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Prologue



TALKING TO TERRY VENABLES
DURING A NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE


For umpteen reasons, this book should never have happened. I recently turned fifty-eight, and I’m still making a living just being myself in the public eye. I’m still a Happy Monday, I’m on television most weeks of the year and now I’m writing a new autobiography. Suffice to say, none of this would’ve been foreseeable forty years ago.


You could probably argue that I’ve been rather a jammy bastard. I’ve cheated death on a number of occasions, which won’t surprise anyone who knows about my dodgy past. I’m like an extremely fortunate feline who’s used up his nine lives before he’s even left his mother’s clutches. How have I survived? I pulled it off, I reckon, from having a love of life, a bit of luck, and a determination not to die. The will to live, and to come through at the other end in one piece.


I’ve had close calls throughout my life, but the important thing is that I’ve learned from them all.


My most dramatic brush with the Grim Reaper, however, came about in a relatively innocent, law-abiding fashion in 1999.


I was in a transitional period in my life. The Happy Mondays had split up in drug-addled acrimony, and so had the band that Shaun Ryder and I had formed in the aftermath, Black Grape. The Mondays were just starting to do reunions, I was doing a bit of DJing at weekends for ready money, and finding other stuff to do to keep the wolf from my door was proving remarkably easy.


For two or three years, I had a really good job writing a column for Front magazine, a lads’ mag that had been set up to rival the mid-90s publishing sensation Loaded. All I had to rustle up was 700 words every month, and I got paid one English pound per word – 700 quid! It was good cash!


For one of the first columns, the editor put me together with this gangster fella who was a big East End debt collector and hard man, most famous for running the security at Ronnie Kray’s funeral – he even carried the coffin. He’s quite a fucking mad character. He’s got a giant painting of himself on a horse that’s rearing up, with his missus on the back, naked. I found him a likeable guy and fun to hang about with.


I wanted to go out with him in London, so me and a few of my mates from Manchester – larger than life characters, some of whom have passed away now – went up there to meet him. This geezer had a white Rolls-Royce and stuck a magnetic number plate over the legal number plate, saying ‘BAD BOY 1’ on it. We kept shouting, ‘Bad Bwoy I!’ the Rastafarian thing, and he kept saying, ‘No, it’s Bad Boy One!’ He had all these fake guns in the back of his Roller, God knows why, so we were hanging out of the windows waving these replica Tommy guns about, and we ended up getting him kicked out of all the clubs he took us to, including one of his own places, because we were snorting coke off the tables and bars.


My one mate was doing that thing to someone where you go really fast between their fingers with a knife, stabbing the table, and he actually stuck the knife right through the centre of their hand – on purpose. He’s nuts, one of them little angry men.


So I was writing this monthly column about crazy times like these, and as always I was looking for a new blag. I really fancied getting into motorbikes with it, so I suggested to Front that we have a little section in every issue where we test the latest models. They loved the idea, and we went through a period of test-driving motorbikes, which we basically got given on a free loan.


One particular month we got two Triumphs – a Daytona and a Speed Triple – two brand-new models that were about to come on to the market. The Speed Triple went to this kid who was helping me blag all the bikes, because he was actually a proper motorbike journalist, and the Daytona was for me.


That weekend, I had a DJ gig up in Scotland, so me and the journalist kid ended up doing a run up to Edinburgh to try out these new Triumphs long-distance. We had all the kit imaginable, which had also been blagged off the bike company for photo shoots and what have you, and we had waterproofs on as well because it had been raining that week.


Unfortunately, this was in the days when I was still smoking weed, and heavily. One of my mates, who for legal reasons I shall call Jim, always says that he had a really lucky escape here, because on the way up I called in at his place in Hull, to get a load of weed off him. We got really stoned together – which I can see now was not my smartest decision – and then I started getting my shit together ready to complete the journey on this Daytona.


‘Why don’t you hop on the back and come with us?’ I said to Jim, as I was stumbling about pulling my waterproofs back on.


He was looking at this monster of a bike, grinning and shaking his head.


‘No, I don’t think so,’ he replied, which turned out to be a much better decision.


On the final leg of the journey, we were doing stupid speeds out on these country roads leading into Edinburgh. I was chasing up after the other kid, who was a much better rider than me. At one point, he nipped around two cars. I went after him, but I didn’t have enough time to brake going into the bend. I tried powering through the corner, and I lost the back end of the bike – it’s called a highside, I’ve since found out – went into a skid, and ended up sliding across the road backwards into a stone wall.


Most people, when they have a bad accident, are lucky enough not to remember a single bit of it. However, there’s nothing I don’t remember about mine. I actually remember every minute detail, possibly because I was so busy trying to save myself. I was doing everything I could to prevent myself from crashing. Even when I was sliding across the road backwards at high velocity, I remember thinking to myself, ‘I’ve got to hunch up before I hit the wall!’


What saved my life was the rucksack on my back, contain-ing all my going-out gear for that evening’s DJ gig, which acted as a sort of airbag, and took some of the brunt of the impact.


Even so, I still smashed my pelvis in five places, broke all my ribs and punctured my lung. There also was a big hole in the back of my helmet, although it did its job and saved me from any head injury. If it hadn’t been for the rucksack, the accident would have been so much worse. The damage I suffered would’ve been that much more severe, and I possibly would’ve snuffed it.


So I was there lying on this grass verge, and the journalist came back on his bike.


