father of singer Olivia Newton John), had been a wing commander in the RAF. The heads of geography and modern languages had both been awarded MBEs and both had distinguished war records. Even the school’s caretaker, the apparently much-loved Mr Wagstaff, had been a squadron leader in the Second World War. Long service and loyalty were common and during Roger’s time at the school it was not untypical for staff members to have worked there for twenty or thirty years. The head of art, G. A. C. Harden, taught at the County from 1938 to 1971. English teacher W. Gumbrell was there from 1930 to 1965.


Discipline was rigidly enforced with a daily ‘dress parade’ before morning assembly. Detention classes were held after school and on Saturday mornings and there was regular use of corporal punishment. The school’s overriding ethos, as its own promotional literature put it, stressed ‘uniformity, obedience, academic achievement, and team spirit’. The County had its own Scout troop (the 7th Cambridgeshire) and, as was common in many other grammar and public schools at the time, a thriving Combined Cadet Force (CCF), with separate sections for army, navy and air force. There was also a strong emphasis on sports, particularly rugby union, cricket and hockey, and a middle-class bias, typical of most grammar schools at the time, against association football.


Anyone seeking evidence of a prodigy in the making would have been severely disappointed by Roger’s school record. Apart from his precocious talent for art there is little to indicate that he was anything other than an average scholar. He was mentioned ‘in dispatches’ in the school magazine, The Cantabrigian, as an impressive athlete, and was frequently placed in the first three in the 100-yard and 220-yard sprints on school sports day, but he didn’t shine academically, nor did the rules and regulations of school life sit particularly well with his fiercely independent temperament. ‘He wasn’t very well behaved. Discipline wasn’t really his thing,’ says Rosemary. ‘He got away with it at junior school because he was so adorable. I mean, he was physically very attractive, he’d got wonderfully sparkly eyes and a lovely smile, and he was very funny. He was a clown, so he got away with not doing very much. But then when he went to secondary school, of course, it didn’t work quite so well, and so he just didn’t bother to do very much.’


The headmaster during Roger’s time at the County was William Eagling, who had gained a double first in classics at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. Eagling was a stickler for discipline, who regularly berated boys in the street if they were seen to be acting in a slovenly or uncouth manner or generally behaving in a way that might otherwise besmirch the reputation of the school. He was also a passionate opponent of the liberalisation of the curriculum, and keen to defend the role of Latin and uphold the demarcation between the arts and sciences. During the 1958 school speech day he felt it incumbent upon himself to warn the attendant gathering of the twin encroaching perils of Labour government and comprehensive education. County scholar and future BBC presenter Nick Barraclough describes Eagling as ‘to this day, the scariest man I have ever known’.


‘Crippen, we called him,’ says another of Roger’s grammar school contemporaries, Andrew Rawlinson. ‘He was a classicist but he should have been a prison warden. That was his natural talent I think.’


Like his brothers and his father before him, Roger was a keen Scout, and it was here that school friends remember him first taking an interest in the guitar. ‘I remember Roger from when he joined our school in September 1957,’ says Geoff Leyshon. ‘He joined the school Scout group, of which I was a member. I think he was in Mick Taylor’s patrol. Mick and I could claim to have taught Roger his first chords on the guitar,’ says Leyshon. ‘One Saturday morning, we were sorting out equipment prior to summer camp. Mick had brought his guitar along (a Hofner acoustic, I think) and we were having a strum. Roger expressed an interest as any thirteen-year-old would so we showed him how to shape chords. E, A and D, I recollect, good enough for most twelve-bar R&R numbers.’


According to Leyshon it was also during this period that Roger became Syd. ‘The “Syd” nickname came from that era,’ he maintains, ‘bestowed around about 1959, when Roger turned up in a flat cap instead of his Scout beret for a field day at Abington Scout site. Some of our more senior and pretentious members thought this was very working-class and promptly nicknamed him “Syd” as this was felt to be a lower-class name, I suppose, and it stuck.’


Leyshon’s recollections pre-date all previous accounts about how ‘Roger’ became ‘Syd’. The most commonly aired theory was that there was a jazz musician in Cambridge, a bass player known as Sid ‘the beat’ Barrett, who used to play at the Riverside Jazz Club in the early 1960s, which the young Roger used to frequent. This latter account is of course a more attractive and eminently more hip option, but the truth is that the nickname was bestowed upon Roger by his school seniors and not by the denizens of a jazz club. There is no evidence to suggest that Roger was unhappy with the nickname, and he used both his real name and his nickname interchangeably for several years, although it is significant that he was referred to solely as Roger or ‘Rog’ in the Barrett household. ‘He was never Syd at home,’ maintains Rosemary. ‘He would never have allowed it.’ For the sake of clarity, from this point in our story Roger becomes Syd.


‘There were 600 boys at the County. Big enough to take some slack,’ remembers Andrew Rawlinson. ‘On a particular day, I think it was a Thursday, and I’ve no idea why I did this, but for about two months I would just walk out of school. I don’t even know what I did. But with 600 boys you could get away with it. There’s always kids going to hospital or aunties dying.’


Two years younger than Rawlinson, Syd also began to take advantage of the school’s size and the relative anonymity it afforded, and by the fourth year had started to miss classes regularly. The school punishment book shows that he was caned for truancy on at least two occasions. But whereas Syd drifted through his schooldays with a mixture of indifference and charm it was his future band mate Roger Waters who rebelled most overtly against the system. He attained notoriety for dropping out of the CCF on the grounds that he was a conscientious objector, for which he was given a dishonourable discharge. He did, though, remain an enthusiastic member of the school rifle club, envisaging perhaps some future rooftop scenario, as immortalised in the closing sequence of Lindsay Anderson’s 1968 film If. Had he wished he might also have continued to take advantage of the CCF’s considerable arsenal of wartime weaponry, which included, as one former member recalled, ‘racks of 303s, Kalashnikovs, Stens and Brens, and a bazooka that nobody could assemble’.


‘Roger [Waters] never really found a subject or a group of masters that he was really into,’ says Andrew Rawlinson. ‘I was very lucky. I was taught English literature by a guy who himself had been taught by F. R. Leavis, who used the method of “unseens”, where you are given a passage and asked, “Where does this come from.” I knew how to do that, and I knew that these masters needed me, basically, so I used to muck about and get away with it, and Roger didn’t. But they didn’t need him.’


Syd was as naturally gifted at painting as Rawlinson was in literature and was allowed the same creative licence in his art classes. ‘Syd was a fantastic artist and was the pride and joy of the art teacher, G. A. C. Harden, or “Gach” as he was known,’ remembers classmate Chris Rayner. ‘Gach used to leave Syd’s stuff out on display all the time for everyone to see. He did some superb stuff in oils. Most of us weren’t allowed anywhere near the oil paints. You had to be really good before Gach would allow you to work in oils.’


‘Of course, there’s an extra dimension there with Syd,’ observes Rawlinson. ‘It’s not just because he was good at art, it’s because he was so personable. He was an easy boy to like. I was always challenging masters but Syd didn’t do that. Why would he bother? Life was working for him on his own terms. If you’re a master and you’ve got somebody like that in your class, you’re going to go out of your way for him. But so far as the rest of the school was concerned Syd was happy just to slip through and disappear. He never had the resentment that Roger had.’


Rawlinson and Waters were both A-stream pupils; in fact, most of Syd’s friends at the County were. In the streaming system the high flyers received the best education and were treated as an intellectual elite. A-stream pupils generally stayed on for the sixth form and from there were expected to progress to university. There was considerable demarcation between their expectations and life chances and those of pupils from the lower streams, who were more likely to fill mundane administrative and white-collar clerical posts in banking and insurance. These expectations tended to be self-fulfilling, and the County School governors and examiners acknowledged this in the late 1950s, bemoaning the fact that while the A-stream was producing record numbers of Oxbridge entrants, the C stream was, in one of the most academically gifted cities in the country, producing O level results below the national average, i.e. fewer than three O levels per pupil.


