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			Prologue

			It’s a cracking summer morning in 1987, I’m twenty-three and I’m wanging it out of town on the A3 in my racing leathers.

			Everything in my life is going down the shitter – I’m addicted to heroin, the business is fucked, the girlfriend has left me, the flat is about to be repossessed. But who cares?

			It’s one of those perfect days to be on a bike.

			I am behaving myself as best as I can, but somewhere near Oxshott, the A3 goes into three lanes.

			I open her up, and now I’m really pinning it.

			The traffic parts, like the Red Sea for Moses, and the outside lane stretches out in front of me, shining and empty.

			Irresistible.

			So.

			Here we go.

			Twist.

			120.

			Beautiful.

			I’ve got the race pipe on and I’m making plenty of noise.

			Twist.

			125.

			Tucked perfectly into the fairing. I can hear the wind whistling past my helmet. All that shit – the flat, Billy, Tonya, the business – it’s all gone from my mind.

			Twist.

			130.

			This is exactly what this beautiful, long, peeling bend was made for.

			I’m cranked over on the left-hand side. Truly alive. Truly here.

			Motorcyclists have never needed a mindfulness coach to tell us it’s all about the journey.

			Life’s good, man.

			Too good.

			Because as I come round the corner, there’s a massive Alsatian, standing in the middle of the fast lane, staring right at me.

			I swerve to avoid it, but grab too much front brake, and now I’m going down like a sack of shit on the A3.

			Just like everyone said, the world is going into slow motion.

			Plenty of time for contemplation.
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			First set of wheels!

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I can’t think of anywhere in the world I’d rather be than on a motorbike.

			And I can’t think of anywhere in the world I’d less like to be than in a car.

			What does the car driver have? A tin frigging box, that’s what.

			When you’re driving a car, you’re not taking part; you’re a spectator. You’re in a poxy metal can. If it’s cold, you turn up the heating; if you’re hungry, you chew a wine gum.

			If you fart, you wind down the window.

			You might be looking at what’s going on, but you’re definitely not a part of it.

			When you’re riding a motorbike, you are the landscape. You’re looking after your needs, and you’re appreciating the simple things.

			‘I’ve just gone down into this valley; it’s a little bit warmer. Is that rain? No. But it’s raining over there. Result. It’s not going to rain on my road.’

			When you sit on a motorbike, as I have done for tens of thousands of miles all over the world, you’re on your own.

			I firmly believe that every single person who rides a motorbike yearns to be an individual. But society dictates that individuality is bred out of us from a very early age these days.

			It’s much easier for the various establishments that run the planet (that used to mean the Church, but now it means Facebook and Google) if people don’t do too much thinking for themselves. Stick them in a car and they’re a number. Stick us on a bike and we are who we want to be.
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			Me and my first horse power: Honey the pony!

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Motorcycling is the last great refuge of the individual. Take my Uncle Redbeard, for example. 

			I first met Dick Redbeard when my father decided it was about time we went to see the relatives before they croaked.

			So Mum, Dad and I hiked off in our grey Morris van with me, aged eight, rolling around in the back on a mattress – the health-and-safety child seat of the 1960s.

			Driving up to Liverpool on the A-roads from Norfolk, where we lived in an isolated, old rectory, was extremely boring. As an only child, I had to make my own fun. On this occasion I passed the time by bringing the Lego steering wheel I had built, and using it to steer along with the old man.

			My dad spent the whole drive up telling my mother and me how mad Redbeard was: ‘The man’s a raving loon,’ he said. ‘Rich as Croesus, but he gave up drinking Guinness when the price rose above a shilling a bottle. No idea about modern life, none whatsoever.’

			My dad seemed blissfully unaware that although Redbeard was actually my mum’s relative, he might as well have been describing himself: they were peas in a pod.

			Dad wore a three-piece tweed suit every day of his life. He loathed and feared the modern world in all its incarnations, which was the reason why I never went abroad, wore jeans or ate pasta until I was fifteen.

			We finally arrived at Uncle Dick Redbeard’s house – a large Edwardian pile set apart from the other houses around it by its storybook shabbiness. I doubt he’d ever spent a penny on it, and I guarantee he would never once have spoken to his neighbours. I don’t think he would have known what that word meant.

			I remember the smell of that house more than anything else: musk and leather and a certain sort of distinct oldness.

			Redbeard himself was clearly every bit as bonkers as my dad had said. He was old and weak and he offered sherry to my parents and diddly-squit to me, as was the way of people of that ilk and era when they saw a child. The adults stood around talking in the drawing room, so I went out into the garden to play. I don’t know how long I had been messing around out there when Redbeard stuck his head out of this crazy corrugated iron shed attached to the back of the house and called me over in his very posh voice: ‘Come and have a look in here.’