‘Come on, Bez, get up!’ he went, like I’d just tripped over on the pavement or something.


‘Do you think I’m lying here for the fun of it!’ I replied, or at least think that I replied. ‘What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last five minutes?’


I could hardly breathe because of the punctured lung, and there was no way I was getting up on account of the smashed-up pelvis. By the time the ambulance arrived I was going into shock, but I focused all my energy on staying awake until it actually pulled up. As soon as I knew that it had and they’d put me in there and I was safe, I said to the ambulance geezer, ‘Right, I’m getting my head down now, if that’s okay?’ and I went off to sleep.


When I regained consciousness, I was actually in hospital in Edinburgh, and a few of my mates had come up to see me, but the very next day I fell into a coma because I caught the MRSA hospital superbug, a really fucking nasty one, and I stayed in the coma for the next month. While I was in the coma I was having multiple organ failures, heart failures – all sorts of shit was going down. Obviously, they couldn’t operate on me. I was that ill, I was given the last rites, and my next of kin were informed that I had a one in four chance of making it through the night.


Through all my time in this coma, I was having mad dreams. I was aware but not aware, if you know what I mean. I thought I was in some hospital tent deep in the fucking Malaysian jungle, like a scene from M*A*S*H, being looked after by some Chinese-type people. I was aware that loads of friends had come to see me to say goodbye, because they’d been told I was supposed to be dying that night. I was aware of their presence, and who they all were, and I could make out all of their voices, but then I could hear ocean waves crashing on a nearby beach. I could also hear a campfire burning outside what my delirious mind was telling me was this hospital tent in the jungle that I was shacked up in, and then I was also hearing all this tribal music playing, which was apparently actually coming from my friends’ ghetto blaster. I was saying, ‘Fucking hell, I can’t believe you’ve come all this way to visit me!’ because I thought I was in the Malaysian jungle.


Debs, the mother of my two eldest sons, was telling me that I had to piss, because I hadn’t pissed for days, and they said to her, ‘If he doesn’t piss he’s gonna die!’ I started pissing, because I needed to piss, but I was still in a coma, so I don’t know how I knew that this was still going on.


All the doctors and specialists were buzzing in and out to check on me, but none of them seemed to think I was going to pull through. Out of desperation, my mum and Debs called in this woman, who was some kind of New Age healer. She put these crystals all over my head, and started giving it the reiki shit, ‘woo-oo-oo-ooooo!’ up and down my body. The consultant was going to my dad, ‘This fucking woman, I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing!’ and he was explaining everything that they had done for me, and the next minute, I’ve sat bolt upright out of this coma, with all my broken bones and everything, and I was fucking up! This hippie woman had brought me out of the coma.


Obviously, that was a good thing, but then they all started panicking, and they put me back into a medical coma, because the shock of me coming round might have been too much.


You wouldn’t believe how much I was hallucinating. The wildest ones were when I came out of the coma. At that point, I was still too ill to have any operations, because I was having all these organ failures. I was getting rushed about from one hospital to the next. I was having heart failures, I had heart surgery. There was that much of this shit going down, the file they had on me was thicker than the Bible.


For weeks, I was lying there hallucinating, and I can still remember all these visions vividly. That Scottish comedian, Billy Connolly, used to visit me on a regular basis, hanging about at the end of my bed in a wheelchair, doing wheelies in it and all sorts. I used to see him a lot, but I’ve never met him in my life – not before or since – but he was being a proper Billy Connolly, telling jokes and stories, while doing tricks in his wheelchair.


I’d have these mad conversations with him. One time, I’d just had my first drink of water after coming out of the coma – he wasn’t really there, remember, I was just hallucinating that he was! – and Billy was down the end doing his wheelies as usual, and I was telling him how I was never going to drink anything but water ever again, because this water tasted so fucking good after being in a coma that long. It was like the fucking nectar of life going down you, you could feel the magic of it inside you.


So, Billy was going, ‘Bez, I’m going to bring some water in for you from my loch at the bottom of my garden!’ He came in the next day – I used to think that he was going out with one of the nurses that were looking after me – and he brought me this dirty brown water in a bottle and told me how this was the best fucking water in the whole of Scotland, and he got it from his loch.


Around that time, I’d been getting into ayahuasca, the potent psychoactive brew from South America. It’s meant to be the most potent hallucinogenic on earth. We were calling it Daime Tea, and I got a bottle of Daime off Billy Connolly as well. They had done a healing thing on it, and I was having little cups of it, so on top of everything else I was doing, all that hardcore medication, I was drinking Daime-ayahuasca in the hospital. It might have done some good for me, because there was a placebo effect in knowing that they had done a little healing ceremony on it. I think that helped in my psychological recovery.


Even without that, the doctors couldn’t believe how much I hallucinated. I – was – off – my – fucking – HEAD! They said, ‘We’ve never ever, ever encountered anybody who hallucinates as much as you do.’ On top of the morphine, I was also eating these little ganja cakes that my partner had made for me, because I wanted weed and I couldn’t leave my bed. Plus, I was on the drip, so I was constantly squeezing the little trigger for intravenous morphine – a hundred times a second! The journeys I used to go on inside my own brain …


I was like Michael Gambon in The Singing Detective, with all this shit going on at my bedside. I’ve seen kids climbing on the roof of the hospital, all sorts, climbing up the walls, and I was saying to the nurse, ‘You’ve got to tell them kids!’ I was really concerned for their welfare, but obviously there was nobody there.


