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PROLOGUE



Philadelphia, 13 July 1985


Welcome to Live Aid. It’s a boiling hot summer afternoon and I’m about to perform with Duran Duran at the biggest gig on the planet. I’m standing backstage, from where I can hear the roars of the audience reverberating around the JFK Stadium. The noise is deafening, and I’ve been told that steam is rising off the crowd because the crew have been hosing people down in the searing heat, just to try to keep them cool and prevent them from passing out. The sweet, pungent smell of marijuana is wafting in on the warm, moist waves of air from outside, where hundreds of people are smoking weed, drinking beer, eating pizza and having the time of their lives. Officially, there are supposed to be 90,000 rock fans in the stadium; however, the turnstiles have been swamped and there’re maybe upward of 120,000 bodies, could be even higher – nobody really knows for sure, but it’s stacked to the rafters.


The scale of the event is mind-blowing. The line-up is a quintessential Who’s Who of rock and roll: Led Zeppelin, members of the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, Madonna, Eric Clapton, Tina Turner – everybody is here. I’ve somehow managed to drink at least a litre of iced white wine as I gaze on from the side of the stage as Jimmy Page and Robert Plant perform with drummer Tony Thompson. There’s so much adrenalin pumping through me because of the Zeppelin performance that the alcohol doesn’t affect me at all. With this many legendary artists on the bill, Live Aid is unquestionably going to be the biggest show in history. Two billion people, almost half the population of the world, will have tuned in to watch on TV as we rally to make our stand against poverty in Africa, now that the Western world has witnessed the horror of those images of starvation on TV. I think to myself that as one half of the earth is eating and watching, the other half is starving.


The Hollywood A-list is out in force and Jack Nicholson, Bette Midler and Don Johnson have been introducing the acts. Now Chevy Chase is out there with the microphone and it’s our turn to be announced.


‘Are you ready?’ Chevy shouts to the crowd. ‘Here they are … Duran Duran!’


The audience goes wild. Only a US crowd can make that sound of whooping, and we are at no. 1 in America with ‘A View to a Kill’, so they are delighted to see us, even after Led Zeppelin. Suddenly I am on stage and the sheer size of the stadium stuns me as I look straight out at almost 120,000 people. They look like ants, and because of the low, wide, endless stadium, the haze of people fades into the humid air. I can’t see individual faces, it’s just a blur of colour and noise – and no, my hazy vision has nothing to do with the booze. I should be staggering around like an English drunk by now, but I’m twenty-four years old – just give me a crowd and some loud gear and I’ll keep standing. The wall of sound being created by the audience reaches 121 decibels, above the limit at which noise begins to distort the human ear. As per usual, we’ll need to crank up it up to at least 123 decibels, and not for the first time we probably can’t be heard. This is not your average show – there’s a lot more energy to control – and it’s not just our show; although for the next twenty minutes it has to be ours, we have to own the audience. So here I stand, guitar in hands, and I’m pretty fired up. Usually I don’t think about this, but today I mustn’t fuck up. Get it right, son!


Some shows have a cup-final feel around them. I try not to think about it, as the adrenalin and urgency will take me to a different level. I wonder if this is what it is like in a football game – if we don’t score, the crowd will turn against us. Part of my brain cuts to autopilot, and the muscle memory acquired from playing so many gigs kicks in.


Simon Le Bon is to my right, there’s a stack of amps behind me and I can hear the band through a side-monitor to my left. It all sounds a little ropey at first, but at this point I’m just glad to be plugged in with six strings and a working amplifier, because earlier in the day my equipment fucked up when I was on stage with the Power Station. I can feel Nick on keyboards behind me, Roger Taylor is poised nervously on his drums in the middle and I can see my partner in crime, John Taylor, on the far side of the stage with his bass guitar bouncing off his hip. The bass looks huge because he is so bloody thin. The scale of the event doesn’t appear to be fazing the band at all … Then, just as everything seems to be coming together fine, I notice Simon’s voice is getting a tad croaky. He looks great, but it’s been a while since we were last on stage together, and one gig isn’t enough to get the voice back into shape. I can tell he is straining to hit the notes, and there’s still that note to come as the song reaches its crescendo. I hope he isn’t thinking about hitting that note. Thinking is a bad thing when you perform,’ I muse. Then, shit! His voice suddenly gives way.


‘With a vie-yoo-oo to a kill!’ he screeches right at the end of the song, with no time to recover. All bloody live … I grimace and the cameras capture everything but so what? It doesn’t matter and it was sort of inevitable. We carry on playing and the number ends to rapturous applause.


Now it’s Simon’s turn to speak to the audience.


‘ Hello. Good evening to Philadelphia, to the whole world that is watching,’ he says triumphantly as the crowd settles. ‘Tonight, we are here to celebrate something which has worked so far. This is a song called “The Union of the Snake”.’


Then we slow things down a bit with ‘Save a Prayer’, before Simon gees up the crowd one last time. ‘If you’ve got any energy left, we’d like to see you dancing,’ he tells them, and we finish with ‘The Reflex’, another recent US no. 1, which wins the audience over big-time – they go nuts. As we leave the stage the cheers are still deafening. Not bad after Zeppelin, I think to myself, but which bastard put them on before us?


At that moment, everything should have been perfect, but privately we were in turmoil. When we came off stage in Philadelphia there were no congratulatory hugs or friendly smiles; it was like we were completely foreign to each other. This would be the last time we played together for almost two decades. Unbeknown to the rest of the world, we’d quietly, in our ever so English way, been falling apart at the seams for many months prior to Live Aid.


