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In his own words Huw, my husband and life-long love, often called himself the ‘Wandering Minstrel’. I called him the ‘Road Gypsy’. He was at his happiest, travelling up and down the country with fellow artistes. In the early days it meant journeys with all the members of the band crammed in a variety of hired or borrowed broken-down white vans. The driver would usually be the roadie-cum-PA technician, with one lucky person sitting next to him, usually Huw. The remainder of the group sat on the van floor hoping the backline equipment wouldn’t fall on them. Then, when they were paid decent gig fees from a venue, there was the luxury of people carriers with the backline equipment and guitars installed in the back of the vehicle. Much later came magnificent tour buses.

Starting out in the music business is a long apprenticeship. I remember talking to bassist Rob Rawlinson in the 70s. I said that in our world it is the survival of the fittest. Rob said no, it is the survival of the thickest. Very true, an artist certainly needs a thick skin to deal with all the hard work, heartbreak and commitment it takes to make a mark in the rollercoaster arts world. It is a lifelong commitment. 

In the beginning there is very little money, if any at all. There were certainly no hotels on long hauls. Sleeping in the van was the norm or maybe begging for a bed from a willing student who attended the gig. Hoping you had enough money to buy a sandwich. Riders, with free food and drink, again came much later. The band had to establish a name first. Apart from fortunate young artistes who become this year’s sliced bread, it is a continuous, grueling, hard road. 

If after all that, one is lucky enough to make a name in this business, then hats off. But I should say here there is a lot of fun to be had too, depending on who you are travelling with. Huw always said bassist Kenny Wilson should have been a comedian. He kept the members of Lloyd-Langton Group (LLG) in hysterics up and down the country for years. But the greatest accolades come from the commitment of loyal fans who show their appreciation in a variety of ways. We were fortunate to make many friends along the way, both in the music industry and on the road. It is always good to remember who supports and enables artists to remain a viable entity. The bottom line is good management and most of all THE FANS.

In this memoir I hope to bring you heart-warming, but sometimes heart-breaking, stories from myself, alongside a variety of musicians, artists and even the odd journalist Huw worked with over the years. Some stories will be in the person’s own words, others will be described posthumously, as sadly, like Huw himself, they have left the planet. 

Huw battled his own demons but ultimately beat them before leaving here, leaving a wonderful legacy to the World of Music.

One of my favourite lines penned by Huw was in the song he wrote, ‘Strange Times’. 

You know nothing is certain, times are strange

but all things have a purpose if only to re-arrange

Uncertain is our destiny when all we want is to be free

But we realise, when our spirits touch the skies, all things have a purpose
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CHAPTER ONE
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Huw and I – The Early Years

My darling Huw was born in London on 6 February 1951 to Richard and Ellen, who owned a chemist shop in Station Road, Harlesden, near Willesden Junction Station. His parents had met during World War II in Bournemouth Hospital, where Ellen was a nurse, while Richard, who had qualified as a pharmacist, was working in the hospital dispensary. They married in 1940; Richard enlisted in the Royal Marines in December 1943 and was based at Lympstone but did not see active service and was discharged on compassionate grounds in February 1946. At the end of the war, they moved into Richard’s parents’ chemist shop, which they later inherited.

Richard and Ellen were married for nine years before their first child, Mary, was born in July 1949; I remember Huw’s mum telling me that after that length of time they’d given up on their hopes of a family, when, suddenly, she was pregnant and Mary arrived, to be joined by Huw, named Richard Huw and using his middle name, as is the Welsh way, only 15 months later. After the years of waiting, the proud parents were absolutely delighted! Both children were educated in private schools. They were sent to St. Francis Primary School in Harrow and then, at eleven, Huw was sent to Harrow County School for Boys. 

The family roots were from Caernarfon, in Wales, and both Richard and Ellen were Welsh speakers. But try as their parents might, Huw and his sister Mary refused to learn the Welsh language, although Huw, as he told me later, regretted that choice. He did learn to reel off the longest station name in the mother tongue as a bit of fun, and kept that handy when anyone asked him if he spoke Welsh:

“Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch!”

Ellen encouraged them in the other famous Welsh obsession, that of singing, and would drag Huw and Mary off to chapel, to join in, whenever she could.

They visited Wales often, travelling to Bangor, where Ellen’s brother and his wife, Huw’s Uncle Bob and Auntie Mary, lived. Huw always looked forward to those trips, where he could meet up with his older cousin, Huw-Glynne Williams, and his other cousins. Huw-Glynne, particularly, became a good friend who was really fun to be with, though we’ll leave aside the fact that H-G introduced his younger cousin to the world of smoking by handing Huw his first cigarette. Huw-Glynne went on to become Professor of History at Bangor University and often travelled to London to visit Richard and Ellen in their Willesden home, while later still he’d detour to see us when visiting Huw’s own sister, another Mary of the family, and her husband – another Richard! – in London.