‘We were privileged, of course, but we were born in the right age and we took our privilege for granted,’ says Andrew Rawlinson. ‘But at the same time there was a lot of kicking against the system. Mainly I think because society was beginning to provide the ammunition to do that.’


Rawlinson had witnessed an early manifestation of this while waiting for the school coach one Saturday morning to go and play rugby for the first XV. ‘There was this boy – I can see him now but I can’t remember his name – who had luminescent lime-green socks on. The sort of stuff Elvis was wearing. And, of course, the statement that he made was entirely silent. And we all got it and our system got it too and didn’t like it. But it was all getting away from them. There was nothing they could do.’


Rawlinson’s own symbolic rebellion paid homage to one of his cultural heroes. ‘I was a big Ray Charles fan and this was a time when he was constantly getting busted for possession of drugs. I got my mother to make me a black velvet armband. I used to wear it to school and waited for a master to come up and say, “Someone in your family died, Rawlinson?” I’d say, “No, sir, Ray Charles got busted again.”’


In the lower sixth, a year below Rawlinson and Waters, was another bright A-stream pupil who would play an important role in the Syd Barrett story, Paul Charrier. ‘I was going through the playground and he was singing “Hit the Road, Jack” when that was a hit,’ says Rawlinson of their first encounter in the winter of 1961. ‘“My son,” I said, “I’ve got a lot of Ray Charles records and most of them are better than that.” He said, “Right, let’s go and listen to them.” And from there we kind of hit it off immediately. His family was amazingly straight and I don’t think they had a clue what was going on with Paul. He was basically independent and had a very strong will.’


Another bright but rebellious A-stream pupil at the County was Seamus O’Connell. Emblazoned on his kitchen wall at home was a quote from Artaud, which read: ‘I have a small mind and I mean to use it.’ O’Connell took another Artaud quote – ‘A vicious society has invented psychiatry in order to defend itself against the investigations of certain superior lucid minds whose intuitive powers were disturbing to it’ – and put it on a series of lino-block prints which he sent out to friends as Christmas cards.


‘A group of us used to go to Seamus’s house,’ remembers Rawlinson. ‘Seamus lived about five minutes’ walk from the school. He had a deeply subversive mother. His mother and father had separated some time before when Seamus was quite little and his mother was devoted to him and supported him.’


Seamus’s father was the artist Michael William O’Connell, a descendant of the Irish patriot Daniel O’Connell. His mother, Ella, was an equally talented embroiderer and printmaker. In 1937 the O’Connells purchased land at Perry Green, near Much Hadham in Hertfordshire, where they built their house, The Chase. During the Second World War the sculptor Henry Moore moved to a nearby farmhouse called Hoglands and then bought the house next to the O’Connells’ where he remained for the rest of his life. Soon after the birth of their son in 1943, the O’Connells separated and Ella and Seamus settled in Cambridge. Ella had a keen interest in the occult and other forms of arcana and was destined to play a significant part in Syd’s spiritual development, as she was responsible for introducing him to tarot and the I Ching.


‘A lot of these lads will remember my mother with great affection, because she was very progressive, very easy going,’ says O’Connell. ‘She was quite happy for us to stay up all night, drinking coffee, playing guitars, doing whatever we liked, but as a mother possibly a little bit less than useful because she wasn’t directive at all.’


In Cambridge, as in many other places at the time, a new generation of middle-class non-conformists was emerging. The seeds of this aesthetic and cultural rebellion were being sown in the classroom, cloakroom and common-room cabals of the English grammar school system. Syd’s generation was the first to benefit from the economic affluence that followed the end of post-war rationing. It was also the first generation to come of age free of the obligation of conscription, compulsory national service in the UK having been abolished at the end of 1960 while Syd was in his fourth year at school. Syd’s oldest brother Alan had done national service and Don Barrett had only escaped it because of his engineering apprenticeship.


In his essay, England Your England, written at the outset of the Second World War, George Orwell famously wrote: ‘Probably the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton but the opening battles of all subsequent wars have been lost there.’ The essay went on to deliver a damning critique of ruling-class stagnation and decay and the moneyed classes’ descent into apathy, mediocrity and incompetence. Orwell traced very precisely the trajectory of a regime that had outlived its usefulness and had failed to observe that the world had changed and moved on.


In the late 1950s a curious corollary to this was beginning to take place among middle-class youth in Britain. Deference to the staid values and moribund culture of the older order was slowly but irrevocably being eroded. These middle-class rebels continued to enjoy all the privilege and reap all the rewards that a solid grammar school education could provide but within the security of this environment a groundswell of dissent was beginning to manifest itself.


‘We were beginning to pick up on the fact that things were changing and were just at the right age to absorb all of it,’ says Andrew Rawlinson. ‘Elvis appeared in 1956 when I was thirteen, but Tommy Steele was there at the same time. When you’re thirteen you don’t really know the difference. At fifteen you more or less do. And when you’re seventeen you would never take Tommy Steele seriously. The thing is, it was all one tapestry. As far as I’m concerned Jerry Lee Lewis and Ornette Coleman are in the same neck of the woods.’


Another key element in this cultural rebellion was the literature of the beat generation. Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road had been published in 1957 and its be-bop and Benzedrine-fuelled prose was enthusiastically appropriated in the UK by an emerging generation of affluent and questing post-war youth. With its portrayal of life as an endless road of infinite possibilities, On the Road exposed them for the first time to ideas and values that lay outside the mainstream of English literature, ideas and values that they were never going to encounter within the school curriculum. Part hip travelogue, part mystic quest, Kerouac’s novel offered a spiritual and physical route-map for the new rebellious sensibility, and its central characters, Sal (Kerouac) and Dean Moriarty (Neal Cassady) were readily embraced by a young and receptive readership.


Not that any of this lay within the direct experience of rural backwater boys from East Anglia. You can’t drive for more than four hours in England without falling off the map, and somehow a literary portrayal of a journey along the A14 to Stowmarket or traversing the B roads to Wisbech wouldn’t have held quite the same allure to a would-be Fenland beatnik in the late 1950s. The beats, though, were part of a wider influx of American iconography that was eagerly appropriated, exoticised and emulated by Syd’s generation. Modern jazz, rhythm and blues, and rock ’n’ roll provided the musical impulse and offered myriad alternatives to the drabness and conformity of post-war life in Britain. Kerouac and the beat poets provided the primary literary impulse.


Having plunked away on the banjo and ukulele when he was younger, Syd acquired his first guitar, a Hofner Acoustic, when he was fourteen. Chris Rayner, who was in Syd’s form during the remove (fourth) and fifth years, remembers him frequently playing guitar in class. ‘Whenever it was classed as “Officially Wet” pupils were allowed to stay in their classrooms during break. During those Officially Wet periods Syd and John Gordon used to get out their guitars and strum away, much to the delight of the other pupils.’ There were also regular lunchtime jam sessions with Bob Klose, Ivan Carling and others in the school science lab in a basement corridor, which also housed the lunchtime chess club.


Apart from the outdoor life of the Scouts and his enthusiastic endeavours on the running track, learning to play the guitar was one of the few communal activities Syd ever got involved in at school. He wasn’t by nature a joiner and was never one for chess club, science club or debating society. Some of his closest friends however were keen team sportsmen. Andrew Rawlinson, Storm Thorgerson and Roger Waters all played regularly for the rugby first XV, as did Bob Klose, who would go on to become the original lead guitarist in Pink Floyd. Storm captained the rugby team and was a talented batsman and leg-spinner for the cricket team. He also represented the school at tennis and badminton and was head of Granta House.