Some days, I just didn’t want to believe I was in hospital. In my head, I was having full days out, going on adventures around Salford. I was convinced it was true, but it was all totally fabricated in the mind! I was telling the nurses all about it.


‘I’ve just been out for the day.’


‘You’ve been nowhere, love.’


‘Yes, I fucking have!’


‘Well, get out of bed then!’


‘Aaargh!’


I couldn’t move. I think I was probably a bit of a pest. I used to tell all the nurses they were sadistic bitches, when they used to come and give me bedbaths, because I was in that much pain. The pain was unreal.


Very honestly, I thought I was gonna die, and I got in a panic because I couldn’t remember my Lord’s Prayer, until a mate brought me the Cliff Richard version, and we were singing along, ‘Our Faaaather, who-ooo art in heav’n,’ which was a bit of a comedy moment. After my mate had gone home, I used to play it over and over again in the hossie, hoping I would be able to remember it in my hour of need. So Cliff helped save my life as well.


I was four months in hospital over New Year 1999–2000, so I missed the biggest party of the century, which is unlike me. I don’t think I’d even actually had the chance to line up my itinerary for the big night – the best nights out are the ones you don’t plan.


Truthfully, I’d started to face up to the possibility that I wasn’t going to make it, because I kept getting rushed about from one emergency to the next. On Millennium Eve itself, Debs brought my two sons for a visit, and one of them was saying to my mate Winker, who had also stopped by that day, and who kind of looks and sounds a bit like me, ‘Can’t you just lie in bed and be my dad for the night, and let him come out with us?’ I wished I could’ve swapped places with him, but I couldn’t.


That night, seeing that I was in hospital in Edinburgh, the whole craziness of Hogmanay unfolded on the streets outside: all the fireworks were going off, and I could see them out of the window in real life, and pretty much simultaneously on the telly in the corner of my room. The following morning, New Year’s Day, we got haggis for breakfast and it was the best haggis ever. Haggis is one of my favourite foods anyway – it’s not awful, it’s offal! – and in the circumstances this one tasted unbelievably good to me.


Through all that time, I was getting amazing support, all these letters and phone calls from friends, celebrities and well-wishers. I had Eric Cantona phoning in to talk to me, and that wasn’t a hallucination – that was for real!


One night, the former England football manager Terry Venables phoned me up, and he was on for two hours, maybe more. We’d both just been involved in some TV ads for Admiral sportswear, but I hardly knew the guy really. I was actually in the worst pain I’ve ever been in, I could hardly bear it, and he kept me talking on the phone, told me his whole life story, about all his time with England, and the guy Alan Sugar with the computers who owned Tottenham during his spell in charge there. He was telling me everything. If I was a journalist, and I was in a good state of mind, I would probably have got the best story ever on record. He talked about everything, the Euros, it was fucking amazing, and it totally distracted me from the pain I was in. Looking back, I can’t believe he did that for me.


The funniest one was when Shaun Ryder came to visit. He knew I was in a bad way, and there was quite a strong chance I was gonna die. He’d started this urban myth that I was racing some superbike world champion, and I was just screaming round the final bend to beat the fucker when I totalled my wheels and landed up in hospital.


The whole hospital knew he was coming, and all the nurses were getting really excited. I was saying, because I know what he’s like, ‘Fucking hell, that’s if he comes …’ He did actually turn up but, like I predicted, it wasn’t within the stipulated visiting hours. He actually materialised at four o’clock in the morning, like a bat at the window – you know, with the little ears! Like a vampire! I’ll always remember seeing his head appear at the door, like fucking Dark Lord Morgoth. For some reason he brought me all these VHS cassettes, so we sat there watching them through into the morning, some really good films like The Matrix and that vampire movie From Dusk Till Dawn. We had a right laugh about it, because I knew that if he was going to come, there’s no way he’d take the regular route.


Like I said, all told I was in the hospital for about four months. Eventually I got discharged, and went back to my home in Glossop, on the outskirts of Manchester, to recuperate. I got myself back up on my feet as quickly as I could, but not without a struggle and a whole load of physiotherapy. I used to have dreams about walking. In one of them, there was a boat out at sea, and I had to walk across a platform that was wobbling – mad walking dreams about impossible situations on platforms over wobbly, wavy seas. I was that determined, though, I was up on my feet within two weeks of the final operation I had, and they said they’d never seen that before. There are those who still haven’t even got up after a month or two, after the kind of ordeal I’d been through. But I forced myself.


However, it wasn’t over yet, as I ended up with a really bad addiction problem. People might not believe it, but I’m really good at giving things up. It’s one of my strong points! But this was without question the toughest test I’ve ever faced on that front, because when I got discharged from hospital, they basically packed me off with a load of morphine. Very quickly, I got addicted to Oramorph, Gabapentin and other painkillers and morphine-based tablets. With the Oramorph, at the beginning when I was in physical agony, I could open the packaging, put the dispenser in my mouth, pop the thing and drink it – I had this whole little technique of getting my morphine down me. At first I might’ve needed it, but by the end there it became something else.


It was fucking double-strong stuff. I had medicine bottles of it, so much really strong medical morphine. I was giving bits of my stash to Shaun, who at the time was a heavy heroin addict, and it was even knocking him right out.