[image: A person and person in hats

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Ma and Pa Langton, 1945

(Collection of Marion Lloyd-Langton)

One of Huw’s favourite stories was about Uncle Bob’s dog. It took place during a visit to Bob on Christmas Day. It was time for the Queen’s Speech. The National Anthem started playing, and, unbelievably, the dog sat up and barked in perfect time along with the anthem. Uncle Bob said it was the only party trick the dog could do. Huw had never seen or heard anything like that. It was amazing! 

As an aside, I think Huw rather liked telling stories about dogs. He loved to relate the 13th Century legend of Gelert, Prince Llewelyn’s dog. It went this way: The Prince had returned home to find his baby’s cradle upturned and his dog Gelert lying beside it with blood smeared over his mouth. In a rage, the prince drew his sword and killed Gelert, only to hear his baby crying under the cradle. He lifted it up and found the baby unharmed, and a dead wolf. Gelert had killed the wolf and saved the baby. Prince Llewelyn was full of remorse and buried the dog with great ceremony. It is said the prince never smiled again, and in folklore, Gelert is renowned for being the most faithful dog who ever lived. Huw always loved animals, a trait which I think he picked up from his mother, since every morning, outside her backdoor, there would be one or two stray dogs or cats waiting to be fed. 

[image: A person and person standing in a field

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Huw with his sister, Mary, 1998

(Photo: Huw Glynne Williams)

Other family contact was scant. Huw and Mary had an Auntie Dylis, their father’s only sister, who, in the family traditional of the wider medical profession, was an optometrist and owned an optician’s shop on London’s main shopping thoroughfare, Oxford Street. The two families didn’t socialise much, but when they did meet up, Huw thought that Auntie Dylis and his cousins, Penny and Andrew, were really nice.

As a teenager, Huw felt his parents were wasting their money on paying for private education, insisting he wanted to go to a secondary school. His choice was Copland Secondary School in Wembley, because he had a couple of friends who went there: Ron Heasman and Duncan Cowley, who we’ll hear more about later in this book. After something of an argument, his parents relented and agreed to send him there, little suspecting that the main reasons were to get away from playing rugby, de rigueur in public schools of course, and because there would be girls at Copland! 

But, oh dear! When he lined up in class for the rollcall on his first day at Copland, who was taking it, none other than his former rugby master, who had transferred from Harrow County School for Boys to Copland at the same time as Huw.

“Langton! I will see you at 8am tomorrow morning, on the pitch for rugby practice! Don’t be late!”

Huw’s heart sank, but he stuck it out at Copland and, as often happens in life, became firm friends with the tutor. I wish I could remember his name now, but it eludes me, even though I’ve researched Harrow County School for Boys and Copland School alumni. And, you know what, even though Huw didn’t continue playing rugby after school, it was always one of his favourite sports to watch on TV, especially if Wales were playing! That is to say, apart from pool, snooker and the darts championships.

Huw’s father died in 1971, not long after our wedding, which of course I’ll tell you about later in this book. Richard and Ellen had sold their chemist shop and were staying in a hotel in Paddington, which was not far from us. Ellen called with the terrible news that Huw’s dad had suffered a fatal heart attack. Huw’s reaction was one of the saddest memories I have; he kept saying he had always dreamed he would go out with his dad regularly and have a pint, just like fathers and sons do. But now it wasn’t to be and made worse because of a disagreement with him about our marriage that never did get resolved. Huw was heartbroken. 

After losing her husband, Huw’s mum moved to Porchester Square, which at the time was handy for us and we were regular visitors. She always had a bottle of sherry with three small sherry glasses ready and would love to talk about her childhood, and also about her niece, Mona. Ellen’s younger sister had tragically drowned, leaving a young daughter – Mona - who moved in with her and who she more-or-less bought up. The loss that Mona had in her life resonated with Ellen, since her own parents had died when she was a teenager. Mona married but was later widowed, with two daughters: Angela and Elizabeth. When she moved near to Brixton, she became another regular visitor to Porchester Square and so we saw her quite often. Ah, but she adored Huw’s mum. Mona was one of those larger-than-life gregarious characters, and great company to be in.

We moved to Hendon in 1994, which meant we were in NW4 rather than our previous W2 address. Huw didn’t have his driving licence at that point, but once or twice a week he would cycle eight miles each way to visit his mum. I remember once, at midnight, he had a frantic call from her to say the lightbulb had gone in her bedroom. Surely it could wait until the morning, I suggested, but my thoughtful, caring Huw could only think about her in her old age not being able to see to get to the bathroom and duly cycled over to change the bulb! We visited her together most weekends, and when Huw was away recording or on tour, I’d go to see her on my own. We were so lucky to have her for so many years after her husband died.