Syd’s wider network of friends at this time included David Gale, Anthony Stern, David Henderson and David Gilmour, who all went to the Perse, the Common Entrance private school just up Hills Road. ‘The Perse was, I suppose, regarded as half a notch up the social scale from the County,’ says Anthony Stern, ‘but culturally speaking it was as much in the dark ages as the County was. We were constantly rebelling against the system. We would do things like try to set fire to the school, break into the grounds at night and write meaningless, absurdist slogans on the school walls. Nowadays if a kid did that they would probably end up with an ASBO, whereas we got away with stuff, because we were middle-class – and I noticed that throughout my entire life in Cambridge – you could get away with stuff if you spoke posh. If you told the police where your address was, which in my case was in a salubrious neighbourhood – Barton Road, near Newnham – you could virtually behave like a spoilt brat. The school’s headmaster, Stanley Stubbs, had one basic motto, which was: “Conform or get out.” And while we pretended to conform, we wrote anti-school magazines and published them illegally and stuffed them in people’s desks, and generally tried to be a bit subversive.’


The unmistakable whiff of ‘Oh well, if you must’ pervaded much of the older generation’s disapproval of such activities, and middle-class dissent thrived in an atmosphere of benign tolerance. With the confidence that affluence and inheritance bring, many of these well-bred and well-mannered English school boys mediated everything through an arch humour that ranged from cultivated disdain to coruscating satirical wit. Again, Lindsay Anderson’s If captures the tone perfectly in the languid malice of its dormitory scenes. That same droll tone, which can still be detected in the utterances of Roger Waters et al. to this day, can be traced back to those formative years in the English grammar schools and private schools. It can be detected throughout the County school magazine, The Cantabrigian, and was ever present in the activities of the school debating society, where several of Syd’s peers, including Andrew Rawlinson, Seamus O’Connell and Roger Waters, cut their intellectual teeth.


At the Perse, as at the County, challenging the system was its own reward, and in such privileged environs much of the rebellion and resistance was essentially symbolic. There was little kicking against the pricks. ‘Culture shock for me was being brought up as a potential prototype public schoolboy and then, to his dismay, to find his parents didn’t have money to send him to one of these posh public schools,’ says Anthony Stern. ‘So I ended up with a slight chip on my shoulder, being shovelled off to “The Perse”, which in fact turned out to be absolutely brilliant. As soon as I got there I realised that there was F. R. Leavis’s grandson, and there was Julian Hough, son of Graham Hough, who’s an expert on D. H. Lawrence. There was David Gale, whose father was a biochemist. And we all fitted into this thing, which I later [identified as] “The Cambridge syndrome”. In other words, we were the sons and daughters of extremely bright, often dauntingly successful people. There was William Pryor who was the great-great-grandson of Charles Darwin. He was embarrassed about it and proud of it at the same time, but it held him back a lot – because he could never match up to the expectations of his family. And that was the key factor. I didn’t match up to my parents’ expectations either. So I became a rebel and that sort of deconstructing-society-out-of-necessity was fairly typical of a lot of kids, who either pretended to have intellectual aspirations, or they became a beat character or whatever, or they genuinely were hounded by the intellectual aspirations of their parents. It all added up to the same thing – there was a wonderfully fertile atmosphere of curiosity, I would call it, rather than retaliation against their parents’ generation. It was more to do with “What else?”, y’know. We ignored our parents rather than fought against them.’


Stern’s own father, a Czech Jewish refugee, was a fellow of St John’s College and a world authority on Nietzsche. His mother specialised in modern languages and wrote about Proust. It was a characteristic of Syd’s generation that most of their parents were either drawn from the intelligentsia or had far left or left-leaning politics. Many were as radicalised, if not more so, than their children. Bob Klose’s father, Helmut, fought with the International Brigade in the Spanish Civil War, spent time in a concentration camp, and with his wife Rita had spent the harsh winter of 1947 living as a refugee in a bell tent at Raines Fruit Farm in Madingley. Roger Waters’ mother, Mary, was a committed socialist. ‘All our parents were filthy reds,’ says Richard Trim. ‘We were all taken on CND marches as a matter of course. That’s how my parents knew Roger Waters’ mother.’ The Quaker tradition, which shaped Syd’s parent’s beliefs, was based on anti-doctrinaire principles, shunning credo and iconography, and encouraging the practice of silent prayer and contemplation and communing with God through the concept of ‘silent expectancy’. Previous to his time at the County, Storm Thorger son’s mother, Evangeline, had sent him to the progressive Summerhill School. David Gilmour’s father Doug was a lecturer in zoology at the university. ‘My Dad worked with Helmut Klose and Rado [Bob] was a friend from birth,’ remembers Gilmour. ‘Helmut was employed at the Downing Street Laboratories after the war as a general assistant, helping my father who ran a research lab there as well as lecturing in zoology. I can remember having outdoor lunches with the whole Klose family on the terrace of our house in Cambridge, which we left when I was about seven, i.e. Rado. He taught me a fair bit of guitar when I was young. He was a bit good. My brother Peter lived with the Kloses for a year when my Dad did a sabbatical in the USA in 1961 and their house, a tiny, very rustic cottage in Haslingfield was my/our second home.’


‘There was this cultural atmosphere at Cambridge that really engendered a wonderful level of creativity,’ says Anthony Stern. ‘I remember, from a very early age, looking at the behaviour of adults, and being aware that they were pretty unusual. You’d see Fred Hoyle and Francis Crick. Francis Crick was constantly going up and down the road outside our house. And you thought, “You mean DNA Crick? Bloody hell!” It’s an extra ordinary combination of things – bicycling and being eccentric. I could write a whole chapter on the eccentricities of Cambridge dons. They all had their various quirks. And the great thing was, for whatever reason, they expressed their eccentricity. They were middle-class and aspirational, like my parents were, but they weren’t conformist, y’know that’s the difference. When people say “middle class” generally speaking in British society, it conjured up the image of bank managers and accountants and lawyers, and people who actually want to conform to being middle-class. If anything, middle-class people in Cambridge wanted to be bursting back into eccentricity again.’


It was these factors as much as anything else that helped define the social and cultural ethos of Syd’s generation, the lives of whom would blossom and intertwine over the next few years. The Cambridge crowd were, and have largely remained, a close-knit and loyal bunch, several of whom had known each other since junior school, many of whom had grown up within a few hundred yards of each other, and most of whom remain in regular contact with each other to this day, frequently collaborating on creative projects, offering reciprocal support systems in times of emotional or financial need, and occasionally, as with all extended families, falling out with each other spectacularly and squabbling like errant children.


Syd was the youngest of this group, the precocious kid who could hold his own in senior company. Andrew Rawlinson, Anthony Stern and David Gale were two years above Syd at school, while Storm Thorgerson, Bob Klose and Paul Charrier were a year older. ‘He was two years younger than most of us, which is a lot at that age don’t forget, but I was impressed by his creativity,’ remembers Andrew Rawlinson.


‘Was there something in the water?’ ponders Anthony Stern.


‘How come it happened that in Cambridge, nearly everybody you met was already a sort of proto-eccentric by the age of fourteen? If you weren’t doing some mad beat poetry, or jazz or playing the trumpet or something by the age of fifteen you’d better get a move on, ’cos everyone else is doing something wacky.’


‘If you’re in that scene you just sort of take it for granted,’ reflects Andrew Rawlinson. ‘There wasn’t any planning behind it. It’s only later when people start to emerge into social structures which have a resonance behind the immediate Cambridge social group that you begin to think, “Bloody hell, something’s really going on here.”’