The worst thing about it was, it didn’t make me feel good in the least. I was angry, frustrated, sleeping constantly. I was grouchy, being really horrible to all the people around me who I loved, none of which was ‘me’ at all. It was actually Joe Strummer from The Clash, who’d become a friend during Black Grape days, who flagged up to me that I wasn’t my usual self.


It took me a while to realise that I was properly addicted to the morph. I was looking at myself, and I decided – this is fucking not me, I’ve got to give it up, and I just went cold turkey on everything – gabapentin, Oramorph, and this long list of fucking tablets, which I’d been left addicted to after the accident. I gave them all up at once. I’ve since read that you shouldn’t do it that way, that it could be dangerous giving everything up in one go, and certainly from that moment of giving them all up, I didn’t sleep for a whole month. Proper insomnia. It was driving me crazy, a month of sheer hell, but I was determined to get all that shit out of my life.


One night, Debs got an aromatherapist massage woman to come around. I was really losing the plot, not able to cope, and she gave me this aromatherapy full-body massage, because I was still in pain as well as not sleeping, and I didn’t even remember this woman leaving. I fell asleep and woke up two days later. Two days’ sleep after a month of being awake!


From there, the journey went on. The first time I went onstage with the Mondays again was in July 2000, not too long after I’d cut all that shit out and started walking again. I’d only just got rid of my crutches, and I was back giving it loads with my maracas supporting Oasis at Wembley Stadium. I remember thinking to myself, ‘How the fuck am I going to get through this?’ – after all, I could hardly stand upright – but I managed to do it while experiencing a world of pain, and hiding my grimaces behind this rather cool goggle mask.


After that, going on tour and gigging was like physiotherapy for me, because by the end of that tour I had danced myself back into action, from being almost a cripple to being able to have full movement again. So my actual physio was being on Es and off my nut onstage! That was actually very beneficial for me, as a form of physiotherapy, and I kind of forced myself better very quickly through doing it.


The accident was definitely a turning point in my whole journey on this planet. It taught me one thing: you have to live your life to the fullest every day, because you never know when you’ll take your last breath. So it was a funny time, but it was a good time as well, because I never took life for granted ever again.


Now, every time I walk out the door and speak to anyone who means anything to me, I always tell those people that I love them, because the biggest worry for me out of the whole experience was all the people I hadn’t told that I loved them before the accident happened. I could’ve gone off without them ever knowing. So that’s what I took from it: I always tell everyone I love them now, little things like that.


In the first hours and days after I came out of the coma, I didn’t think I’d be able to walk again, and now I live a full active life. A lot of people tend not to be so active after such a life-changing event, but I’ve forced myself to do it. I’m doing things constantly. I do training, ice skating, snowboarding, boxing, bike riding – all these activities – because I know if I stop, I’m just going to seize up.


Even twenty-plus years later, I have still got the effects of that accident. I live in constant pain with it, and my legs and my pelvis have never worked as well as they used to. I don’t feel like I can run. I force myself to do things that my body is trying to tell me not to do.


The surgeons who put me back together again were amazing. One of them actually got in touch recently because he sees everything that I’m up to, all the Mondays tours and reality shows on TV, and he can hardly believe what he’s seeing. He said, ‘I’ve done too good of a fucking job putting you back together again, mate, haven’t I!’





Chapter 1



SALFORD, STRANGEWAYS … MOROCCO


Another thing I’m good at is doing things wrong. I don’t really know what people’s perception of me is (I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about that stuff ), but my main motivation in writing this book is to record what I’ve done in my life, so that my kids and grandkids know the absolute truth about what happened in each and every case, while I can still remember it. So that they understand what drove me, for better or worse, and the book will always be there for them almost as a guide to what not to do.


And for anyone else reading, I think it’s a good story that’s worth telling. My life hasn’t been that usual.


In my first book, Freaky Dancin’, which was published in 1998, I went into all my criminal activity as a teenager – inciting street battles at school, thieving with a perilous lack of forward planning, getting thrown out by my parents, living homeless, landing in Strangeways for a stretch and eventually falling into the drugs trade. All those stories have been told. I don’t mind going into it again in brief – maybe there’ll be a few crazy flashbacks here and there – but I certainly don’t want to big up that side of my life too much, because I don’t want my youngest kid and my grandkids reading about stuff like that and thinking that it could be a viable way of life for them.


I don’t want to promote a life of criminality, because I don’t agree with it and don’t want to be seen endorsing it, or glamorising it. or boasting about what I got up to in any way. It’s nothing to boast about. I went through it and it was shit. My involvement only taught me one thing: that it’s really not a way to live your life. At one stage I did think I could make a living out of it, but the reality was different, a complete disaster. I ended up in prison. Later on, I got held hostage, and drug deals were constantly going wrong.


It’s not really the lifestyle that people imagine it to be. It’s full of stress, and for that reason you could never actually enjoy the money you made from it. I always had this feeling of being on the run. It was a shit way of living, and it only led to misery. All I found out was, it’s not the way for me.


To be clear, my attitudes towards drugs per se haven’t changed too much. Everybody knows that prohibition doesn’t work, but society has obviously got its reasons for enforcing it – if you’ve learned your lessons from the past, then obviously you’re doing it for a reason. But everybody knows it doesn’t stop people taking drugs. That’s been proven throughout human history, so they obviously maintain that prohibitive environment for another purpose – to create an enemy. People need an enemy.