Huw’s mother died on 31 August 1997, the same week as Princess Diana’s fatal car crash. It was sudden; she had been rushed into hospital with a suspected cyst in her stomach, but it burst, and they couldn’t save her. Huw adored his parents, especially his mum, as did I. Once we were married, she became the best mother-in-law one could wish for, and I loved that amazing woman dearly. She wrote lovely poetry, and one of my dearest memories of her was when she sat on the stairs at home and recited poetry to me in Welsh, then translated the pieces into English afterwards. She looked like a little girl, her eyes shone as she recited the words. She taught me a couple of pieces which I have never forgotten. One was by Omar Khayyam from his Rubaiyat:

“A book of verse, A jug of wine, and Thou beside me singing in the Wilderness is paradise divine.” 

There are many translations of this poem, but I loved this one. It always reminded me of Huw.

One of the other poems she’d read was by Hilaire Belloc:

From small homes and first beginnings,

Out to undiscovered ends.

There’s nothing worth the wear of winning,

But laughter and the love of friends.

I had never seen Huw cry the way he did when he was told his mother had died. It was the saddest of times in our home, and for some time. I still miss her. But I will always be grateful to his father too! He told me once he had been forced into medicine by his parents and he had decided when Huw was born, he would never do that to him. He said Huw could follow his dreams with his blessing. Well Huw certainly did that.

***
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I was born on 28 July 1948 in Worthing Hospital. My family lived in nearby Findon Valley. My father, Patrick Thomas Burke, was a builder, who had served during World War II in the Royal Armoured Corps (RAC), as a tank crewman under British Field Marshall Montgomery. He met my mother, then Vera Whitbread, after she’d joined the Wrens, at the start of the war, when they were both stationed briefly in Orkney, in 1939. They married early in 1946, and my father remained in the Territorial Army all his life.

After the war, my father trained as a bricklayer with the Madgwicks building firm in Lancing, Sussex, and later set up his own sub-contract building business while my mother, as was traditional then, became a housewife. I had three sisters: Denise the eldest, I followed, and then Jacqueline (“Jacky”), and the youngest, my little sister Joy. We were bought up as Catholics attending Catholic schools, because although Mum was Church of England, she’d promised Dad she would bring their children up in the Catholic faith. They were loving, honest people and we were so fortunate to have them as parents; though there was very little money around we never found ourselves going without.
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My mum, Vera Burke, 1943

(Photo: Patrick Burke)

My father was somewhat strict, but we all knew he loved us. My mother was an absolute softie. She taught us all to read and write long before we attended school; she encouraged us all to have hobbies and we enthusiastically immersed ourselves in the worlds of ballet, athletics, needlework, hiking and in particular the love of books... though Mum got fed-up of taking me to the library every day. I was, and still am, an avid reader. One day, she marched me to the library (it was just across our local Green) and asked them to issue me with my very own library card, so I could borrow books myself. I suspected it was more for her peace of mind, than just keeping me occupied. She told me later my inquisitive mind drove her mad. One of her favourite expressions relating to me, was that I was a “bally nuisance.” I probably was. 

My other love was indeed ballet. I had a fantastic teacher and trained at weekends from four years old. I was extremely lucky though, because I was so small she spent a lot of time with me on solo work, not the chorus work that I would have been too short for. This meant I always took the lead part in our performances. By the time I was 13 she approached my parents and said I was really talented and good enough to apply for a scholarship entrance into the London School of Ballet. She organised an audition for me at her ballet studio in Worthing, and the school’s officials came down to observe me performing all sorts of moves, pirouettes, splits and the likes, and, lo and behold, I was offered the scholarship. But my dad intervened. He hadn’t thought I’d get the award and was aghast when I did. He said no young daughter of his was going to live on her own in London. It was out of the question. It was too dangerous. Mum said although the scholarship would pay the fees for training, board and for my education, it couldn’t possibly also cover costumes, ballet shoes and schoolbooks. She said Dad was probably also worried about that. Thus, no scholarship for me. 

To tell you the truth, I never really minded, and thought he was probably right. I never lost my love of dancing, however, and the ballet training had been a fantastic form of discipline to go on to learn freeform dancing. In later years I often danced on stage for Huw and occasionally with Hawkwind. So, in fact, nothing was lost.

I left school at 14 anxious to start earning some money. Apart from needlework, Maths and English, I hated school. Of course, without any qualifications the only available work was in a factory, and I landed myself a job on the production line at a carbon factory in Lancing, drilling carbon brushes for airplanes. It was absolutely filthy work. The hours were long, 8am to 5pm with a ten-minute break in the morning, half an hour for lunch and another ten-minute break in the afternoon. I cycled to work every day, arriving home each night covered in black carbon soot on my clothes, hair, my face and hands. It was ingrained and hard to wash off. Mum said Dad was upset when he saw me on my bike coming back from work looking like a chimney sweep. He didn’t think this was the life for a young girl. 