Another prominent figure in this group was Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon. Having been thrown out of the exclusive Oundle school after adopting the mantle and values of the beats a little too enthusiastically (‘Jack Kerouac turned my head and Oundle school gave up on me after that,’ he says) Lesmoir-Gordon enrolled at Cambridge Tech to take his A levels in 1961. In the same way that the arrival of Aussie beat poet Daevid Allen in Canterbury in late 1960 energised and inspired Robert Wyatt, Kevin Ayers, Hugh Hopper et al., Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon was a key catalyst and enabler in Cambridge: the hip and slightly wayward older-brother figure who introduces his peers to wider bohemian impulses, and galvanises their nascent creative energies into something cohesive and tangible. Like Daevid Allen, Lesmoir-Gordon beat a hipster’s path to Paris and met William Burroughs when he was staying at the Beat Hotel. ‘The first thing he said to me when I walked into his room was, “Don’t sit on my bed in your wet mac,”’ he remembers. In Cambridge Lesmoir-Gordon put on poetry readings and ‘Happenings’, which helped forge crucial counter-cultural connections with the New Departures poetry group and other elements of the growing UK underground. Later, with his wife Jenny, he would again prove to be a galvanising force for all of the Cantabrigians who moved up to London, running what was tantamount to a modern-day salon, and playing host to the great and the good of the beat generation and the musical and literary avant-garde.


Nigel and Jenny first met Syd in 1961 when he was in his final year at school. Nigel’s first impressions suggest a creative spirit who was still in the process of finding himself. ‘We found him a very attractive and interesting boy but not that remarkable. We weren’t magnetised by him. There were so many brilliant people. There was Storm, David Gale, the wonderful artist David Henderson, Andrew Rawlinson – the world’s greatest intellect. Paul Charrier – the world’s greatest rebel. We were surrounded by brilliance and sparkling power. Syd was just another one of these brilliant beings.’


‘When I first knew him Syd lived with his pleasant, slightly distracted auntie-ish Mum and her very eccentric, bicycling husband,’ remembers David Gale. ‘Cambridge is full of eccentric people on bicycles. You do see people there who clearly need the support of academe, ’cos they look quite frail. In any other town, they’d get stones thrown at them. But in Cambridge – and Oxford I suppose – people know that these are only professors. Syd, at the time I became aware of him as an item in my visual neighbourhood, was a very, very striking young man indeed. He had an extremely sunny disposition. He was extremely good-looking, he was also very muscular and symmetrical and well built, very fit-looking. He was also a man with a mission. A teenager who paints seriously in his bedroom when he doesn’t have to is quite unusual.’


Several of Syd’s old school friends offer similar testimony to the boy who painted when he didn’t have to. Many remember him nipping across the road to his nearby home during the school lunch-break to paint, or getting out of games lessons to do the same. Indeed his ability to depart from the route of the school cross-country run as it passed his house, stop off for an hour or so of sketching, and then rejoin the panting athletes as they headed back on the final leg of the run is still the stuff of legend among those who knew him. Such activity reveals an astonishing degree of devotion to creativity at an age when boys only do things when teachers make them. Most people who bunked off classes or cross-country would go and have a crafty smoke behind the bike sheds. Syd went home and painted.


Precocious and confident around girls, Syd also seemed to be sexually mature and knowing beyond his years. Nick Barraclough, who was at junior school at the same time as Syd and whose sister Alison attended Saturday morning art classes at Homerton with him, remembers the pupils in his class at the age of eleven being asked to paint their impression of a hot summer’s day. He recalls that most of the children drew a typically childlike beachscape. Roger, as he still was then, drew a girl lying on a beach in a bikini, with an ice cream dripping over her.


Another school friend Terry Mahoney comments, ‘I remember him as a confident thirteen/fourteen-year-old saying that he lipsticked his penis ’cos the girls liked it. As a completely naive teenager that seemed to me really rude and shocking.’ While this was almost certainly teenage bravado and bullshit it does reveal a level of sexual fantasy way beyond that of the average spotty adolescent.


Syd’s first serious girlfriend, Libby Gausden, who lived thirteen doors away at 157 Hills Road, also remembers a precocious young teenager whose first words to her when they met in 1961 were, ‘They should put you on a Dairy Box,’ a reference both to the TV ads for Rowntree’s Dairy Box chocolates that were running at the time, featuring a cropped-haired girl dressed in beat chic, and the box itself, which was designed by the French artist and illustrator Raymond Peynet, whose distinctive drawings came to define chocolate-box art and perfumery in the early 1960s.


‘It was a double-edged compliment,’ maintains Libby. ‘What he meant was, they should have people like you on chocolate boxes, not the curly pretties they normally have. I was fifteen. I’d spent a lot of time in Germany and had my hair very short and that was what he liked, very short hair. We met on Jesus Green. There was a huge open-air swimming pool there which we all had membership of and we’d all swim from April to September to get our money’s worth. Outside was a kids’ playground. I was on the seesaw with somebody when he came up to me. He was very handsome. A bit spotty but lovely looking.’


Libby paints an evocative picture of the Barrett household at that time. ‘Max was always in his study. A very serious man. Tall. Very gentle. Not of this world. He was so apart from the house he didn’t seem like a dad. My dad was always letting my skirts down or wiping off my black eye make-up, a very visible figure in our house. His father wasn’t. He never ate with them. When I went round he’d always say, “Hello, I’m off to my study.” I can see him now in his glasses. Syd absolutely adored him and had real respect for him. And he worshipped his mother. Win was extremely mumsy and saw the good in everyone. Everybody was adorable, her own children and other peoples. And she was one of the chief Guides of Cambridgeshire so there would often be a kitchen full of Guides doing their cooking badge. It used to amaze me. I’d never seen a woman who didn’t mind mess everywhere.’


School photos of the time reveal Syd as a dark-skinned, dark-eyed boy with naturally curly hair, a bit wild, almost gypsy-looking. ‘He had his own style and it was absolutely natural,’ says Libby. ‘Whatever he did never looked contrived. He wore Ray-Bans before anybody had ever heard of them. People that copied him were buying theirs from Boots for one and ninepence. It’s not like there was a group of people exactly like him. Had you asked him, he would have thought that we were all like-minded, but he was different from all of us.’


David Gale also remembers Syd’s transformation into junior hipster. ‘He was quite precociously taking up the bohemian, beatnik wardrobe of people two or three years older than him. He was a person who, when he walked through town and through the millpond area, where we used to go and hang out – heads would turn. He was, in terms of style, years ahead. He was wearing faded, very tight denims. He had (this is when he wasn’t in a school uniform), I remember, grey suede moccasin-like shoes, wrap-around shades and shirt outside trousers, that was quite startling in those days. Only a handful of people could manage to look like that in Cambridge at that time. He was in the vanguard in that respect. And, of course, Syd being so good-looking, had lots of girlfriends. It was kind of obvious to us other chaps that Syd could probably get any girl he wanted.’


Libby Gausden and Syd would go out with each other on and off for the next three and a half years. It was a tempestuous relationship – by Libby’s own account they broke up, dated other people and got back together again at least three or four times during this period. In the first year of their relationship though they saw each other virtually every day, and wrote to each other prolifically on the rare occasions when they were apart.


Syd’s surviving letters to Libby allow us a valuable glimpse into the everyday commonplace details of his life in the early 1960s. They are frequently gauche and gushing – ‘Libby Gausden is Syd’s Miss World. She’s Miss Universe’ – as would be expected in a love-struck boy in his mid teens, and often saucy or smutty (variants on ‘Here’s some kisses – you know where they’re for’ are a frequent sign-off). They are also abundant in topical wit (‘as that great philosopher Adam Faith said’) and self-mockery (‘I don’t know, fancy being up this late; I think I must be a “young rebel” as Paul [Charrier] says.’) The letters cover every aspect of the young Syd’s life, from the routine of Scout camp at Saxmundham (‘We came third in inspection.’) to the mundanity of another Scout trip spent ‘in the middle of a lake in the middle of the Norfolk Broads in the middle of nowhere’. ‘The whole place is quiet now, except for the strains of Sunday’s requests over the water,’ he writes before embarking upon more detail about tacking, front winds and valve pumps than a fifteen-year-old girl strictly needs to know. More in keeping with his creative bent are letters from the drama summer school he went to at Winchester, where he attended music-and-movement and improvisation classes and a guest lecture from a visitor from the Royal Shakespeare Company. ‘I have the lovely part of a boy who is a witch,’ he writes. ‘Not the old hag type but just an enchanted person who looks like a human. The whole thing is American and we have to drawl and say things like “hit don’t make no matter”.’