I wasn’t ever dealing any hardcore drugs, just moving on hash mostly, and a bit of weed, and I don’t even really class those as drugs. I was just providing a service, but ultimately, after many years of anxiety and mishap, I decided: ‘I’m Bez from the Happy Mondays, I realise that this isn’t the right path, and I don’t have to participate in that rubbish any more to earn a living.’


To be truthful, I don’t overanalyse my life. I never waste time pondering on things I’ve done, I’m always looking forward. I prefer creating to pondering, but I do think I understand the psychology of what made me behave the way I did: I was in full-on rebellion mode ever since I was a toddler. That’s when I can remember it all starting, and that’s been my mindset ever since, and I’ve carried that energy with me to the present day.


I’m a full-blown anarchist. The only thing that worries me about becoming more of a normal member of society these days, paying my tax on time and appearing on primetime TV, is that I can’t fucking say I’m an anarchist any more! Have I become just a normal conformist? That’s a worrying thought.


What set me on my dissenting course were two clashes with authority when I was just five years old. When I was a child growing up in Manchester, my old fella was a copper and tried to give me a very strict upbringing. Both my parents were Scousers, my dad Tony Berry originally hailing from Norris Green, and my mum Norma from Fazakerley, before they got married and moved to Manchester when Dad joined the force.


I was born Mark Berry in a hospital in Bolton on 18 April 1964. We lived in various places in Swinton, Walkden and in the suburbs right on the edge of Salford, which was its own city back then, before it was incorporated into Greater Manchester. We’d be in police houses, which they used to have back in the day to accommodate the constabulary – you got the job and they gave you accommodation. They were just like corporation houses, or council houses, but specifically for the force. I was only a kid, so I’m not too sure what the deal was, but I think you still had to pay rent, as with a council house.


By no means were we rich, but we weren’t poor either. My dad had worked from a very young age; at fifteen, he was jumping from ship to ship in Liverpool Docks delivering telegrams. With the police, he drew a good working-class wage, and no more, while Mum brought in extra income via various jobs as a telephone operator and an auxiliary nurse. In my upbringing, I certainly wasn’t deprived in any way. We always had food on the table. My sister Michaela and I got clothes bought for us and we’d go on family holidays, mostly camping in England or Scotland. We had a good level of living, and we never went without. We were comfortable.


My dad and mum are still together to this day, thick as thieves, and they were bonded as strict, old-fashioned disciplin-arians, each from that kind of background, and so that was how I was brought up. Their social conditioning during the war was very institutionalised. They had no understanding of contemporary culture, even less so today – anything modern was just alien to them. Mum just agreed with my dad, and she never questioned him. My dad was the man, and she was the woman, in a very traditional relationship.


In the 70s, Dad rose up the ranks to become a chief inspector in the anti-terrorist squad, and he was that typical hard-drinking policeman, right out of Life on Mars. As a copper, Dad obviously had a narrow view of the world, which soon conflicted with my own. He dealt with some of the worst elements of society, you could say, and that definitely coloured his outlook. My view was obviously a more happy-go-lucky type, without much care about things. I just got on with doing whatever I wanted to do, which was normally causing trouble. I understand now that part of my character from an early age, as young as I can remember, was about rebelling against this disciplinarian environment I was being brought up in.


Early on in life, I showed a thirst for adventure, a desire to escape. Very young, I got caught making off to visit my nan in Liverpool. One of the neighbours found me going up the East Lancs Road in my pedal car, because I knew that my nan and grandad lived up the far end of it. What I didn’t realise was that it was thirty miles away. In my head, it was just down the road, and I was off for a visit in my pedal car!


Another time as a toddler, I was apparently hanging out of the upstairs window, shouting at everybody downstairs, and my dad had to sneak up from behind and rescue me before I plunged onto the tarmac below. There would be more and more incidents of this nature, like the time we were playing in this croft with all these garages for the houses nearby. We used to walk over the roofs there quite regularly, jumping from garage to garage, only on this occasion I landed a bit too heavily on the window panel in one roof, went straight through and landed on this little sailing boat in the garage amid a shower of shattered glass.


Later on, in my teens, I would often stay with my grandparents when my parents couldn’t cope with me. I always trace back my upstart inclination, my tendency towards outright rebellion, to a couple of events which occurred at the ripe age of five.


One of these formative experiences came just a couple of days after I’d started at St Peter’s C of E Primary School in Swinton. My mum had given me some money for a snack at break time, and she’d told me to buy a packet of crisps with it. When break time came, buzzing with excitement about this rite of passage towards independence and self-determination (via Mum), I picked out a packet of crisps and handed over the money, but then the teacher in charge tried taking the crisps back off me.


‘Listen,’ I said, snatching it back, ‘me mam told me to buy crisps with this money and nothing else.’


‘Yes, but you don’t have enough money for a bag of crisps,’ the female teacher tried to explain, and showed me all this other shit I could have for that amount – puffy cheese balls and what have you.


‘No,’ I doggedly replied, ‘Mam said I’ve got to buy crisps with this money and nothing else.’


Outside the tuck shop, the queue was building up with hungry little pupils, and the teacher in charge told me I had to choose something else, and again she tried taking the crisps out of my hand.


That was it, the red mist came down. I’d been told I was having crisps and I’d settle for nothing less, so I just sank my teeth right into her hand and bit her as hard as I could to stop her taking my packet of Golden Wonder.