In truth, we could barely stand to all be in the same room. Frustrated by the constant bickering and hostility within Duran Duran, John and I had formed the Power Station with Tony Thompson and Robert Palmer, which had been hugely successful, and Simon and Nick formed their own spin-off group, Arcadia. The rehearsal in Philadelphia for Live Aid had been an absolute nightmare. The air was acrid with tension – Nick and I barely spoke a word, save sorting out the set list, which probably suited us both fine. Roger looked like death warmed up, almost as if he wasn’t there, and you could see the strain of our spirit-sapping lifestyle etched across his face. I was lucid, but only on a level that would confound most scientists. Even Simon was getting ragged around the edges and looking decidedly ‘sailor-faced’, forever the optimist but of late preferring to go sailing on his yacht than be with the band.


John and I were in a dark place. We might have looked lean and hungry from constant touring with Duran and the Power Station, but we were dying inside. We were tired of twenty-four-hour attention, tired of drinking and taking drugs, haggard from the lifestyle we had once aspired to.


Live Aid was the first time all five members of Duran Duran had been together for months and we had just one day to try and make ourselves sound half decent before going on stage. Not surprisingly, the rehearsals were a disaster and I ended up ordering everyone who wasn’t in the band or essential crew to leave – where did all these people come from? ‘Bloody rubbernecks’ was Roger’s affectionate term for them.


I spent the morning of the show in my hotel suite watching Status Quo live from the UK as they opened up the day’s proceedings across the Atlantic in London. But not even the Quo and a huge American breakfast could brighten up our day, and things continued to get darker during the ride to the JFK Stadium. We were being hailed by the press as the Fab Five, the most successful British band since the Beatles, but instead of celebrating any of this, we just got on the bus and sat in silence.


We’d reached rock bottom and we had absolutely nothing to say to each other. The streets were packed with crowds of excited rock fans as we drove to the venue, but inside the bus it was as if we were on our way to a funeral. (Little did we realise that we were on the way to a funeral – our own.) The only people who spoke were Tony, ‘the black John Bonham’, who was due to play with both the Power Station and Led Zeppelin, and Danny Goldberg, who had previously been Led Zeppelin’s PR man. I’d met Danny through Michael Des Barres, who’d agreed to sing with the Power Station after Robert Palmer dropped out. Danny was a powerful character and behind the scenes he had been attempting to prize me away from the madness of Duran Duran. He was a clever guy, but he never seemed to be far away from troubled musicians – years later he became Nirvana and Kurt Cobain’s manager, up until the singer’s death, then went on to become chairman of Warner Bros. Records.


As our bus approached the grand old JFK Stadium, which has long since been demolished, we might have been regarded as the hottest band in the world, but there were so many great acts on the bill that it felt as if we’d gone down the rankings somewhat.


As I came off stage with Duran Duran, I could feel fatigue begin to take effect. Live Aid had been a long show day and in addition to going on stage with Duran Duran, both John and I had performed sets with the Power Station. Despite my exhaustion, I stayed around to watch Bob Dylan on stage with Ronnie Wood and Keith Richards. Ronnie and Keith were so off their nuts that their performance was a shambles, but nobody gave a toss – I guess people were just happy to see them at all. I’d watched them arrive together during the afternoon in a stretch limo and they had literally fallen out of the car, Woody laughing hysterically. When they made a mess of the songs on stage it seemed to give everybody else licence to get roaring drunk, and it’s still one of the most memorable moments for me. So when the time came to go back to my hotel I was slightly worse for wear, but my hair was still looking good. For some bizarre reason I found myself sitting in a big cardboard box being dragged across the car park to the artists’ bus by Eric Clapton. ‘You seemed like you might need help,’ he later told me. How true.


Back at the hotel there was a bigger than usual party: I’d never seen a bar with this many people in it who I love. Michael Des Barres introduced me to Jimmy Page (what a sweet man, you’d never guess he was so fascinated by Aleister Crowley), and at one point I was sat on a sofa with Jimmy, Ronnie Wood and Keith Richards. I had Michael snap a photo, as he knew all these guys from the seventies and he has a friendly, endearing charm, even with Keith. Later when I saw the shot I couldn’t help but laugh: their legendary craggy faces reminded me of the heads carved on Mount Rushmore, with me sandwiched in the middle, trying to do my best ‘rock’ look. Yet despite all the mirth, my heart just wasn’t in the mood to party and shortly before midnight, as the booze slowed down, I retired to my suite.


I crashed into bed and reflected that Live Aid should have been one of our biggest highs, and it wasn’t – although I suppose I had anticipated that. To the rest of the world, we were the best-selling band in the UK and America and we could do no wrong. We were five close friends who mixed with royalty and we had enjoyed a level of success that most bands could only dream of. But behind all the gloss, smoke and mirrors everything tasted sour, and the medication was no longer working. I lay there alone in the darkness of my hotel room, lit a blunt joint and tried to inhale deeply and slowly, trying to ignore the constant whining in my left ear caused by the volume of the stage audio monitors.


Suddenly there was a knock on the door. Aw no … It was a member of our road crew. ‘Super T [my nickname], we’ve booked a table. Meet by the elevator in ten.’


Bollocks, I thought. Super T? All I want is a cup of tea.


The UK press had recently accused me of being the ‘wildest of the Wild Boys’, but I just couldn’t consume any more booze or drugs. Worse still, there was no twenty-four-hour room service tonight.


‘Fuck off and leave me alone’ was all I could muster.


I’d had enough. I needed a rest from this Groundhog Day, coke-fuelled lifestyle. I realised that the consumption had to stop for the madness to begin to subside. For a while, success had brought us happiness and wealth beyond our wildest dreams. The lifestyle we had aspired to and for which we had worked so hard became the very cancer that was starting to destroy us. Little did I realise how long it was going to take to repair some of the damaged lives as a consequence of our excess. For sure, we paraded around in our fast cars, with beautiful models on yachts in the south of France and the Caribbean, without needing to pay the bill at times. But was it all worth it? Not too many people knew about our incendiary arguments or my fights with our management – and the dark depression and bitter resentments that these confrontations created. Nor did they know about the blood, and the exhaustion of being constantly on the road, or the mad cocaine binges, or the paranoia and insanity caused by being in the spotlight for what amounted to twenty-four hours a day. We were hanging on by our fingernails.