While on these field trips Syd also expressed some very touching sentiments about loyalty. ‘Most people are getting into couples now – all very nice in their own little way,’ he observes, ‘but how I wish I could show them you, darling, and then they’d see how we really are in love – not just crummy romances for a week or so to occupy the holidays.’


At times in the letters a young man’s sexual frustration is palpable. ‘Just think: we stayed indoors on Saturday night with your parents in the same room; watching the television! Some achievement – just shows what true love can do. Still, never again.’ Another begins ‘All this surplus energy spent in writing pukey letters! What a waste.’ The pages frequently reek of the unmistakeable pungency of testosterone. ‘I adore your lips, especially when they’re slightly rough and augmented by lovely cheap Woolworths (or Boots) lip gloss.’ At other times Syd is disarmingly irreverent, ‘I have more love for your trifficly horrible hair, your lovely little rounded face, your bent eye holes … so please don’t forget what we said when we parted, because your likely to cos you’re a bit stupid quite often.’


In many ways it was a typical early 1960s courtship, with talk of engagement and marriage. Syd cites Romeo and Juliet (which he studied for English O level) and frequently showers Libby with romantic epithets, ‘My sweet little chiff-chaff/chicory pod/orange blossom’, etc. The biro and pencil sketches that accompany many of the letters are exquisite, Syd’s use of language equally inventive, and at times arch and knowing beyond his years. He parodies middle-class manners with phrases like ‘if you feel extraordinarily pally’ while clichés and irony are frequently rendered in inverted commas. When he is being acerbic, it is conveyed with the unmistakeable disdain of a Cambridge grammar school boy. On the train to his summer school at Winchester, for instance, he writes of sharing a compartment with ‘a most atrocious American couple with no manners … she frequently emitted the most ridiculous cough I have ever heard’. Aside from a penchant for the word ‘triffic’ and ‘your’ instead of ‘you’re’ everything is impeccably spelt and punctuated.


‘We used to go to the Riverside Jazz Club when we were very young,’ says Libby. ‘He took me at fifteen but he’d been going before that. I wasn’t allowed to go. I had to lie to go to a jazz club. That was when I first used to notice that adults flocked round him. He did nothing. He didn’t play or sing at that time. He was just there in his clothes, looking as he did. I didn’t like it ’cos you couldn’t dance to it, not like this gorgeous crappy dance music that I used to love. I used to go there because it was interesting. All those Juliette Greco types.’


Apart from evenings at the Riverside, social activity for Syd and his gang at this time revolved around the El Patio coffee bar, the Anchor, Mill and Criterion pubs, and other favoured haunts dotted along the extensive spread of park and meadowland that meanders through Cambridge city centre.


In describing this terrain David Gale paints a picture of those early 1960s summers that is one part idyll to two parts idling. ‘The River Cam runs through the backs of the colleges and comes up against a weir at the millpond where the lower river stops, and the upper river, the one that leads to Grantchester, starts. You can hire punts on either river at the Anchor Pub end of the lower river. You could also hire punts fifty yards further on, on the upper river, and take yourself up to Grantchester. Those two punt-hire places were right in the centre of an area of very pleasant meadowland with rivers running either side of it – it was a little tributary of the main river. There was the Anchor Pub and then on the Mill Bridge that actually straddled this waterfall that separates the two rivers, there’s another pub – the Mill – very popular with undergraduates. You could take your beer out of this pub, walk a few yards and sit on the bridge, looking in either direction. And adjacent to that was a meadow where groups of young people used to hang out and look at each other. Such was the topography that you could sit on the meadow and see people coming from various directions. People would simply sit there for quite long periods, day after day, in the summer holidays and maybe sometimes after school, just hanging out and chatting.’


Gale’s picture evokes a world of teenage boys and girls in the prime of their young lives with their futures spread out ahead of them in a tableau of endless possibilities without worry or woe, languidly checking each other out, working on their cultivated cool gazing like Georges Seurat’s bathers and Seine promenaders. Anthony Stern recalls the carefree splendour of those halcyon summers in Cambridge with equal affection.


‘Arcadia comes to mind. One of the nicest things to do was to rent a punt from Scudamore’s boatyard and punt down the river to Grantchester. In that little hour-and-a-half trip you’re confronted by the most beautiful English countryside. Wherever you went, there was this wonderful mixture of culture, painting, music and beautiful scenery. Punting along the Backs, underneath the arches of the various bridges in Cambridge, along by the rear side of the colleges was enchanting, it was up there with Venice, no question about it – especially in terms of the architecture. And when you punted past King’s College Chapel – and that’s the best way to see King’s College Chapel – and King’s College itself, it’s just like a stage set.’


For Syd this idyllic and indolent way of life was to be shattered in the most devastating manner. On Monday 11 December 1961, two weeks before Christmas in Syd’s final year at school, his father died, having been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Max was working up until a week before his death. Syd was a month shy of his sixteenth birthday. The bereavement, although sudden, had been expected and a death notice appeared in the following day’s Daily Telegraph, specifying ‘Cremation private. No flowers please, but donations to Professor Mitchell’s Cancer Research Fund, Addenbrooke’s Hospital Cambridge if desired.’


‘Syd had these huge diaries, eighteen by ten [inches] each page,’ remembers Libby. ‘It was the only entry page with one line. “Dear Dad died today.” I remember my mother making me write a formal letter of condolence, something I wouldn’t have done if my parents hadn’t have insisted.’


Syd’s heartfelt reply to this letter on 14 December was full of praise for his father. ‘It’s very difficult to know what to say about poor Dad, Libby,’ he wrote. ‘He was fair and very, very kind to you always. No doubt, you realised that from the time you saw him. I could write a book about his merits – perhaps I will some time.’ Elsewhere in the letter he seems more concerned for his mother’s feelings than his own. ‘Dear Mum is being very brave, and it is a great help to her having all the family at home, – when Don finishes this week we shall all be with her for several weeks.’


‘I think he, probably, more than any of us, was affected by my father dying,’ says Rosemary Barrett. ‘He was fifteen, sixteen – which is a difficult age. And, although I never knew it, I think that my father and he did understand each other in a weird sort of way. They would never have sat down and talked, but I think that they did understand each other, and I think that meant a lot. When he’d gone it was a difficult time for Roger. What isn’t difficult when you’re sixteen anyway? And then to have lost the only person that even vaguely understood him, must’ve been tricky.’


Libby Gausden remembers the period leading up to Max’s death as being particularly stressful. ‘We used to tiptoe around for quite a long time. He’d been ill for some time and in a lot of pain. He used to scream out in pain. And that affected Syd more than his dad dying. I don’t think he could understand why someone had to make these terrible noises, especially someone as gentle as his father. The traumatic time for Syd was the three months or so of suffering beforehand. That definitely distressed him. He’d start the day with “Dad had a good night last night” or “We’ve got to be quiet. Dad had a terrible night.” I think it was a sweet release for him when he died.’