			This was my very first experience of a proper shed. It was stuffed to the gills with old motorbikes. And in the movie version of my life, this is when the angels descend, playing their little harps.

			I gazed across the sea of leather and chrome.

			‘What are they all doing in here?’ I asked, wide-eyed.

			‘Well, I can’t get rid of them, but I’m too old to ride them now,’ he said, wistfully.

			‘So they stay in here?’

			He nodded. ‘This one’s a Triumph,’ he said, pointing at one bike. Then, indicating another, ‘This is a BSA.’

			I had no idea what these words meant, but I knew from his reverent tone that they were hugely, massively important. And I also knew I was being invited to experience something special and deeply personal in Redbeard’s world.

			I ran my hands over the gleaming motorbikes, smelling the oil, breathing it all in.

			Bolted onto the handlebars of one of the bikes was a bronze dragon.

			Redbeard saw me staring at it and said, ‘That used to be a car mascot. I put it on the bike.’

			My father and Redbeard were aristocratic eccentrics to a man. But whereas my father preferred to reject modernity by hiding away in his large house and telling everyone who came by to fuck off, Redbeard was actually able to escape the pressures of social acceptability through his obsession with motorcycles.

			Even then, I loved the fact he wasn’t afraid to be different.

			That was what struck a chord with me.

			That was what I spent the next forty years trying to be.

			Different.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			On the way back home, all I could talk about were the bikes.

			I wanted one.

			My father was dead-set against it from the first moment: ‘Why do you want a blasted motorbike? Men with beards ride them, and they smell and steal things,’ was one of his classic comments on the issue.

			But it made no difference what he said. I was hooked from that first moment in Redbeard’s shed. From then on, a motorbike was all I ever really wanted, and the more my father said I wasn’t having one, the more I yearned for one.

			A few years later, Redbeard died. And by the time we got up to his house, all the bikes had gone. Other members of the family had gone in and snaffled the lot.

			This was totally, utterly devastating to me because Redbeard’s shed had loomed large in my imaginary life, and I had always banked on getting one of those bikes. Now my big chance had gone. Vanished.

			I did, however, get a pair of his goggles.

			Redbeard’s goggles became my prized possession. I used to wear them on my bicycle, a Grifter, which I had kitted out with battery-powered twin headlights and indicators – my first ever custom build.

			I’d ride round and round the woods in Norfolk, dreaming of being on a motorbike, wearing a baseball hat on my head, a scarf over my nose and Uncle Dick Redbeard’s goggles over my eyes.

			When I was ten or eleven, I discovered Motorcycle News, or MCN, as it is better known. I would cycle down to the village shop to buy it. These trips were almost my only direct contact with the ‘real’ world and, thanks to the seclusion in which I was being reared, I was utterly baffled by it.

			I’d walk into the shop and the lady behind the counter would say, ‘Busy?’ which is local speak for, ‘How are you doing?’

			I would stare blankly at her, feeling so foolish – as if I’d done something wrong – with absolutely no idea what she meant.

			Sometimes I’d think she was talking to someone behind me, and I’d turn round to check.

			Nope. No one there.

			So I’d get my pennies together as quick as I could, grab MCN and get out of there.

			I just didn’t understand the outside world. Which isn’t surprising.

			I was born into a fairly privileged, upper middle-class background, deliberately kept away from anything vaguely approaching normal life.

			The Victorian rectory we lived in, up in Norfolk, was in the middle of nowhere. It had fourteen bedrooms. And who lived there? Me, my mum, my former-army-major, eccentric old man and a dog called Lulu. The only thing my dad basically knew how to do was to kill someone, and all my mum knew was how to be his unpaid servant. She spoke like a divinely stoic 1950s’ BBC continuity announcer. She has always been my rock.

			I was sent to Beeston Hall, a private boarding school up on the north Norfolk coast. Like home, this was also totally segregated from modern society. You never had anyone coming to give a talk on rock and roll or whatever the kids get these days. We just played British Bulldog all day, which our parents thought was perfect.

			I never really had any friends over during the holidays because it would take three hours to go and collect someone in the Morris van. So if anyone did come, they would have to stay for a week.

			It was odd.

			During the summer holidays at breakfast my father would say, ‘What are you up to today?’

			I’d go, ‘Er, I don’t know.’

			‘I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to fuck off after breakfast, and then you’re going to come back in at lunch. Then you’re going to have lunch and fuck off again and come back at supper. I don’t want you in the house. I want you out and about playing in the woods.’

			He had every good intention, but this didn’t really work out very well for me.

		

	
		
			Vintage 1890s Petrol and Oil Dispenser

			The key difference between someone who is in trouble with their collecting habit and someone who’s got it under control is how they look after their stuff.