We were called Duran Duran, and this is the story of how we came to rule the world and nearly threw it all away. Brace yourself – it’s a rollercoaster ride.





ONE



The North-East, 1972


For most kids their first day at secondary school is a big occasion. For me, it changed my life forever because it was the day my mother chose to abandon me and my brother. I was eleven years old and when I came home from school on the bus in my brand-new uniform, I discovered that she had just disappeared and taken all her things with her. Everything she owned had gone: her clothes, her ornaments, everything – there wasn’t even a note to say goodbye. Nothing was left but a very dark feeling in a place that was supposed to be safe. It was like a guillotine had suddenly come rushing down with great force and sliced everything apart without any explanation as to why I was guilty.


It would be four very long years before I would see her again, but I didn’t cry at the time (that would come a lot later).


The way I’ve always thought about life is that you can either choose to give someone a friendly slap to say, ‘Hello, stop being such a fucking idiot’ or you can just hit them with a bat. If you give them a slap you might wake them up a bit, but if you hit them with a bat you risk killing them. This wasn’t just a little slap, this was from the middle of the bat, the part that hurts the most. The irony was that up until about the age of ten I had enjoyed a relatively normal childhood, but once you’ve been hit by the bat, life will never be the same again.


I was born on 16 February 1961 at Tynemouth Jubilee Infirmary, the first child of Ronnie and Blanche Taylor. My mum and dad had grown up in a small fishing village called Cullercoats, which is just up the coast from Whitley Bay and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, so it was only natural that they would eventually set up their own home in the same village. Three years after I was born my little brother Ronnie arrived, and for a while life must have seemed perfect for my parents. We lived in a beautiful little bay close to the seafront, in a crowded fishermen’s terrace, which we shared with my dad’s family. We lived downstairs, my grandmother and grandfather on my father’s side of the family lived in the middle and my aunty and uncle lived on the top floor. In those days, as everyone got older and began to get on their feet they moved out and got their own house, but it wasn’t necessarily the case that when you got married you moved out straight away – you had to work hard and save first, which is the position my parents found themselves in. Our little terrace lay behind the workingmen’s club (the CIU) and close to the Fisherman’s Institute. We always referred to the CIU affectionately as ‘the club’, because it had been founded in part thanks to my family’s efforts. Close by on the bay there was a fish-and-chip shop and an amusement arcade. My earliest memories are of standing on a beer crate in the arcade, aged five, playing pinball. I was quite good at it, like a little pinball wizard.


We grew up on the beach. We would have endless games of football on the sand, during which all the kids in the neighbourhood would turn out in great numbers. There were no fearful parents with 4x4s; you just had to be home when your dad said. There wasn’t a hidden cove that we didn’t know about or a cave that we hadn’t explored, and on Bonfire Night we’d build huge fires on the beach, let off fireworks and feast on baked potatoes. In those days there were no health and safety experts or prying council officials to order us around so we were pretty much left to our own devices. We had our own set of social rules because people rarely travelled in those days; I think the furthest any of my family had been was on a day trip to Blackpool with the club. It was before the big housing redevelopments of the late sixties and seventies, so we still had an outside toilet which was next to the coal bunker and the airraid shelter. It would be freezing and dark if you had to get up in the middle of the night for a number two, so I used to wake my dad up and ask him to stand by the door. Otherwise it was a pee in the pot.


Apart from mining and farming, the only industry was fishing. My grandfather and all my uncles had boats, so most days I used to get up at 4 or 5 a.m. when they went out to sea. They would come back with pots brimming with lobsters which we used to kill in the kitchen. My grandfather was a lifeboat man, and my great-grandfather was on the same boat before him. A loud canon used to boom in the middle of the night to signal its launch and the whole family would get up and gather on the jetty while the sons and husbands went off to sea. The explosion was really loud and through the eyes of a child it was incredibly exciting to watch the drama unfold. There could be a full-scale gale over the North Sea but they would still get up in the night and get the boat out; it was amazing nobody ever died.


Most people’s lives in our community were linked to the sea in some way. During World War II most of my dad’s family had been in the Royal or Merchant Navy, and at home we had an old framed photograph of a corrugated-iron bomb shelter which still stood in the back yard. My dad grew up during the war and he spoke about it constantly. We used to joke that he kept the photograph up on the wall just to remind everybody, lest we forget.


I’ve still got lots of family photographs that show us all looking normal and happy. Christmas was always a grand affair. We used to do all the traditional bits and pieces and all my grandmother’s extended family, who lived miles away in a distant rural area, would descend upon us in a big group; so many people sometimes that I don’t actually know where they all managed to sleep. In the summer, all the folks would come over again and our family would spend hours singing together, belting out northern folk songs and all the classic numbers by Bing Crosby and Jim Reeves, my grandmother’s favourite.


Music was part of my childhood from the beginning. The musicians of the family were all on my father’s side: my grandmother used to sing in the workingmen’s clubs and one of her brothers was a brilliant trumpet player. Whenever her family came from the countryside to stay with us we used to have huge get-togethers which would involve plenty of drinking and singing, while my dad used to play some fantastic tunes on the harmonica. We used to go to church a lot and all the family would come and sing there too.


My cousin Marjorie bought a copy of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band on the day it came out, and she would come round so that we could play it together. Later she gave it to me, and I still have that original copy of Sgt. Pepper from forty-odd years ago with her name on it. All the great singles that came out during that period were stacked up in the corner of the room, and I have lots of little memories of my family being together around the record player. We used to play the Beatles, the Hollies and the Kinks and lots of sixties bands. It was around this time that I was very excited to discover that my dad had a guitar hidden away in the cupboard, which turned out to be a very important find. There was a guitar-tuition programme on BBC2 at the time called Hold Down a Chord, and I was hooked. There was an instruction book that accompanied the show and I managed to get a copy and would spend hours practising until I could play the chords off by heart.