Perhaps that’s why, shortly after, Dad bought me a Remington typewriter and paid for an evening secretarial course at the local Pitman’s College. I did my best to make him proud, staying there a year and learning typing and shorthand. This stood me in good stead for many years. I was never out of work after that. And, best of all, I no longer looked like a street urchin.

In late 1966, at home in Lancing, and at the tender age of 18, I announced to my parents I was leaving home. I had met a chap when I was 13 years old and had suffered years of a brutally controlling relationship, which fortunately had just ended. It culminated in said chap being put in prison for six years for armed robbery, and finally I had a way out. I had hidden all the violence from my parents, but I now had the opportunity to escape. Years later, this all got reflected in my lyrics for the song ‘Dragons & Fables’, that sense of what it felt like to be a free spirit after that awful period of being emotionally constrained by a jealous maniac – thank God the lovely Huw would be my breath of fresh air afterwards. 

With the man safely ensconced in prison for a few years, I was left holding the baby, or in fact a toddler, my beautiful daughter, Louise. My parents were wonderful, very supportive but I had to get away. When I announced, I was going to London, to get away from it all, my dad was horrified, but both my parents agreed to take care of Louise until I had sorted myself out.
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My dad, Patrick Thomas Burke

(Collection of Marion Lloyd-Langton)

Every weekend I would travel back to Sussex to stay with Mum and Dad and spend time with little Louise. I worked in a pub, as a barmaid, in Worthing, on Friday and Saturday nights to pay for my train fares. But what should have been a short stop gap until I could take over Louise’s care turned out to be over three years, that is until Huw took over. But that is later in the story. 

Dad said he understood and gave me £100 to set myself up when I got to London. At the time I didn’t realise this was a huge amount of money, gifted by a man who had a wife and three more daughters to support. Neither did I know, the building industry in which he made a living is somewhat precarious, especially in bad weather and wintertime. Bless him, it must have caused a huge hole in their finances. I left for the big city.

I arrived at Victoria Station at midday without any clue how to go about finding work or somewhere to live. But I bought an Evening Standard, sat in a café and marked up ‘rooms to let’ and job vacancies and then made sure I had plenty of change for a call box. The first landlady I phoned was in Hammersmith and said she had a room vacant and to come along to see it urgently because flats didn’t stay empty very long. I did, and beginner’s luck perhaps, got the room. 

My second call was to The Hyde Group. The International Manager was looking or a secretary. I called and to my surprise was invited to an immediate interview. I went and got the job. I mean, these were the heady days of full employment, when famously if you didn’t like the job you had in the morning, there was another just around the corner in the afternoon! In space of one day, I had found somewhere to live and landed myself a job! I rang home, where Mum and Dad were pleased and relieved. In truth, they’d been worried sick. The rest, of course, is history. 

Sad to say, Dad died of cancer when he was only 53, in 1977. Prior to that, Mum had been having mental episodes, which culminated in her being put in Graylingwell Mental Hospital in Chichester. Initially they thought it was early onset dementia, but they then discovered she’d had two motor bike accidents and had suffered a head and leg injury when she was a motorbike courier for the Wrens, during the war. The theory was that she had suppressed the trauma, but it was coming out now, which can occasionally happen. It made sense because during these mental episodes she was back in wartime. Once she was on the correct medicine she was allowed to come home. 

It was not long after that my dad passed away, and my sister Jacky, who lived in Benidorm, took Mum back to live with her. I loved all my sisters but there was not enough gold in the world to repay Jacky for looking after Mum the way she did. Huw and I had great holidays in Spain visiting them, and Mum lived there for the rest of her life, dying of a heart attack in 2014.
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Collage 1967 -1979 Part Two

(Marion Lloyd-Langton)
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CHAPTER TWO
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Huw becomes a musician; I mix in the world of music
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Huw in 1968

(Photo: Ivor Mairants; Collection of Marion Lloyd-Langton)

Huw did many interviews over the years, and I have put together extracts from them in Huw’s own words and as I remember the stories and memories that he shared with me, too.

It was during his time at St Francis school that Huw first found a real passion for music, discovering a school band consisting of eleven-year-olds and run by a Polish gentleman by the name of Evo Zeluski. 


“Half the guys in the band were Polish, and they played Shadows stuff, which really inspired me. I was into collecting coins at the time and my parents had given me a really old Roman coin for my birthday. I remember being so inspired by the band, I swapped the coin with John Fiori, the Italian rhythm guitarist, for a plectrum. He had one of those multi-coloured ones and I really fancied it. God knows how much the damn coin is worth now! And here I am today with plenty of plectrums and no coins! It’s a funny ole life isn’t?”