The teacher ran out of the shop screaming, and all the other kids came swarming around, telling me that I was properly for it. They were all saying I was going to get the cane, but I had no idea at all what that was. I thought I was going to get put in a cage made of bamboo, and have fruit and veg thrown at me. That’s how young I was!


I actually ended up not getting into big trouble on this occasion. A letter got sent home to my parents, and to my surprise that was pretty much it, but this incident was already almost the beginning of the end of my schooling. The die was cast, the precedent was set, and from that moment on it seemed to be my calling to be constantly in trouble with school and any form of authority. All of my schooling life was dogged with trouble of one kind or another, until I left school, as soon as I was allowed, aged sixteen.


Growing up in the 1970s, around our way there was still that educational regime where we got thrashed every day, and that became normal to us. Sometimes the teacher would pick you up by the ear and give you the board duster, beating you with it in front of the whole class, and that was normal, you know what I mean?


What I can categorically say is that this institutional violence had no positive effect on your discipline whatsoever. The threat of being brutally thrashed didn’t stop you, and sometimes it was even a badge of honour, to go and get the cane or the pump or whatever they were using that day. You didn’t bat an eyelid to it. Like, ‘Ha, so what?’


What I did learn through it is that violence is not a good way to gain what you want. You can try and rule by fear, and it does work with some people, obviously – fear can be a great way to get control over people – but when the target individual is already in full-blown rebellion against the authority that’s trying to beat the fear of God into them and make them do as they’re told, and they’re just not having it – then, it really doesn’t work. That’s how it was with me. I grew up towards the end of the era where thrashing kids was the norm, I took a lot of thrashings, and it didn’t bother me whatsoever. I still had the capability to cause chaos in the classroom. I was a problem child, and they couldn’t bully me.


The irony was that, while I was constantly in trouble, I was well liked too, because I always had a nice smile, and was always well mannered and polite. The teachers struggled with me because, as well as being unruly, I was a pleasant kid. I had these moments when I was totally out of control, but I was always very nice with it! It’s a thing I still appreciate today, someone with good manners, and I always drummed that into my own kids, to be well mannered and decent to others.


In this atmosphere of mischief and retribution, though, my education just never got off the ground. I spent a lot of time wagging. Bunking off and roaming the neighbourhood was good for my social life, and for copping off with girls once I got into my teens, but clearly it had a negative impact on my academic progress.


I did enjoy some subjects. I used to enjoy geography and science, but I was shit at maths and English. I’ve always been a terrible speller. I’ve just never been able to do it, and I couldn’t write my own name until I was seven. I was over the moon when I first managed to do it. In class, I would try to avoid writing anything down, and it got to a point where I used to pretend to write, but I wasn’t actually writing words, just scribbling nonsense across the page. When the teacher came around and looked over, it looked like I was writing, but I hadn’t actually written anything but doodles that I’d shaped to look like writing. Somehow, I got away with it, and I don’t think I ever actually got challenged for it.


My sister Michaela, by contrast, who was eighteen months younger than me, started to do really well at school. I loved my sister, she was great. She only ever told on me once, when I bought us a load of sweets with a few pennies I’d scrounged and we couldn’t eat our tea at home. She never told on me again because she saw the consequences of it with Dad’s punishment, so we were always friends after that.


In our family, every now and again, we throw up this highly intelligent being, and that was very much the case with Michaela, because she went on to study at Oxford University and become a City lawyer renowned within her field.


But then you get people like myself! You know them kids you read about who are nightmares? I think that was me. Before they had labels for such children, I was just a nightmare. But I loved my sister.


Salford in the early 70s felt old-fashioned even at the time. We were still a nation of shopkeepers back then, and all the shops were like an extension of the front room. You had your paper shops, your butcher, your baker – a shop for everything, and all of them used to be bustling with customers.


Though school was hardly enjoyable, I always think of my early years as good times, getting up to all sorts of adventures. Growing up, we were never indoors. We were always outside. We didn’t have computer games back then, we used to go everywhere collecting eggs, building dens, and going to Woolworths to shoplift all the stuff to put in them. The summer of 1976 was really hot, of course, so I was out all the time playing football and other games.


Up to when I was about fourteen or fifteen, I used to go to Middlewood Scout Camp in Walkden, with a group called 5th Worsley. It wasn’t far from where I was living, on the borders of Salford and Bolton, kind of Boothstown way. I would go out for weekends there in the woodlands with a few of my mates, and that’s where I learned all my camping techniques – some good life skills that have come in handy in later life, like putting together a proper campfire. I loved camping out, smoking cigs and getting up to the usual mischief as a teenager.


Otherwise outside the classroom, I used to play for the local youth club football team, and on Fridays we’d go to the local youth disco at Turners, which was this little hut at the top of our road. That was where I first danced to punk and New Wave records. In the daytimes, I used to ride skateboards and bicycles. All I ever wanted was a new bike. I never got bought anything extravagant as a kid, so I used to have to make my own. In them days we used to go out foraging for stuff. A lot of us used to make our own bikes. We didn’t just go and buy one from a shop, we all built our own. We’d go out and scavenge bike frames, and cobble together the other parts as best we could. Some of the bikes we used to make were death traps, to be sure, but we didn’t grow up pampered, that’s for certain.