So for a while we functioned like a normal family. I used to help my mother in the greenhouse, growing tomato plants, and we had a lot of rosebushes in the garden that needed constant attention. I remember sitting with her and looking at all the blossom in the trees and listening to the birds sing. But if I’m honest, I was always closer to my father, even back then. I was quite a stroppy kid and I had a lot of confrontations with my mother, who was obsessive about tidiness and would order me not to go in and out of certain rooms, which I used to hate. She would have her favourite things that I wasn’t allowed to touch and this often led to friction between us. I was always much more comfortable with my grandmother. She was a lovely, kind woman. After my mum’s parents died while I was quite young, she would become the matriarch in my life.


A few months before I was due to go to senior school, we moved to a new house of our own, a bright little cottage on a corner plot a mile or two away. My dad worked in the building industry and his speciality was carpentry so he soon started to do the place up, putting in a new electric fireplace with some timber borrowed from the joiner’s shop. To outsiders everything must have looked idyllic, but my parents’ marriage was in a lot of trouble. It had been going on since I was about nine, and I was spending more and more time with my grandmother, particularly at weekends, which I guess must have been down to my old man wanting to get me out of the way because they were fighting so much.


There was a strike in the construction industry that summer, and there was a lot of upheaval when he had to cross a picket line in order to get into work. My dad was foreman and a Tory, but nearly everybody else in the north-east was a Labour voter: he and my Uncle Bob had to arrange to get people into work through the back entrance in a pick-up truck and it could get very violent. The world was a very different place back then, and breaking a picket line was a big deal, but my father had just bought a house and taken on a big mortgage and he probably felt he didn’t have any choice. Putting a kid through grammar school wasn’t going to be cheap: there might not have been any fees to worry about, but if you factored in all the uniform and the extra kit that you needed, along with the cost of numerous school trips and outings, it was much more expensive than comprehensive school and my dad had to shell out a lot to afford it all.


Money had always been tight so my mother had taken a waitressing job in a club during the evenings to help make ends meet. But her job turned out to be the cause of all the trouble.


The change was almost instant. A few weeks after taking the job she dyed her hair blonde instead of its normal brown colour, and she started dressing differently. I remember sitting on a bus with her one morning and looking at her outfit. Bloody hell, your miniskirt’s short, I thought.


She would stay out late waitressing, often not returning until the early hours. Even as a kid you start putting two and two together and it wasn’t long before I started seeing my mother do things that I shouldn’t have seen her do. The first time was when I was aged about ten and I wandered back from school one morning, maybe because I’d forgotten something or didn’t feel well. It was about ten past nine and there was a red car parked outside the house. I don’t know why, maybe it was childhood intuition, but I decided to watch instead of going inside. I’d seen her being dropped off a couple of times by men in the past, so maybe there was a part of me that was already suspicious that something unhealthy was going on. I used to have places all over where I could hide so I climbed up on to the garage roof, from where I could see the house without being spotted because it had a brick front that was a little bit higher than the slope of the roof. She came out with a strange man and they were all over each other. I had a sick feeling in my stomach because I just knew it was wrong and I was terrified they’d be spotted.


‘What if the neighbours see them?’ I whispered to myself under my breath.


Then I wondered if perhaps everybody did that sort of thing at a certain age. Maybe they were all at it? I wanted to convince myself that everything would be OK, but deep down I knew that what I had just seen threatened everything that we had, because I understood how hard it had been for my parents to get a mortgage and afford their own home. I knew this could tear us apart.


I kept things bottled up and hoped it would go away but soon there were more incidents. I couldn’t believe it and I didn’t know what to do, but eventually I plucked up the courage to tell my dad. I thought he wouldn’t believe me so I started keeping a record of what I saw by speaking into a cassette recorder, but when I told him it turned out he knew full well what was going on. He tried to explain it to me as best he could and said that things would be all right. It was the reason they’d been having all the arguments at nights. I used to stay up late to listen to Radio Luxembourg through a little earpiece in bed and wait to hear what time she would come in. It got later and later and later; and then my dad would get up and I would hear their arguments. I could even hear the car pull up outside beforehand and I used to hold my breath and listen with a sick feeling inside as she came into the house. I was completely aware of it all. A kid can’t sleep when something like that is going on – it fascinates you as much as it upsets you. Their rows got worse and worse until sometimes I would get up and try to break up their arguments.


I think my dad forgave her several times and they were still trying to make a go of things when we all went off for a family holiday together at Butlins near Scarborough. I had passed my 11-plus exams and earned a place at Whitley Bay Grammar School, which was a big step up socially from the local comprehensive. So as my first day at grammar school approached, I was very chuffed and excited. My dad saw getting into grammar school as a big achievement too and when we went into Newcastle to buy my new uniform it felt as if a whole new life was about to start. I was right about that, although not for the reasons I’d imagined.


Shortly before my mother left I found a silver ring hidden in the bathroom. I was looking for something else when I discovered it tucked away in the corner of a cabinet. It was a shiny little band and I assumed it was something that someone had bought for my mother, but I soon had other ideas for it.


I’d left junior school over the summer but I was in touch with a girl called Claire, whom I wanted to pluck up the courage to ask to be my girlfriend. ‘Take the ring and give it to Claire,’ a little voice said.


I knew it was wrong, but part of me was angry with my mother because the ring was almost certainly given to her by a man other than my father. I found a little box and put the ring in it with some cotton wool. But I never got to give it to Claire or go out with her because when my mother discovered it was missing she summoned me to the bathroom to confront me and it led to a terrible fight between us.


‘How dare you take it?’ she raged, after I confessed.


‘Why not? You don’t care about us!’ I shouted back.


Soon we were screaming at each other at the tops of our voices. I stepped backwards and suddenly lost my footing and found myself tumbling down the stairs. I landed in a heap at the bottom and hurt my back.