Despite becoming a much beloved guitarist, Huw’s initial passion was for the drums, though his parents certainly weren’t going to have him making a racket in their house and steadfastly refused to buy him a set. The guitar it was then, or as a starting point, like many a young man of the day, including his future friend Dave Brock, a banjo would provide his entry point. 


“Harlesden, the area I lived in, was either Welsh, Irish or Indian, and there was this old Welsh lady who worked in a fish and chip shop, she gave me a banjo with no strings. So, I went home and cut four lengths of string, strung up the banjo and found a book on four-string chords and learnt from there. They weren't real strings, so I just learnt the shapes. Originally, I incorporated the banjo into a drum kit that I had made, after all it was a round thing with a skin on top of it, so I used a couple of sieves and put cardboard (or whatever) on top of them. I managed to make a foot pedal, and it worked quite well! In fact, my sensible parents refused to buy me a drum kit and I saw this lovely looking guitar in a catalogue in my local music shop. It looked great - a cherry-red Rosetti, one cutaway, no pick-up.”



Huw told me that his parents were more willing to buy him a guitar, in the hope of stopping the awful noise he was making in the loft. Bless him, he was only about twelve at that point, and found the Rosetti to be totally unplayable, but that was the leap from playing the banjo with the home cut string and not even understanding that you had to tune the strings, something that he found many others struggling with as he moved into teaching guitar during various points in his life. He was a purist though, the electronic tuning devices of today weren’t for him, remarking to one interviewer that, “as far as I'm concerned, you've got to be able to use your ears initially to learn something. It's all very well using an electronic tuner live but if it goes down and your ears aren't trained you've had it!”


“My first inkling of forming a band was when I was still at St. Francis School. There was a guy called Colin Cleanso, who lived in Kingsbury, and who had his own drum kit. We got together in the local swimming bath dressing rooms and made a hell of a racket – I hate to think what we sounded like. My first gig was at a wedding reception with another drummer called Graham, another Welsh boy, who lived in Harlesden. We used to go down to the Starlight Ballroom in Greenford and watch The Who and Spencer Davis strutting their stuff. They were good days except we were affiliated to the Mods, and there were a lot of punch ups.”



Going back to Huw’s initial foray into the music world, he told me the best music book he ever bought with his pocket money, as a young teenager, was Burt Weedon’s Play Guitar in a Day, which he said was a ridiculous timescale, but the book was a great and he learnt a lot from it. Huw said he been inspired by Bert’s radio show and the old Country & Western players.

He was often asked who most influenced him when he started out in the music business and he’d say that apart from Bert Weedon, he really liked the Shadows and thought Hank Marvin was one of the greats! After the Shadows, he was completely taken with blues music, regularly attending a youth club that had a cellar in which a particularly good blues band used to play. That completely inspired him, remembering how “the drummer from that band played me jazz and blues albums, and that really did get me started.” 

When the ‘Blues Boom’ hit London in the early 60s, Huw was hooked. He saw John Mayall and his band The Bluesbreakers at the Ealing Jazz Club around 1965; Huw was then about 14 years old and probably blagged his way in the club with a mate. John Mayall became a favourite, since his playing had a distinctive blues-rock feel. 

Peter Green was another favourite. Huw loved his voice and his harp playing. He thought Jeff Beck was an amazing musician, a very inspiring player. “I mean that is an incredible musician, isn't it? One who inspires.” Mayall, Beck, Clapton, Ginger Baker, Hendrix... Huw loved them all.

John Lingwood, a friend from right back to those days, who would later play alongside Huw in various bands, related his early friendship with Huw to me. 


“I was about 16 when I first met Huw, at Ron Easman’s flat in Preston Road, Barn Hill, London. Huw was the same age as me; our birthdays were in February, a few days apart. Ron was at Copland School in Wembley with Huw. Huw had transferred there from Harrow County School. They both played guitar. Ron was a year younger than us; his father had been a very good session trumpet player, who had died when he was about 34, tragically young. Huw and I used to go round to Ron’s because we fancied his mum! We were terrible and used to look at her washing on the clothes horse in the kitchen... as boys do! She would answer the door, and I’d say, ‘I haven’t come to see Ron, I’ve come to see you!’ She always laughed. Duncan Cowley was another friend of ours who was also at Copeland School with Huw and Ron and was a very good drummer. I didn’t meet Duncan until after I left school. He was somewhat of a surly character, but he was a good friend. 



“Huw and I used to go to the Café Des Artistes down on a corner of Fulham Road. It was a dingy poor man’s Speakeasy. There was one hilarious instance at the Café with me and Huw. We had spotted two gorgeous looking blonde Scandinavian girls there the week before, who we pulled. We eventually left the cafe and sat in my car. Huw in the back with one girl. Me in the front with the other. We were kissing, as you do. I put my hands on my girl’s hair and her wig fell off. I was horrified. I looked back at Huw, who was grinning like a cheshire cat. He had chosen the right one. She looked like Fay Dunaway. That was the end of that encounter. We never saw them again!”