Shortly after Max’s death Syd moved from his upstairs bedroom to the large ‘playroom’ on the ground floor at Hills Road, which now became his all-purpose bedroom, painting studio and rehearsal room. Here he could entertain friends, and girlfriends, and pursue his creative endeavours without interruption. ‘It was rough leaving that little old room,’ he wrote to Libby, ‘but everything down here is very nice now – I have paint, music and bed all in one room.’ As his older siblings had moved out Win began to take in lodgers in order to supplement her widow’s pension, mainly students from Homerton Ladies College across the road.


‘People who could play had time to sit with him even though he was rubbish,’ says Libby. ‘It took Syd quite a long time to play guitar, it really did, but people never lost patience with him. He had this personal magnetism that made people want to be with him, whether it was chatting to him, sitting with him or teaching him to play the guitar. But Roger Waters wasn’t a good musician either. They used to sit and strum away for hours, all wrong notes.’


Bo Diddley and later Bob Dylan are usually cited as Syd’s musical role models during his formative years but others remember some less likely influences. ‘Syd was a huge fan of Joe Brown,’ recalls Andrew Rawlinson. ‘Joe was a very fine guitarist. Still is. And Syd used to try and play some of those solos that Brown played on his early records.’ Syd’s letters to Libby reveal some equally unlikely favourites, Charlie Drake’s ‘Tanglefoot’ for instance (‘quite a laugh’) and the Springfields’ ‘Goodnight Irene’ (‘great guitar backing’).


Early in 1962 Syd and Libby both contracted glandular fever. Known colloquially as ‘the kissing disease’ – ‘as my father was quick to point out’ says Libby – it laid up the pair of them for two weeks. The letters that Syd sent to Libby on 6 and 7 February are among his most tender and witty. His letter from the 6th commences, ‘It seems at first to be a dream come true doesn’t it? – “Libby and Syd are in bed.” Instead of that neither of us are experiencing any pleasure – just lying in bed aching all over, and smelling of sweat rather a lot … the medicine man has called quite frequently and each time he succeeds in putting something into me, in the form of injections or pills; or else he takes something away from me in the form of blood (gallons and gallons of it!) or throat swabs. He said that I have been working too hard, and apparently I am “run down”. That’s great – me, run down! Still, if his tests prove positive he suggests that I should have a holiday from school to “regain my strength”. Unfortunately Mum insists on me taking “Mock” [exams] so it’ll be a battle!’


Syd also mentions that he is reading ‘a book about Beats in America, called “On the Road”’ featuring ‘a mad big head called Dean Moriarty’, which doesn’t exactly constitute a major intellectual critique, but it is more in keeping with a sixteen-year-old boy’s perception of the beat generation than some of the more fanciful accounts of Syd’s early influences might suggest. More insightful and prescient is his assessment of Dean’s girlfriend Marylou. ‘She puts up with some really rough treatment from him, but she’s always there, and he’s only really testing how nice a girl she is, and when she loves him after it all he feels so proud to be with her that he stays with her. And she smiles gently to herself because she knows him as well as anybody in the world, and she knew he’d really love to be with her, although he acted hard with other girls.’ The subtext of that is unmistakeable. ‘Please don’t be too ill,’ the letter ends.


One gets little sense of a genius in the making here, just a regular Cambridge grammar school boy, bedridden and longing for his girlfriend a few doors down the road. ‘Mick has just passed by on his way to school, and I can see the road from here,’ he writes. ‘He shouted Syderneee and waved like mad. He’s a good old boy, Mick.’


The letter he writes the following day is wittier and equally revealing about the sixteen-year-old ‘Syderneee’. He’s obviously laying in bed listening to Housewives’ Choice on the radio and interweaves details of the show and the host’s asinine comments into his letter. ‘“Whirling around the kitchen”, I should think. Just imagine all the great fat old housewives jumping around the kitchen table! I hope you’re listening to the old radio, Lib, otherwise all this will be a lot of rhubarb to you.’ He also mentions a ‘queer record about Robinson Crusoe and his mate Friday. Makes me sick’ and talks favourably about Chubby Checker’s new one. ‘This is good but isn’t the Big Ben Twist the ultimate? (I really rave over that one – Jim Savile type remark.) And it’s in fashion. I must be ill.’ Again one gets a sense of regular teen enthusiasms here, which present an interesting contrast to the hip young Syd that walked the streets of Cambridge. ‘Incidentally something fantastic has happened – we agree about a pop record,’ he writes. ‘I think “Blue Skies” is the best record out there, along with Brad Newman’s one, the name of which I have forgotten.’


The record he refers to, ‘Blue Skies’, was an instrumental in the Shadows mould by a Dutch group, the Jumping Jewels, who also covered ‘The Theme from Exodus’, ‘Guitar Tango’ and ‘Ghost Riders in the Sky’. Brad Newman was a Yorkshire-born singer, real name Charles Melvyn Thomas, who had been a stalwart of shows like 6.5 Special and Drumbeat in the 1950s with his trio the Kingpins, before commencing a short and largely unsuccessful solo career. The date, February 1962, would suggest that the Newman record Syd referred to is ‘Somebody to Love’, a sax and strings arrangement with a disarmingly facile lyric, set to a frantic Twist rhythm, which reached 47 in the chart that month.


‘Some nice lady has just come in and given me three oranges,’ he writes, breaking off from the pop chat. ‘I suppose she thinks I don’t get fed enough. Fancy thinking we’ve not got enough food. We’re not tramps.’


In among the mundane domestic detail he finds time to berate Libby for going out with someone else. He draws a picture of a thumb with him under it and labels it ‘Little Syd under lib’s thumb’. This is next to another sketch labelled ‘Great big little Lib (with arms meant to be folded to look sporty)’. The following page contains an ink-pen sketch of a tree and distant hills with ‘RB L EG’ carved into the bark. On the page after that he has meticulously cut and pasted, from a variety of newspapers, the words, ‘As you might guess I’ve got some spare time!’


Hoping that they might both have recovered by the weekend he ends the letter with disarming bravado. ‘We can buy some clothes and stuff – and some guitar strings, and pretend that we’ve never quarrelled ever. Let’s tell everybody that we’ve been on a little holiday together. Maybe they’ll liven up now the most renowned big-head and the most female of the females get back in circulation! That’s a morning gone. I love you precious Lib.’


‘He continued with his extra art classes at Homerton,’ remembers Libby. ‘Very early. Nine till eleven every Saturday morning, which meant we didn’t meet till eleven which suited me perfectly. Precious time. Stay in bed. Listen to the radio. But he never missed a lesson. I had lunch a while back with Alison Barraclough who also lived in Hills Road and had been at school with me. She said, “I still think about Syd at those Saturday morning art classes.” I said, “He adored you, Alison. He thought you were such a lovely girl.” She wasn’t trendy or anything, just a good artist from a nice family. She said, “Oh I wish I’d known. Nobody dared talk to him.”’


Whether out of aloofness or shyness the young Syd could appear distant to those who didn’t know him. He often revealed his stylistic snobberies in his letters to Libby. ‘There is no girl over about fourteen and they all wear disgusting slacks – all baggy and crumpled, which slope down from a mass of bottom and fat,’ he writes from summer school in Winchester. ‘And the boys seem to be equally divided between the little, completely thick little rat, and the short haired Grammar School for Boys (Cambridge) type.’ From Scout camp in Saxmundham, Suffolk, he writes, ‘I’ve only seen four girls since leaving Cambridge and they all looked like immature squares – huge horrible pink dresses over a barrow load of petticoats.’ East Anglian squares get similar short shrift in another letter while on his sailing trip on the Norfolk Broads. ‘You beat every girl I’ve seen this week, by at least double darling. I’ve not seen one pair of dark nylons and they’ve not even heard of chisel points!’


Jealousy occasionally rears its head in the letters. ‘I hope so much that you’ve been faithful to me this weekend,’ he writes from summer school in Winchester. From Scout camp he writes, ‘to think you’ve been free all day, Libby, walking amongst the people of Cambridge’ and imagines the following piece of dialogue:




‘Look – Libby without Syd, where’s Syd?’