The front door opened and my dad walked in from work with his toolbag over his shoulder to discover this scene of mayhem.


‘What the hell is happening?’ he demanded.


My tumble down the stairs had been an accident, but I think my father harboured suspicions that she’d pushed me. When I was a very small child I’d fallen over and suffered a cut above my left eye while I was alone with her. The wound had needed eleven stitches and my father gave me the impression that he felt the circumstances of the fall had never fully been explained, but it was definitely an accident. Eventually we all calmed down, but the tension didn’t go away.


No matter how hard I try, I can’t remember what my mother’s last words to me were that morning – maybe there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to. But I do know that I didn’t suspect a thing. As I recall, she just treated everything normally, making sure I was in my new uniform and that I had all the things I needed and that I got down to the bus stop on time. One of the other lads I knew who had won a place at grammar school knocked for me and we were on our way, with our satchels and caps, full of excitement.


The school itself was great. It had a big new sports hall and lots of impressive walkways that were raised above ground level. There were language labs and cricket fields and almost every facility you could possibly wish for; even the teachers were fantastic. So coming home on the bus that day I felt as though I’d been given so much.


When I got back there was nobody at home, which had never happened before. I didn’t have a key, so at first I went round the back to investigate, but I still couldn’t get in.


In a certain sort of way, I think I knew what had happened because there was no electric fire on inside, there was no sound from the telly and no lights on. It wasn’t exactly as if a bomb had gone off, but it was so different from what you would normally encounter at 4:30 in the afternoon that I knew something was up. Bewildered, I went and phoned my dad at work, who didn’t have any idea where my mum had gone, so he told me to go to my aunty’s house, about a mile away. What happened next is a bit of a haze, but I must have gone and picked my little brother up from his school on the way because I remember we arrived together. My dad met us at my aunty’s place and then we went home, all three of us together, and discovered the house was empty and all the suitcases were gone. The missing cases were the first thing I noticed because that morning they had still been on top of the wardrobe from when we’d been to Butlins. Even the mantelpiece, where she used to have bits and pieces of china, was just bare now. All the little things about which she’d been excessively tidy and which we’d argued about so much were gone.


To say my dad didn’t take it very well would be an understatement. It was as if life had kicked him in the nuts after he’d worked so hard for everything. We had just had a new kitchen extension built and he went in there for a bit on his own, to pull himself together for a while, during which my brother and I sat in the living room in silence. I assume my father was in the other room weeping. I don’t think my brother really had a clue what was going on because he was only about seven, but later on it would hit him very hard, much harder than it hit me.


My dad came back after he’d composed himself and he was very calm when he spoke to us.


‘Well, what we have to do now is get your gran to come up, because she would want to be here,’ he told us. His words were practical, not emotional. It was his northern male dignity that kept him going.


Another aunty and an uncle drove up to the house with my nan, who made some dinner. I’m pretty sure she cooked mince and dumplings, because she always used to make that for my dad when he was miserable, and we tried to put a brave face on things while we ate. All of his family came that night to show support, but the next day I knew I would be expected to go to school as if nothing had happened.


‘It’s my second day at school and I’m not missing it,’ I said.


‘You’re right, you can’t miss it,’ replied my dad.


It was the timing of everything that hurt the most. I couldn’t believe my mother cared so little for me that she’d chosen to vanish on my first day at school. You feel in physical pain when something like that happens to you. My dad knew that I had a good insight into it all, although at the time I was still clinging to the hope that she’d come back after a few days. I think I talked to him about it that night but we were both very tired and we didn’t discuss it in much depth. We didn’t need to. I knew exactly what had gone on, but it was much more difficult for my little brother.


The next morning I got my ‘thruppence’ for the bus and off I went. My father went to work as normal too. I guess it was a cultural thing that had been learned during the war: ‘They might drop bombs on us, but we’ll keep going no matter what.’


After four or five days had gone by I realised my mother wasn’t going to return – it was as if she had been swallowed by a black hole – and that’s when my dad and grandmother had to start to try and explain things to Ronnie. I somehow managed to find this funny little off-switch that allowed me to cope: I suppose it was a defence mechanism, although I would often run through things in my mind to see if I’d done anything that played a part in her decision to leave us. Why did she do it? What did I do? Am I to blame? I’d ask myself.


Sometimes at night I would also worry about something happening to my dad, that my brother and I would be left on our own with nobody to look out for us. But in a strange way, despite all the pain, I was glad it was finally over because it meant we wouldn’t have to keep shutting our eyes and pretending it was going to work out with my mother. I know for a fact my father forgave her for her behaviour a couple of times and he just kept saying that maybe things would be all right.


It was eight months before I heard from my mother again. Later, as an adult, one of the things I grew to hate about being on the road with a band was being apart from my own children; after seven or eight weeks of not seeing your kids it feels unbearable. So I often wonder how my own mother could have gone so many months without getting in touch. For me it seemed an eternity, because when you are a child the days seem longer and eight months seems like eight years.


But you can process a lot at that age without knowing it, and suddenly I was interested in a whole new world filled with girls and guitars and football and all the things boys are crazy about when they’re embarking on that whole teenage ride. It’s probably no coincidence that the Christmas after my mother left was when my dad bought me my first electric guitar. I used to spend every Saturday going up to Newcastle to go around all the music shops just looking at the guitars and thinking, If only. They were replicas of the ones I’d seen rock stars use and they cost £19.95 and sometimes the shopowners would let you have a go on them. By now I’d really got to grips with the guitar book so it was my dream to own my own guitar. My dad must have seen this, and maybe he wanted to try and make things up a bit for the fact that Mum had left us, so he gave me £20 for my Christmas present. We went up to town and I belted out ‘Smoke on the Water’ by Deep Purple in the shop while my dad watched and listened. He asked the assistant if I was any good and I was flattered by the answer.


‘Good? He can play better than most of the grown-up blokes we get in here!’ said the shop assistant.