I had to work for every penny I ever saw. I used to have to wash my dad’s car, change the tyres around on the wheels, do paper rounds – all these jobs – for pocket money. The first bike I ever bought, a racer, cost me £35 second-hand, and I had to pay it off at a pound a week after I’d earned that sum doing my paper round. It had big cowhorn handlebars, little short mudguards, and only a back brake, not a front one. I rubbed it all down, sprayed it with paint, got the Brasso out, polished up my wheels. I was proud of it, and I’d paid for it all myself.


We’d ride motorbikes down at the slag heaps, because there was a lot of coal mining around us. The bikes weren’t our own, because you could always find stolen motorbikes in the bushes, where people had hidden them to go back and ride them another time. We’d go searching in the undergrowth, find a dumped motorbike and race around the slagheaps for the afternoon. Everything was robbed. There was a big culture of theft. Not everybody was actually doing it, but it was a big thing, a lifestyle of shoplifting and robbing all around you.


The first time I’ve ever done a burglary, I was about seven or eight. A mate and I went into the school next door, Christ the King’s, and we nicked all the chalks and a few footballs. We found loads of 50p pieces in the nuns’ office, and the kid who I was with made me put it back because that was proper stealing, so I had to go back on my own later to get the money! That was my first breaking-and-entering type job, and the mad thing was, the school was right next to Mum and Dad’s house, and that same afternoon I was right outside on the pavement, drawing stuff on the tarmac with the chalks I had just got back from thieving next door. We weren’t very clever with it.


I was never good at anything in the classroom. I wished I was. I always admired people who’re good at shit. I’ve never been good at anything apart from getting out there and enjoying myself. That was my thing, and my behaviour definitely got worse once I got to secondary school, at Wardley High in Swinton. I arrived there in the mid-70s when it was in transition from a grammar school to a comprehensive, and our year’s influx of pupils was one of the first under the new system. We hadn’t had to pass the eleven-plus exams to get in there, and we were also the worst they’d ever known for behaviour. They got us lot in and they never knew what hit them or how to deal with us.


Today, I think I could’ve been good in English, but unfortunately I gave up on that after a story I put together for creative writing landed me in deep water. They get you to write these stories at school to get into your psychology and see what you’re up to, and what’s going on in your head. Obviously, I wrote a story based around my reality – a fictional story based around some kind of truth going on in my life. It was all about going out and having gang fights, street battles with kids from the next school along – this degenerate teenage gang culture that I was just starting to get involved in. My dad read this essay I’d written, and that was it, I had given away all my secrets. It got me into so much trouble, I swore I was never going to write another story again. I stopped writing because I didn’t want them to have a window into my mind.


When you get into a gang, it doesn’t really feel like a gang as such. It’s just a group of friends from an area having a fight with another group of friends from another area. More often than not, you knew everybody you were fighting with. It’s the wrong word to use, gangs. It’s just certain areas against other areas, territorial, not a gang as such. We would fire rockets at each other, throw fireworks – set up all our rockets and shoot them across at the other lot, trying to blast them to pieces. We used to get a really good armoury up and have really good fun doing it.


People used to get hurt, but then one time, a lad got stabbed quite badly after a big stand-off in a shopping precinct and that brought it to an end. The incident actually made the daily papers, it was that bad. It had got huge, the stakes kept getting higher, until it was totally out of control. That’s when you started hearing about knives coming into it – people carrying blades and other weapons. I never did carry a knife, because if you carry a knife, at some point or another you’re going to end up using it. I knew a lot of people who did carry them, though. Some of them still do, and they’re my age, in their fifties! Now, it’s escalated to the point where you’ve got a gun culture as well, kids running around with shooters on top of it all. It has become something else.


Back then, I guess you’d have probably called me a problem child. I was always the problem, everywhere I went. If I’d behaved that way nowadays, I probably would’ve got diagnosed with one of the D’s that they have knocking about, like ADHD, dyslexia … and what’s the other one? Is it LSD? Ha!


I know that Shaun Ryder went out and got himself tested, and he found out that he’s got all these fucking things. A lot of adults in our generation have discovered in later life that they’ve had these problems going on, which kind of explains some of their conduct in their youth. I’m not interested in knowing, because I’m not looking for an excuse for it, and it wouldn’t make a fucking iota of difference to my life, finding out. Back then they just thought you were nuts!


In that era around Manchester, it seemed like there were a lot of unruly kids. From my reading later on, I believe it could possibly have been vaccine damage – don’t get me started on that one! But maybe that’s one explanation for why our generation was so fucking mad! That’s how I remember those early years – fucking bedlam.


By secondary school, I was involved in a lot of criminal activity. There are many kids who grow up in my sort of environment who don’t resort to crime. Regardless of your background, it’s a choice you make when you’re young. You either do it or you don’t. I did it because I thought it was easy money, I didn’t have to work, and I could get what I wanted through that lifestyle, which turned out to be not a good decision.


But that was how we grew up, there was a lot of it about, and it was the path I took, which after a series of narrow escapes and probations, led to me getting locked up when I was about sixteen.


By that point, I was no longer living at home. As soon as I was old enough to be legally free of my mum and dad’s responsibility, I was kicked out of the house. My criminal activity and general rebelliousness obviously caused problems. We didn’t see eye to eye at all, but as you can imagine it wasn’t easy coming from a strict disciplinarian background, and then you had me thrown into the mix, who as a child possibly had behavioural difficulties, or whatever label they might give me these days. My mum always thought there was something wrong with me!