‘She must have dropped him. I’ll see if I can get off with her.’





Elsewhere the possessiveness verges on desperation and anger. ‘I don’t want to beat up some poor boy when I get back on Saturday so love me Lib. Love me.’


In the same letter under a dense blur of biro scribbles he pens the following oblique message:




spot the daughter – hidden beneath a wealth of confusion under the ‘understanding’ eye of her father. Notice the word between the two. Notice the size of the word compared to that of the man. Notice the anger of the whole picture. Notice girl looking out to the distant forms on the horizon. And notice that I’m going to London to get away a bit.





Sometimes in these letters Syd’s jealousy is the common or garden type experienced by many a thwarted or insecure adolescent. At other times, his turmoil becomes all-enveloping and hints at something almost metaphysical in its intensity.




I kiss and hold your pretty little body so closely to mine that we seem to fuse, and only then do I lose touch with the rest of the world, and get carried far away – on thinking about it, the first experience of blackness – not just dark but really deep, jet, nothing, and then comes the gentle, warm – so warm sensation – far, far back in the depths of this little heaven.





This is a sixteen-year-old boy talking!


During his final year at the County Syd was a keen and active member of the school dramatic society, taking part in several school productions including She Stoops to Conquer (where classmate John Wilson remembers ‘we both had a small part in a drunken scene in an inn’), Oh, What a Lovely War! and Lord of the Flies. On 3 April 1962 he played Mrs Martin in Eugene Ionesco’s La Cantatrice chauve (The Bald Prima Donna). Described by the author as ‘An Anti-Play’, Ionesco’s savage satire on the English comedy of manners was a perfect vehicle for Syd’s absurdist sense of humour, and had a lasting influence on his worldview. The idea for the play had first occurred to Ionesco when he was learning English. By adapting the bland logic of his language primer (‘there are seven days in the week’, ‘the floor is down, the ceiling is up’) Ionesco transformed this ‘found material’ into a direct attack on the domestic conformity of the bourgeoisie. The conversation in the play builds on the rhythms of truism and cliché and the characters become interchangeable ciphers, finishing and parroting each other’s pointless sentences, until, as Martin Esslin puts it, ‘language itself disintegrates into disjointed fragments of words’.


Ionesco required the characters to play it straight and act with deadly seriousness. According to Martin Esslin the actors, during the play’s debut production, were requested to take their lead from ‘the novels of Jules Verne, whose English people have a peculiar decorum and sang-froid’. The initial stage instruction for Syd’s Mrs Martin character is that ‘dialogue should be spoken in a drawling monotonous voice, rather sing-song, without light or shade’. Mrs Martin spends half of her time exclaiming sentiments, such as, ‘Oh, good gracious, how very extraordinary and how very amazing.’ Syd’s character also gets to speak the play’s closing lines, a mundane soliloquy to the merits of mayonnaise.


Apart from his beloved art studies the only other subject that Syd showed real interest in at school was English literature. Among the selected texts for his O level were Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Joseph Conrad’s Youth and Heart of Darkness, and George Orwell’s Animal Farm. ‘He was also very interested in history,’ remembers Rosemary, ‘but he wanted to do it on his terms. Sitting down and listening to somebody else was never his thing.’


In the summer of 1962 Syd sat seven O levels. In those days, grades 1 to 6 were passes, grades 7 to 9, fails. In line with the County school’s low average for B-or C-streamers Syd passed just three: art (grade 1), English language (grade 2) and English literature (grade 6). He failed history and geography with grade 8 and maths and general science with grade 9. Sitting nine O levels, not seven, was the norm at the County and Rosemary Barrett recalls that her brother simply didn’t bother turning up for a couple of exams. ‘Although Mother didn’t know for ages. He’d started to become chaotic by that time. He’d started dabbling a bit in what you shouldn’t, and not doing anything he didn’t want to do.’ School punishment records show that Syd was caned for ‘absence’ on 19 July 1962, just a matter of days before he left school, presumably for these missed exams. The brief notes on the school report card evaluating his final year record that he finished seventh out of twenty in his class, that he was ‘V. good at art’, ‘a good runner’ and a member of the scout troop but that he was ‘rather undisciplined and casual’.


When Max Barrett died the Cambridge Philharmonic Society set up a music prize at the school in his honour. The speech-day programme for 13 November 1962 shows the first recipient to have been an R. J. Lumb. It also shows that the fifth-form special prize for art was won by ‘R. K. Barrett’. Syd didn’t show up for the ceremony.


‘I’m not actually sure of how smart Syd was academically. But when he left school, he went to the Cambridge Technical College to do his Foundation course and became an extremely interesting painter,’ says David Gale. ‘I saw him painting, and I saw the ones that he’d already done in his room. Some of them were like thick oil paintings with fabric appliquéd on. Very much influenced by emerging American pop art. I always thought his work was a bit like the work of Jim Dine. He was interested in paint and texture. He would seem to be an industrious painter, who played the guitar for pleasure.’


Bob Klose shares this assessment of Syd’s creative priorities. ‘When I knew him at school he was an accomplished painter and a primitive guitar player,’ he says. David Henderson, who took his pre-diploma course at the Tech at the same time as Syd, has a similar view. ‘I was much more aware of him as an artist than I was of his music, his art was much more evident, but because it was a Foundation Course there wasn’t much room for individual movement in style. It was very much an introduction, more about learning than producing.’


During this period Syd continued to paint diligently, producing work in a variety of styles as he attempted to find his own. However, he found the course rather pedestrian. The real action it seems was in the college refectory. ‘The whole social life at the Tech revolved around the canteen,’ remembers fellow student John De Bruyne. ‘Classes were a maddening interruption to the social life.’


De Bruyne, an old Etonian who forsook his place at the most prestigious school in the country for the bohemian life of the Tech, was initially friendly with David Gilmour who had also enrolled at the college to take (and subsequently fail) his English and French A levels. ‘Very middle-class and well behaved,’ remembers John De Bruyne. ‘We became best mates. I had use of a car, a Vauxhall Victor Estate. David had passed his test first go, and he was always borrowing it to go to gigs. Then I discovered he was borrowing it to see a girl in Linton, who I was going out with too. I thought, “Hang on a minute!”’


De Bruyne’s first memory of Syd was of a boy with ‘curly hair, tight blue trousers, and posing like anything. He looked like a little angel. He could have been gay by his presentation. Wonderful eyes and up for mischief. There was something special about him, and the thing was he knew it. He would always be holding court at some table.’


Syd and David Gilmour became regular fixtures in the college canteen or basement common-room, the two teenagers enthusiastically trading Chuck Berry licks as they honed their guitar technique. John De Bruyne’s assessment of Syd’s talents echoes everybody else’s at that time. ‘My judgement was that he was an artist who did a bit of music.’


Technical colleges in the early 1960s were a fertile environment for experimentation, as influential in their way as art schools. The further education system was full of public school dropouts, ex-grammar school pupils who either hadn’t made the grade or couldn’t abide the strictures of the sixth form, and council estate kids who had somehow survived the secondary modern school system with their enthusiasm and intelligence undiminished.


In such an informal environment Syd was in his element. ‘You’d come into the room and you’d be happy that he was there at the table,’ says John De Bruyne. ‘All he’d want was a cue from you and then he would just go off on it. We all did Peter Cook impressions, that E. L.Wisty voice and language. And there was a store man in the art school who was a pure E. L.Wisty character. One day Syd came in tremendously excited and said, “I’ve got an exam today Johnny, and I tried to get some paint.” The store man used to hate giving out paint, they were all locked in his cupboard. But Syd needed this paint. Wisty the store man said to him, “I shouldn’t tell you this but I’ll let you into a secret. It’s a fish.” Syd said, “What’s a fish?” He said, “The still life. It’s a fish. And it’s grey. You only need grey.” And he handed him this pot of grey paint. Syd said, “Well, what about the eyes.” And he said, “OK, I’ll give you a dash of red.” Syd thought this was wonderful. He had phases after that where everything he was doing was grey. He’d just repeat, “It’s grey,” in this E. L.Wisty voice.’