I suppose I’d just passed my first audition. My gran gave me £10 on top of the money I’d had from my dad so I managed to get a little amp to go with the guitar; and that Christmas became known in the family as the ‘Electric Guitar Christmas’.


Emotions were obviously still very raw over my mum’s departure and I used to discuss it a lot with my dad. He was furious and hurt but he would talk about it in a controlled way, not in a violent or an aggressive way, and I never saw him react angrily or do anything like throw stuff around. In a way I think that helped me because he could articulate his frustrations and anger and I could relate to that and agree with him: it was as if he was speaking for both of us. I channelled a lot of my own anger into playing guitar. I would really thrash it for hours on end and I became completely obsessed with it. I must have driven everybody mad with the noise but my father never said a word. I think he was glad I’d found something I could focus on, and I doubt I would have had that sort of freedom had my mother been around.


We knew it was inevitable that my parents would eventually divorce, which was something people just didn’t do in the early seventies. We grew up watching Coronation Street and people in Weatherfield didn’t do things like that, it was taboo. Cullercoats was like Coronation Street with fish.


It was difficult at school because I didn’t know who to confide in, but when I did I soon found out that plenty of my mates came from families with similar problems.


The truth is that by the time my mother contacted us again, I wasn’t exactly missing her. Life had improved because there was no more tension. When she finally got in touch, it came in the form of a handwritten letter, which my father showed me one morning out of the blue. I remember being struck by how matter-of-fact the tone of her note was. She simply told us where she was living and said it was our choice if we wished to get in touch. There was no explanation of why she had abandoned us. But what really shocked me was the fact she’d been staying just a few hundred yards from my school. I wondered whether or not she’d watched me getting off the bus on all those winter mornings, and I questioned how it was that I’d never spotted her myself. She must have seen me coming and going, it would have been impossible not to. I was angry with her too for putting the responsibility about whether or not to see her again on to my shoulders.


So I’ve got a choice now, have I? I don’t remember having any choice in the matter last September, I said to myself.


I guess it must have taken a lot for her to have written that note after such a long time, and I can understand that for any parent it can be difficult when you make a mess of things. But it was too late, I didn’t want to see her.


Later on, when I got to about thirteen or fourteen, I used to wonder whether I should try and do something about the fact my mother was no longer part of my life, but then I’d think, Actually, you know what? As it stands there isn’t much wrong with it the way things are. To go back and try to integrate everything again would have been almost impossible without causing everyone a whole lot of new pain. To this day I still don’t know the full facts and there are questions that I will never get an answer to, but as far as I know she moved in with another man and I now know that I have a half-brother who was born later on, so I guess she had to make some difficult decisions of her own.


My dad used the Church as a means to help him through it all, but he knew he would be excommunicated if he were to divorce and so he faced a horrible dilemma. At one point he sat me down and asked me if I felt he should try and give things another chance with my mum, but I had to be honest: I simply asked him how many more chances he would have to give before he knew it would never work. The fact that we were forced to discuss a lot of adult issues together meant I learned to communicate with him on a mature level at a very early age, and I guess it brought us a lot closer. We used to sit together talking for hours on end, and he explained all about politics and told me his views on the world.


Church certainly played an important part in our lives and our vicar, the Reverend Eric Zachau, helped me a lot when it was time to study for my confirmation. My dad used to do little carpentry jobs for him, and at one point I was an altarboy and I had to carry a wooden cross that my dad had made. I had to kneel at the altar for an hour and ten minutes through the full Church of England service, which was a real killer on your legs. Then you had to set the wine and bread, and then follow the priest around the congregation.


We would go there every Sunday, and once a month they used to have morning tea after the service. I was always struck by how nice the people were, but despite the fact that it was such a comfort to us, the whole experience would eventually leave me with a terrible contempt for authority because of the way the Church treated my dad. He got confirmed knowing full well that he would eventually get excommunicated because of his divorce, which was a crushing blow for him. He did it because it was something that was very important to him as a religious man, but it absolutely shattered him, and as far as I could see none of what had happened had been his fault.


Once he got himself back together, within a couple of years, he went out on the razz and had a good time, but initially it must have seemed like life was constantly trying to cut him down. As soon as they excommunicated him I stopped going to church as well and it wasn’t long afterwards that I started drinking. The experience was another point of anger and I would think, Well, if you don’t want my dad, I’m not coming either.


I couldn’t understand why, if they had taught us that Jesus loved everyone, suddenly they were saying Jesus didn’t love my dad! But it wasn’t religion I had a problem with, it was the Church. I didn’t stop believing in Jesus as a good person and I still find all the teachings of the Bible fascinating. But I realised there could be a very dark side to religion and I suddenly had no respect for authority because of it.


Not surprisingly, things quickly went downhill at school and I started hanging around with the sort of kids who would always sit at the back of the class. My disciplinary record wasn’t great and my attendance suffered. Suddenly we’d found ourselves as a one-parent family and despite all the overtime my dad worked, we missed the money from my mother’s income. We were forced to move to a smaller place, then the grammar school claimed I now lived outside their catchment area, so I had to drop out and go to the local comprehensive instead. As far as I could see, nobody else who moved house had ever been asked to leave, so I think secretly they were just glad to have an excuse to see the back of me. But by then I wasn’t too bothered because I was starting to get seriously interested in bands, drinking and girls, which meant I was more than happy to hang out with the kids I knew from the comprehensive who were into similar things.


I threw a lot of my feelings of frustration into sports activities, and some days after school I would throw a javelin for hours on end. But my favourite sport, as for every other kid in the north-east, was football. I played left-back and used to charge up the wing. I soon won the captaincy of the school team and went on to play at county level. I enjoyed it so much that at one point I had dreams of turning professional. One Sunday afternoon when my dad and I were walking along a country lane together I asked him what he thought would pay more, being in a band or being a footballer. The one thing I was sure of at the time was I didn’t want to end up like him, working his nuts off only to be slapped down all the time. He thought about it a bit before giving me his advice.