But when Huw left school, at 16, what he really wanted to be was an artist. He loved art classes and found he had real skill with drawing and painting, but with typical lack of imagination, the Youth Employment Officer in Wembley told him he was unsuitable for that. Huw took his word for it, but realised later that he could have insisted on going to Art School. The Employment Office asked him what else he was interested in, and, because Huw was into electric guitars, he said “electrics.” Bad move! He got sent to an electrical contractor in Kilburn, not at all what he wanted to do with his life, but for three long winter months there he was installing an electric conduit on a building site, ruining his hands such that he could no longer play the guitar. He left, and fortunately found employment at Ivor Mairants Musicentre, a steppingstone to becoming a professional musician, as we’ll discover as his story develops.

Let me end this section on a favourite tract of ours. Huw found it in a shop when away on tour with Hawkwind:

My life is but a weaving between my God and Me.

I may but choose the colours, He works steadily.

Full oft He weaves sorrow and I in foolish pride,

Forget he sees the upper and I the underside.

[Author unknown, sometimes attr. Florence M. Alt, public domain]

***
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I had quite a range of jobs when I was young and in London, trying things out, seeing what would happen, making ends meet and at the same time encountering some pretty incredible people. One that I look back on so fondly was as a nanny to two children, Kevin and Debbie, whose mother was Pat Arnold, better known to all, then and now, as the American soul singer P. P. Arnold. Her kids were absolutely adorable, as indeed was Pat, an exquisitely beautiful mannequin, with one hell of a voice.

I was working for Pat during that terrible week that saw the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. A beacon of hope who was so senselessly taken from us, a real tragedy for the world. Pat was asked to perform at a memorial tribute for him on 10 April 1968, six days after his shooting, when the emotions that had been opened up were still very raw, and she’d asked me if I would like to accompany her with the children, and of course I did. It was such a wonderful gathering, and from that came some more of the serendipity that I’ve been so fortunate to experience in my life, because I met Alexis Korner and his wife Roberta, or as we called her, Bobby, there. 

Alexis, who was also performing that day, was already long-established as a blues musician, and, that very month, was working with a group of young musicians who he’d named Free, as a sort of legacy to his own Free At Last trio, who’d just split up. I couldn’t have imagined it then, but among the many fantastic musicians Huw worked with over the years, the Korners became an integral part of our lives for many years. 

Alexis and Bobby invited me to visit their home in Queensway to meet the family. They were such gracious people and always welcoming. Bobby was a cat person, and their home was filled with a variety of felines, climbing in and out of windows; Bobby said they were mainly strays who had themselves decided to move in. She was a beautiful woman in character and visually. Alexis possessed a lovely deep voice and had so many fantastic blues stories to tell. I was continually fascinated by his tales. All three of their children also became my friends: Sappho, then Nico, and the youngest, Damian. I visited the Korner home often on my days off. When Pat Arnold moved to Guildford and I rented a flat in Holland Park, near to where the Korners lived, the children would visit me there after school or at weekends. In fact, Sappho had been at the Holland Park Comprehensive School. Two of her closest pals were Paul (Golly) Allen, from the same school, and Richard Gillespie, from St. Pauls. Richard, apart from being another lifelong friend, was the bass player on Huw’s final Lloyd-Langton Group (LLG) album Hard Graft. Golly became the guitarist for a time with the Afro-rock band Osibisa but more importantly to Huw and me, he was the Best Man at our wedding. Alexis was gigging that day so couldn’t make it, which was such a shame, but Bobby, Sappho, Nico and Damian were all guests. 

One day Alexis called me and asked if I could come over. He said he had just been to the rehearsal of a young blues band and had a cassette he wanted me to listen to. I have to say, it sounded really good. Alexis said he was taking them ‘Up North’, maybe Durham, though I’m not sure, because he had a solo concert to perform and was going to put them on as the support and asked if I’d like to come with them. I immediately said yes, and of course this was the band he was mentoring, Free. Afterwards, Alexis asked what I thought of Free’s performance. Quite simply they were amazing and shortly afterwards, they secured a London residency at the Marquee Club, and it wasn’t long before their career took off worldwide. Whenever I heard their great single, ‘All Right Now’, played on a jukebox, here or when I was in Europe, I would smile. 

In their early days, Sappho and I would turn up occasionally to see them play, at the Marquee or at various venues in the UK, and it was always great to watch them perform. The line-up was vocalist Paul Rodgers, guitarist Paul Kossoff, bass and piano Andy Fraser, and drummer Simon Kirke. Paul Rodgers was always one of Huw’s favourite vocalists. 