De Bruyne began socialising with Syd outside of college too, where he was equally up for fun. ‘He was on top of a wardrobe once at a party, rolling his own cigarettes with incredible precision. And he said, “Do you think God rolls his own cigarettes?” I said, “No, I don’t think he has any need does he?” And then the whole wardrobe came forward really slowly. I said, “Why don’t you jump off?” and he said, “I thought I’d go down with the ship.” It caused much more damage with him on top than it would have done if he’d just jumped off.’


Other stunts were even more inventive. ‘One day we were walking up East Road and there was the army recruiting office,’ remembers De Bruyne. ‘Syd goes in. I followed. He said, “I want to join the army.” So he filled in this form and the chap said, “Oh, you could be an officer.” And Syd said, “I want to drive tanks. I want to take the exam. And my friend here wants to take the exam.” Before we knew it we are in the back office taking this exam. We got three guineas each. We could have been dragged off, had our hair cut and put in a barracks. And then Syd saw this list where these army recruiting offices were and he said, “John, we could hitch-hike round the country taking exams. We’d have enough for a bed every night.” He’d go off on these flights of fantasy. There was a very zany side to him that was quite unusual then. He’d latch on to a fantasy and then live it for a week. He was going to be a professional army exam taker!’


In a similar vein, he was intrigued by a parking-bay sign in the college car park that read ‘Staff Cars Only’. Syd urged De Bruyne to use his family connections to find a military staff car, ‘preferably German, or even a tank’, and drive it into the college car park. Sadly De Bruyne could only manage a Daimler.


By now Syd’s social scene had begun to revolve increasingly around an extended network of free and easy households with supportive and tolerant parents. ‘Syd’s place was very like Seamus’s,’ remembers Andrew Rawlinson. ‘You had a boy and a doting mother and the doting mother simply allowed the boy to bring everybody home. The same was true of Roger Waters and Storm. All these teenage boys just piling in there.’


‘I used to go up to his house on Hills Road on Sunday afternoons,’ remembers Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon. ‘It was very free and easy up at Syd’s mum’s. Open house. As it was at Storm’s place in Earl Street. Storm’s mother, Vanji, was so cool. Used to let us all in. You could hang out there as much as you wanted. Smoking dope. Listening to the Rolling Stones’ first album over and over again.’


‘Syd’s place was the place to go for “Sunday joint”. That’s what we used to call it and take great glee in telling our parents that’s where we were going and they’d go, “Oh, how nice,”’ says Libby.


‘Syd was quite an independent guy,’ recalls David Gale. ‘He was very well liked but there was something private there, something, possibly because he felt quite entitled, because of the sort of reverence he would get, ’cos of his looks and personality. He didn’t seem to join any one particular group, but he used to move between them all. So we all regarded him as our friend. I think you’d find if you spoke to Seamus O’Connell and Andrew Rawlinson, who were at school with him, that they would amplify that as well. This slightly curious question of who did he hang with? I suspect we thought we hung with him, but he was quite independent in a way.’


‘He could be very untrusting of people,’ says John De Bruyne. ‘Very picky about his friends. He didn’t not make friends because he was shy. He knew who he wanted to be bothered with. He would just ward off people he didn’t like. He used to say to me, “Johnny you do suffer fools.” You sometimes had to work quite hard at him.’


This mercurial aspect to Syd’s character was something that many others noticed too. ‘Syd was soft and malleable, not in a negative sense but because he could adapt,’ says Andrew Rawlinson. ‘I think he was extremely Protean. He could take on many forms. For him that was freedom. For some people taking on forms is a hollowness. They take on the form because they don’t have any original juice. In my view Syd did have original juice but it was multifaceted. He was a painter and musician and he was very, very quick. Life worked for Syd. He could make things. And boom it happened. And he was a very good-looking boy of course. The girls loved him.’


‘He loved nature, which was extremely boring for me,’ says Libby. ‘I’d take something to read or we’d have a picnic by ourselves. The day out would be to go and do something like that in the countryside. We often went to Gog Magog. That was one of his favourites. He thought they were beautiful. One day we drove all the way to Richmond Park and he sat in the park with the deer and the trees. Now I look back and think what a lovely boy to have wanted to do that. Nobody else wanted to do that.’


Syd displayed the same intense focus when he and Libby visited London art galleries together. ‘He liked the Tate more than the National Gallery but we did go to both. He liked old masters as well as anything innovative. I just used to go, and think, “Yeah that’s all right,” but he’d stand and look at the paintings for ages. I’d think it was a bit of a drag. Oh goodness! Let’s go to the cafeteria where we can go and smoke and sit with all the interesting people. He was far happier looking at the paintings. He would sit for hours looking at one painting. The coffee was just something you did afterwards. Art galleries at that time were full of poseurs but he wasn’t. With him it wasn’t put on.’


Another trip to London with John De Bruyne was equally revealing about Syd’s character. ‘I was talking to him about why I’d left Eton and he said, “I want to see it.” So we got in my Vauxhall and drove up there. I went to my old house and he was fascinated by it. He said, “This is heaven on earth. Why didn’t you stay?” I took him down to the art school. The guy running it was Wilfrid Blunt, the brother of the disgraced Anthony Blunt. In fact, the term I left I won the drawing prize, and it was given to me by Anthony Blunt. I was told by my friend, “Don’t have tea with him.” I must have been so unappetising. No pass was made at me. There was something monk-like about Syd and Eton appealed to him enormously. He said, “You have your own room? And you can come into this art school and walk into Windsor. Why would you leave all this and go to Tech?” He thought the dress was a hoot too.’


Syd would soon move up to London permanently to take up a place at Camberwell Art College. His formal interview, to his utter dismay, took place on 26 November 1963, the very day that the Beatles played at the Regal Cinema in Cambridge. ‘I went to see the Beatles on his tickets,’ remembers Libby. ‘I took my sister, because he had his Camberwell interview, which was dreadful for him. Then he got tickets for somebody else, could have been the Beatles again, and I took somebody I really liked. I took a chap who was cavalry twills, quite a handsome boy, I’d always quite liked him. Syd came to meet me outside and because I’d taken my sister the first time he assumed I’d take her again. He was furious.’


In the period between his final year at school and moving to London in September 1964 Syd made his first tentative steps towards performing in public. In 1962 he briefly joined the band of a County School contemporary, Geoff Mottlow, called Geoff Mott and the Mottoes. The band featured Mottlow on vocals, Syd on rhythm guitar, one of Syd’s early ‘tutors’, Nobby Clarke, on lead guitar, Clive Welham on drums and Tony Sainty on bass. They often rehearsed at Syd’s house, and performed a repertoire of rock ’n’ roll and Shadows covers. Welham and Sainty, along with Syd’s old school friend John Gordon, would subsequently go on to form Jokers Wild with David Gilmour. From the summer of 1963 through to early 1965 Syd was also an occasional member of the equally occasional Those Without, playing bass and later lead guitar alongside Steve Pyle on drums and Alan Sizer and ‘Smudge’ on guitars. Those Without played a selection of R&B cover versions by Jimmy Reed, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, the Animals and the Rolling Stones.


It is debatable, despite what some previous accounts have claimed, whether Syd had written any songs at this stage. If he had no one had heard them. He certainly hadn’t performed any in public. His ‘original juice’ as Andrew Rawlinson called it was still most clearly evident in his painting.


In September 1964 the painter man moved to London.
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