‘Son, you might find if you are a musician that your career will last longer than if you’re a footballer,’ he told me. My father was very musical himself and I suppose it had always been something he’d wished he could make a go of, but he never got the opportunity, so I think he was glad I’d found a focus in life.


The other really important person in my life throughout most of my childhood was my grandmother. I still used to see some of my mother’s family around the village, but by now her parents had died and we didn’t have much contact with her other relatives. But my paternal grandmother became the matriarch in my life and she looked after us in every respect. We used to call her Mam, and she was a kind, decent lady whom we all adored; despite all the upheaval I never once went wanting for any care or love. She filled our lives with it.


She believed in that northern family thing that you had to have your dinner every night and you never went off to school without eating breakfast or wearing clean socks. And I never did. I never, ever had to suffer any indignity, and the fact that I was OK was because of her and the fundamental care that she gave us. She moved in with us and made sure I always went to the cinema and had a new pair of football boots at Christmas. My dad had two sisters, my Aunty Meta and Aunty Pat, and they and my grandmother all had old-fashioned blue-rinse hairdos. They were traditional strong Geordie women; my brother and I would never dare to disobey our grandmother, but she used to cut me a lot of slack, presumably because she was so horrified by what my mother had done. As I got older, she’d let me keep my dinner money for a packet of cigarettes and then cook me a beautiful meal in the evening to make sure I didn’t go hungry. In the end we had to force her to stop working so hard because she was looking after all of us right into her old age.


It was against the background of my parents’ break-up that music became the main focus of my life; without it, I don’t know where I would have ended up. Three or four nights a week throughout my teenage years I was jamming, practising guitar at home and playing records, and it filled a lot of hours when I would otherwise have been getting in trouble. That’s not to say I still didn’t manage to find time to get up to no good. I had a pretty bad behavioural record and I had the worst attendance in the school by the time I was fourteen or fifteen. My mate Tommy and I just used to go and get our attendance marks in the morning and then bunk off from school together for the rest of the day. We had every cave up the north-east coast covered, and we’d go there with a can of cider and do daft things like attempt to smoke dried banana skins because we’d heard rumours they could get you high (trust me, they don’t). Tommy had been through similar experiences to me at home, so we were both in the same boat.


There was one little bay where amorous couples would go to have sex and we knew about a cave up above, so we’d go up there and throw things at them for a laugh. There were lots of fabulous beaches and big rural areas to explore in Northumberland, so we used to go on bike rides and set fields on fire and ride off. At night we’d build fires on the beach, and sit around drinking snakebite and eating potatoes.


When I actually did bother to go to school, I think the shock of my mother leaving gave me a sort of rabid determination to do well, so I’d tackle too roughly in football, or go in too hard in judo. Perhaps I was trying to prove myself by trying to kick someone. There were two sports teachers, Mr Denham and Mr Chambers, whom we nicknamed Dodgy Denham and Choppy Chambers, and I was always clashing with them. They’d pull me up for my tackling, bellowing, ‘Taylor – off for a minute.’ My mates and I used to get into a lot of fights, and if you saw some of the kids that went to my school at the time you’d know why. They would go into pubs at fifteen or sixteen and look for trouble.


Thankfully, if I was angry as a kid I used to mainly work it out through music. I soon discovered that music allows you to break the rules, change them and make up your own ones as you go along. It allows you to thrash the hell out of a guitar and use up all your energy and frustration. The first band I was in as a young teenager was called the Haze, and as I got older I started going to concerts at Newcastle’s City Hall and Mayfair Ballroom on a Friday night. We’d catch a bus there along the coastal road, but we often ended up having to walk home at the end of the evening because we’d blown all our money on beer. Virtually every act on the planet played in Newcastle over that period: David Bowie, Roxy Music, and all the great metal bands like AC/DC and Van Halen. Concert tickets cost about 75p or £1, so I got a milk round to pay for them. I worked six mornings a week and you had to be up at 5 a.m. in all weathers, but fortunately my family had a large supply of old fishing clothes that I could wear. The milkman had big Eric Morecambe-style glasses and he nicknamed me Elvis because I was so mad about rock and roll. Every day he would greet me by saying, ‘Morning, Elvis – made any progress yet?’ It was tough work but it meant I could go to two or three gigs a week and also keep up the HP payments on a new electric guitar I’d bought.


I was fifteen when I saw my mother for the first time since she’d left us. A cousin on my mother’s side of the family, whom I used to see out and about around town occasionally, told me that one of my maternal aunts, who lived down south, was having a sixtieth birthday party, a joint celebration with an uncle who was due to retire. The party was in Kent. Great – a trip to London!


I was starting to get inquisitive about my mum, and something inside me just wanted to go to the party, I suppose it was curiosity. The only problem was my dad, as I didn’t want to upset or hurt him. He’d moved on by now – he was a good-looking bloke and he was having a great time, having met a new partner called Sandra – but even so, I didn’t think he’d want me to open up old wounds. So I told him a bit of a story about going to see a band and went down on the train. I thought it would be nice to see all the other members of the family that I hadn’t seen for so long, but of course I was a bit apprehensive about seeing my mother. I was a teenager, in a band, with a regular girlfriend, and I was confident about what I wanted to do, but the last time I had seen her I’d been an eleven-year-old schoolboy, and a bit of that child was still within me.


When it finally happened, it wasn’t a big emotional reunion like you might see in a movie. We didn’t throw our arms around each other and burst into tears. I just walked in and she was there and we said a polite hello. She was never very tactile, at least not with me, and we didn’t cuddle and we certainly didn’t discuss what had happened. We just spoke about trivia: I can’t even remember what, but I know that it was completely non-emotional. I suppose in a way we’d become strangers, and it was very sad, but at least we were both at a stage where we could move on. I don’t blame her, but looking back, the one thing that stands out as thoughtless is the timing of what she did. She was never there to support us through certain achievements, and I’d wonder why she chose such a significant day to leave. You couldn’t pick a worse day to do it to a kid.