Sappho and I rented a flat in Finchley for a while and Paul Kossoff visited occasionally. When I moved to a bedsit in Holland Park sometime in ‘68, since Finchley was one of those short-term, three-month leases that were common in those days, Simon Kirke used to visit me there, or Sappho and I would meet him at a café in Richmond when the band were off the road. Simon did come with me one day to visit my parents in Lancing, wearing a fringed leather jacket. I noticed my dad staring at it and knew what he was thinking. He had never seen anything like it! I remember Simon saying to me “If you ever need a friend, let me know.” He was such a sweet lad. But as often happens when bands become really famous, visits become rare, and I lost contact with Simon and the band. 

Sappho and I remained close friends over the years, though. In fact, in the early days we were definitely girls about town. Oh yes! Looking back, I shudder to think of the antics we got up to. We were always laughing and, as teenagers used to back then, often drank far too much, which seems something that’s rather died out among the cohort of youngsters these days! Then we would head off to some club or another. Two of our favourite clubs were the Marquee and the Speakeasy. I remember we were so out of order one evening, the Marquee bouncer wouldn’t let us in, so off we staggered to the Speakeasy, where they did admit us. But then, Sappho knew the bouncer there. Dear me! 

We often ended up at parties in Richmond. There was one particular party that sticks in the mind because it was absolutely horrendous: The house was packed and there seemed to be a lot of recreational drugs, but fortunately Sappho and I were only drinking cider. The house was raided by the Flying Squad, and a female officer took us both into a room and we had to strip, though since the officer couldn’t find any drugs on us, we were told to leave. We did so willingly, let me tell you! It was rather scary, and we were much more careful with the company we kept after that. But despite teenage stupidity and high jinks, we didn’t really get into any trouble, thank goodness. And I can confirm that we did both become responsible grown-ups as time went on. Or at least I like to think so! 

When I met Huw, later in 1968, I suggested that we visit the Korner family and, as I knew we would be, were both made to feel so welcome. Alexis and Bobby came with me to a festival in London where Hawkwind were playing in early 1970, and Alexis said he was very impressed with Huw’s guitar work and that he actually liked Hawkwind. They both came to see Huw’s band LLG at the Marquee a couple of times and over many years we were constant visitors to their home, while Sappho and Nico often visited us. They all felt like family. We kept in contact with them and when Alexis died, on New Year’s Day in 1984, we were devastated. 

Also very sad to say, Bobby, Sappho, Nico, and Damian have now all left the planet too, and there remains a hole in my heart. They were wonderful friends and true lights in our lives for so long. I count myself fortunate that the chance meeting with Alexis and Bobby Korner on the steps of St. Paul’s Cathedral bought long lasting real friendships into our lives. 

As a young 16-year-old – this would be in 1967, a little before I met him - Huw worked in the legendary Ivor Mairants Musicentre, a specialist London guitar shop established in 1958, which still exists to this day, long outliving the equally legendary Ivor himself, though now as an online shop, the days of its imposing Rathbone Place store having sadly come to an end a few years back. Ivor, a Polish jazz and classical guitarist also established the family-run Central School of Music and Dance, wrote the seminal book, The Flamenco Guitar, and was a keen composer of jazz music. Huw said he was a hard but fair taskmaster, who taught him the basics: how to string a guitar correctly, how to tune by ear using a tuning fork, and who really helped develop his love of music and guitars. Ivor was a proper inspiration to Huw on just how to read and write music, one of those pivotal influences that are so important to find in your life. Huw would travel from Harlesden to Tottenham Court Road daily to work, while Ivor would give Huw time off to travel to Germany with the Winston G Band. 

Huw had met the impressively named Winston Beresford Gawke at the Giaconda café in Denmark Street, the fabled Tin Pan Alley where shop after shop sold guitars, guitars, and more guitars, and where he’d wander down to for lunch while working for Ivor. Well, it was where London’s bevy of aspiring musicians gathered and hung out. One day this guy walked in looking every inch the pop star, sat down beside Huw and asked him if he was a musician. Well, yes, he played guitar. Winston then asked Huw if he wanted a gig, so they arranged a time for the following week to go for a blow. Winston had a band that had started out as The Winston G Set, before adopting the name Fox; later Winston discovered somebody else had already started using the name, which occasioned a third change to The Whip. They hadn’t released any records at the time Huw met them, even though Winston himself had some singles out earlier in the 60s that generally didn’t trouble the pop charts, but in the true spirit of things, they were ever hopeful.

Another guitarist turned up for the audition, and Huw always said the other guy was equally as good as him, if not better, though he couldn’t ever remember the chap’s name. Huw was convinced he had won on the day and got the job because Winston liked Huw’s image. The line-up was Winston on vocals, Pete Beckett on bass, Tony McIntyre on drums, Huw on lead guitar.