I didn’t have much contact with my family for quite a number of years, until later on in life. I broke contact with everyone for a while. I just didn’t want to bother them with whatever I was up to. I thought it better to leave them out of it.


I’m glad to say that we’re all over with that now, as a family. The nice thing for me is that, in my adult years, my dad has apologised to me, saying that he never understood me as a young man growing up, as a teenager, as me. He said he didn’t understand my character back then, and the person I was, so that was a good moment. He actually apologised, and that I will take, and appreciate. I never spoke much about him in the other book, because some things are best left personal. We’ve gone through highs and lows, like all families, but suffice to say that I get on really well with my old fella now. We’ve got a totally different relationship.


Getting kicked out of home was the making of me. I’m glad it happened because from then on I had to stand on my own two feet and take care of myself in my own haphazard way, and I went on my own journey. I always survived, sometimes quite well – but in a funny way, not perfectly. I got into loads of trouble, I was a bit of a delinquent, but that was my path and I wouldn’t have done it any other way.


After I left home, and once school was thankfully over at sixteen, I stayed for periods with both of my nans, in Liverpool and Wigan, but I soon wound up as a lodger with a mate’s mum, Mrs McGuire. I eventually converted her garden shed into my own luxury den, with thick shag-pile carpet, and all the latest TVs and stereos. Girlfriends used to stop by and end up wanting to stay the weekend. It was ace!


My plan for getting upwardly mobile in my newfound independence was to turn over the clubhouse at Worsley golf course, which was a short hop down the disused railway line that ran on the other side of our garden fence. One night, me and an accomplice – who, unbeknown to me, had already made one failed B&E attempt at this property – broke in and pinched twenty golf bags stuffed full of Slazenger jumpers out of the club shop. I also trousered quite a bit of money out of there – a few grand.


For several weeks, I lived a life I’d always dreamed of, with cash to burn and personal freedom, but eventually someone must’ve grassed me up. The police came for me and found some of the missing jumpers in my room, and I got sent to a probation house in Eccles. After I did a runner from there and spent a few nightmarish weeks dodging the law, I finally got caught and sent down for six months at a detention centre in Stoke called Werrington House. It was the first time I ever made front-page news, with the headline: SHED DWELLER IN £6,000 RAID.


Up to the day I got locked up, I’d been going through a really bad spot: I was on the run, kipping under bushes, hiding out wherever I could. I was almost glad to get locked up because I was fucking starving. Sometimes the only thing I would manage to eat in a day would be a meat pie. Other times I’d literally go without. I used to lie there at night dreaming of food, but then, once I was inside, I had a bed for the night and three meals a day.


It’s obviously not the best place in the world to be, but it also wasn’t a punishment for me either. You get what they call the ‘short sharp shock’, all that boot-camp stuff of having to be spotlessly clean and tidy, but I didn’t really get anything positive out of it. I certainly didn’t come out of it feeling reformed. It didn’t reform me in any way whatsoever. No authority reformed me. I eventually reformed myself. It didn’t have any effect on my life apart from, you just don’t want to go back there if you can help it.


There’s this perennial cycle of people reoffending and going back to jail: I’ve read that 75 per cent of inmates reoffend – so that’s only two or three out of every ten who never go back. Nowadays you’ve got three- or four-generation families who know nothing else. As a deterrent to crime, it really doesn’t work.


The way we do things at the moment, the whole engineering of society needs to change, and that’s how you prevent crime. It’s easy to do, it could be done, but the fact is that nobody wants to solve the problem. They don’t want everybody to be successful, do they? They want to build more prisons the size of small towns – super-prisons, they’re calling them, like giant sausage factories – which are a lucrative privatised industry in themselves.


The alternative to prison, and the way to start really changing things, is to make sure that people don’t go down that path in the first place. If you made everyone a worthwhile member of society, then you wouldn’t have people committing crime – at least not in such huge numbers. You start from the beginning and change the whole way you do things in this world: you end the whole system of money and hierarchy so everyone can contribute. With no money involved, there would just be manpower, and that’d be the only resource that would cost anything. This has always been the thing I’ve spent my days fantasising about.


After my own release, it was literally only a couple of weeks before another botched job saw me put on remand for ten weeks in Strangeways, in the young offenders’ side of the prison, pending my court hearing coming up. All I can say about Strangeways is, it was a very sad place that I don’t care to remember too much. Many of the young people in there have got a lot of issues, and there’s a lot of violence involved. Many aren’t coping well in the situation they’ve put themselves in. There’s a lot of self-harm – there was always somebody setting themselves on fire in the cells. It was a crazy place. These days, apparently, they have it all sectioned off, one part for the gang bangers, another part for a different group, etc., so it’s probably a different place from what it was forty years ago, but it’s a place that you wouldn’t want – or at least I wouldn’t want – to revisit.


After an agonising wait in that madhouse, I was eventually sent down for another stretch at Hindley, a closed borstal in Wigan. That was just like Ray Winstone in Scum: ‘Who’s the fuckin’ daddy? I’m the fuckin’ daddy!’ Again, this establishment was extremely violent. There were a lot of troubled kids, all fighting for position. I’ve seen many terrible things going down in there, but you just get your head down, and get on with it, and for me it wasn’t a problem. I couldn’t say that I enjoyed being locked up, but I didn’t have an awful stay in that one. I made good friends, and I got on with doing the time. The only thing about it was, you got locked up in a cell at the end of the day, and you couldn’t go out at night.
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