We tried to keep in touch as the years went by, but it was very difficult because she never gave me an explanation. Years later, after I got married, my wife contacted her and urged her to explain things but she just wouldn’t do it. I dare say it’s left me with a few scars, and to this day I don’t like saying goodbye to people, maybe because subconsciously I fear I won’t see them again. But I don’t bear her any animosity – why should I? In a way, she did me a favour because all the trouble that had been going on before she left just went away. Our meeting was over, and I got the train back to Newcastle and got on with my life.


I’d had enough of school by now and I didn’t bother staying around to take most of my exams. Looking back, school was one of the most negative experiences of my childhood. I may have had a lot of adult conversations with my dad, but when I tried to do the same with the teachers they would talk to me as if I was an idiot. I had a real taste for kicking against authority by then, so I guess they just found me too hard to handle.


I was playing a few pub gigs with my band but it wasn’t enough to make ends meet, so my dad got me a job on his building site. It was hard, physical work but I was used to that from the milk round. Every morning we’d get the same bus together, and we’d try to arrange things so that we could work in the joiner’s shop because that was a slightly easier shift than on the main site. The building trade is a tough, knockabout business and there were plenty of would-be comedians on the site who loved nothing more than to wind up the foreman’s son. But overall it was good fun. I didn’t even have to go for an interview because my dad was held in such high regard by his employers, so most of the time we were treated very well, but I was just filling time. Rock and roll was what I really wanted to do.


I’d been working on the site for about six months when I got my first big break. One of my neighbours was a guitar player called Dave Black. He had played in all the workingmen’s clubs and had a band called Goldie, who were very successful locally – they later had a hit with a song called ‘Making Up Again’. Dave had given me about half a dozen guitar lessons when I was in my early teens and I used to go and watch him play quite regularly. One day he came to see me and said he knew a band that was looking for a guitar player. ‘They’re very professional and you’ll be expected to play everything they ask you to,’ he warned me.


I couldn’t wait to give them a call. I played a few numbers to them and that was it, I was in. So I was sixteen and half, I’d spent a few months ‘on the buildings’ and then I was suddenly on £35 a week in a band. From that point on I never did anything else. The money was double what I’d been getting on the site and I was doing the one thing I loved more than anything else. We used to play all over the north-east doing covers, touring up and down the motorway. We played a lot in the workingmen’s clubs, where every Sunday afternoon they would put on strippers. The girls paraded in front of a men-only audience, who all wore flat caps and pretended to be uninterested and read their papers. If you were in the group backing a stripper you would have to play something like ‘Devil Woman’ by Cliff Richard. The strangest act was in Sunderland, where one club’s Sunday lunchtime highlight was a fire-eating stripper with the glorious stage name of Singed Minge. I’ll leave the rest to your imagination.


The first band that I thought of as ‘my band’ was the Gigolos; we were a new-wave band and we performed our own songs. At one point we even secured a deal with A&M to cut a single called ‘Teenage Girls’, but it wasn’t a hit. The line-up of the band and its name would change from time to time but I’d nearly always find myself on the road in a transit van of some description, and I lost count of how many times I slept in one. Eventually we had a van that was painted with some red paint we’d managed to get on the cheap from the Post Office. We used to call it the Streak, because when we were coming back from gigs late at night we used to streak it up against a parked car and the red paint would come off. It was a pretty dangerous game, not to mention illegal, but we didn’t care.


My guitar-playing was going from strength to strength. I left the Gigolos and managed to win a contract with a covers band to play a series of gigs at military bases in Germany. Looking back, it was another really important break because it meant we had to learn a huge repertoire. It was also in Germany that I really learned how to party.


By now it was 1979. Maggie Thatcher had just become Prime Minister, the Cold War was at its height and Germany was stacked to the rafters with American troops. The country had been heavily militarised ever since World War II, and the whole place had to be prepared to go to war again at any minute, this time against the Russians. My dad had done his National Service there when he was eighteen so he taught me a few phrases before we loaded up the Streak and headed off to the ferry down to mainland Europe.


The biggest base we played at was Ramstein Main, near Frankfurt. The sheer scale of it was staggering; it was like a small city in its own right. Driving around it you’d see missile transporters and endless rows of fighter planes. To an eighteen-year-old from near Newcastle, the American culture was like a whole new world. Back in England all we had were Wimpy bars, but on the base they had a vast array of American catering and, believe it or not, short-order food like hamburgers seemed very exotic at the time. You could eat as much as you wanted and there were delicious things to try like pumpkin pie. The military was super-organised, but when you arrived at the base all you had to do was show your passport so they could check it briefly and then they would give you a pass for the month. Terrorism was a threat even then, what with the IRA and Baader Meinhof supporters, but somehow the security didn’t seem to reflect that – I suppose they were more worried about the Russians.


We obviously had to play things that would appeal to an American audience, so we’d do covers of numbers by Stevie Wonder and Aerosmith. I also used to play a fifteen-minute solo of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s ‘Free Bird’ and all the GIs would go nuts. If you got them going they were really noisy on a Friday and Saturday night, so the colonels who ran all the shows would sometimes intervene. ‘Don’t play that, don’t whip them up. They got too drunk last night,’ they’d warn us. We’d often be told off, especially if we did too much AC/DC. I used to put a kilt on and do an Angus Young impression until eventually they banned us from doing it because it caused too much of a frenzy!


If we played in the officers’ mess we had to be a bit more reserved and maybe do some jazz or something smooth, but it had to have an American flavour. We’d do the Eagles for them. I started to sing a bit too, and I was sharing lead vocals in the band so I had to learn all the great American songs and harmonies. We used to play six hours a night as part of our contract, which was exhausting, but it strengthened my voice.
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