Anyway, having joined them for a gig at the Lafayette Club in Wolverhampton, they were off to gigs in Europe, playing in Germany and Holland, mainly at army bases! They were flat broke, trudging around for months-on-end for these continental gigs and often sleeping in the cellar of the club owner who promoted their gigs, even while Winston himself always found somewhere more salubrious to lay his own head. Huw ended up feeling that the whole thing was a complete waste of time, even while admitting it was probably a good apprenticeship all told.
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This all took place over a couple of years, four months while he was still 16, and another four the following year, and he’d return to work for Ivor in-between. I think part of Huw’s issue with it, apart from the lack of money and decent places to get some kip, was that Winston insisted on playing covers, mainly soul music. But Winston himself was a great singer, and the line-ups of the band contained just really solid musicians, so he cut his teeth with those guys, and was allowed some latitude to sail off on some tangents as their lead guitarist. And I suspect that the main thing for Huw was that he was starting out on doing what he cared about, and that was being on the road with a band.

Huw’s friend John Lingwood eventually joined the Winston G band, on drums. In fact, joining up with Winston G and Huw provided him with his very first gigging experience.


“Huw called me and said The Whip had split up, as drummer Tony MacIntyre had left to manage his model wife who was Miss England at the time. Pete Beckett, bassist, also left later to join World of Oz, eventually going to the USA and forming the band, Player. Huw said Winston wanted to put a new band together as he had more gigs in Germany. Huw asked me if I fancied it. I wasn’t doing much at the time. 

I was struggling around to get gigs, trying to make my way in the music business. So, I said yes. Syd Gardener had replaced Pete Beckett on bass, I replaced Tony MacIntyre on drums, Huw was on lead guitar and Winston on vocals.



“We went to Germany and stayed in Dortmund for quite a while. There was this club owner who was putting us up and getting us gigs. First of all, we played in his club, then we started getting quite a few gigs in and around Dortmund and then stretching out a bit further. Then someone had the bright idea of using the name of a band name that had split up. We were playing ‘Rock My Plimsoul’ and another Jeff Beck number at the time. The Yardbirds had just split up, so our unscrupulous promoter decided we would be called The New Yardbirds. Syd Gardener, the bass player, had a very loose connection with Chris Dreja from The Yardbirds. 



“The club owner said the posters would say: ‘For Your Love of London Blues: We Present the ‘New Yardbirds’’. But of course, when we arrived at gigs, they had dropped The New Yardbirds title and replaced it with simply The Yardbirds. We went on a German tour with Blue Cheer, who were an American band, but, again, this Blue Cheer was a German band. But when they started mentioning American tours, I said no, that’s it, I am out. 



“I also remember when we left Dortmund, we did quite a few gigs in Holland as well. Winston had connection to a Dutch agent who lived in a tiny hamlet, near a place called Svoller. We were living in an old, deserted, children’s holiday camp. We used to walk into a place called Hino to someone’s house for dinner every night and watch Coronation Street! They had the BBC, but ITV’s Corrie was about three years behind in Holland. It was early 1969! 



“I remember one particular day we did three gigs in a row, the first a lunchtime show, then we drove for a couple of hours and did an early evening gig, and then we went on to a place called Scheveningen on the coast. This was for a Radio Luxembourg live session which was broadcast live as The New Yardbirds. The next day we were leaving Scheveningen and Jimmy Page was being interviewed on Dutch radio. The presenter said, ‘Jimmy, last night we had The New Yardbirds playing in Scheveningen live on Radio Luxembourg. Do you have any comment?’ Jimmy replied, ‘If I get my hands on them...’ After that we thought it really is time to knock it on the head. Eventually, late summer of 1969, it just totally fell to pieces, and we came back to England. Huw returned to his old stomping ground in Denmark Street. Winston stayed in Holland.”



Huw always used to say, “It’s a funny ‘ole life.” It became quite the catchphrase for him, wisely observing it to the audience when things weren’t going to plan on stage or maybe jotting it alongside his autograph on a tour programme or a record sleeve for a delighted fan. And now I think back to how we met... you know what, Huw? You were right, because we had quite the meandering, funny ‘ole journey to getting together, full of coincidences and happenstance.

Late 1968: I was 19 and working as a secretary to an editor on the Woman’s Home Journal, a glamourous lifestyle magazine that featured the likes of Susan Hampshire, Samantha Eggar and even Princess Grace of Monaco – Grace Kelly as was – as its cover stars and charged a whopping three shillings and sixpence a copy. The day that set me on the path to meeting Huw was inauspicious though; I fainted on my way to work and got rushed to the Park Royal Hospital on Acton Lane where I was diagnosed with a cyst on an ovary and had to have it quickly removed. 
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