			This is my pride and joy: one of the first ever petrol dispensers. They were in chemists in the 1890s. You’d go in and you’d say, ‘I’ll have a quart of petrol, my fine fellow.’ They’d set the lever to ‘QUART’ and, it would dispense precisely that amount. It works perfectly, because, for me, collecting is also about preserving.

			Collectors are all curators. The minute you lose sight of that as a collector, then you are doing our history a disservice.

			That pump was rotting when I got it. And I’ve restored it. I even got the right colours. But if I was to cut the top off, right, and bolt a glass sheet on top and turn it into a coffee table for kitting out a massive urban flat, I’d be an arsehole, because a very rare petrol dispenser has then been lost.

			If I customize a bike, I only customize one that there are plenty of. Or I’ll build one myself, so hopefully, one day, it might be part of that history. But to brutalize something – something that is rare – is unforgivable in my view.

			I’m not a person who wants to just stack up stuff. Whatever I have, it’s got to be mint and it’s got to be beautiful.

			So why do I collect all this stuff? I don’t really know. I don’t particularly want to use it just to show off, like a Lamborghini; but I do love showing it to people I like and respect who are interested. Other shed people, basically.

			I just want to say, ‘Look at this petrol pump. Don’t you love that? They used to have them in the chemists.’

			It gives me great pleasure to tell my fellow shed people that.
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			Chapter 4

			Those trips down to the village on my Grifter were my only excursions out of a very privileged but confined existence, and Motorcycle News became my window into what I thought was the real world – a world largely populated by crazy nutbars, by the looks of things, with greasy hair and fags hanging out of their mouths, dirty and covered in oil. 

			Barry Sheene was the big star.

			Life, as represented by Motorcycle News, looked amazing. You could grow your hair. You didn’t have to wash. You could smoke and swear and wear leathers and tell everyone to fuck off.

			For an insecure, isolated little boy with a side parting, growing up in a remote vicarage with an eccentric father and a tremulous mother, it was a revelation.

			MCN whispered to me, ‘There is another way, Henry!’

			The guys in MCN didn’t give a damn about tweed jackets and good manners. These guys were obviously dangerous. They were the kind of people I was being brought up to avoid at all costs.

			It was an alluring, exciting world, and I wanted to be in it.

			All I needed was a bike.

			My obsession with motorbikes grew and grew. But it wasn’t until I was about twelve, by which time my parents had moved to Winchester, that I got to sit on one for the first time.

			The fact that this momentous event happened after we moved is significant. One of the great things about living in a town was the proximity of other people.

			I actually managed to make a friend – Tom, whose parents ran a kind of old folks’ home with bungalows dotted everywhere, and tarmac roads connecting them.

			Anyway, I was over at Tom’s one day and he opened up the garage and there was a blue Honda CB250 RSA single. He said, ‘You like motorbikes, Henry. Why don’t you have a go on that?’

			Now, of course, there was no one there to help, to show me what to do. It wasn’t as if Tom had ever gone on it. It was just in his garage. He’d only looked at it. I think it belonged to a friend of his father.

			And I didn’t have the first clue how to ride it.

			But that wasn’t going to stop me.

			I’d been pedalling on the Grifter for the last eight years, imagining I was going to get on a motorcycle, and now, that amazing day had come.

			This was my big chance. So I laid my hands on the handlebars of this enormous motorcycle that I could hardly push, and I wheeled it out of the garage.

			And in that moment, something happened. I became one of those people in Motorcycle News. I felt different, somehow. Empowered.

			Just like that. I was in the club.

			There was this network of tarmac paths in front of me, and I just thought, This is it; this is the place to do it. I’m going to get on this bike, ride it, and my life is never, ever going to be same again.

			I got on.

			And suddenly, all my confidence, all my joy – it all vanished, vaporized, disappeared, and I was just completely and utterly terrified. I’d been dreaming about this moment for half of my life, but now that it was a reality . . . well . . . I’d never really thought about reality in my dreams or my imagination.

			Specifically, I’d never thought about how you actually rode one of these things.

			I know now that it must have been left in neutral, or else I’d never have been able to wheel it out of the garage. So when I started it up by pressing the button, and heard that engine growl, my confidence returned. I’d done that!

			But how was I going to get it to move?

			Tom said, ‘I think you pull that thing, and press that thing in you know, and then let it out really slowly.’

			So I gingerly pulled what I now know is the clutch lever, and pressed the gear shift down with my left foot, and then I released the clutch and VROOOM, I tore off down the path, totally out of control, no clue how to stop, no idea what I was doing, bunny hopping all the way. I left the tarmac, veered up onto the grass, careened into a bush and the thing came to a stop.

			In the space of five, maybe ten seconds, my dreams had turned to tatters. The future I’d longed for for so many years had turned out to be a complete nightmare. All those fantasies – how I was going to be dangerous and ride off and fuck society and show my old man what I was made of and beat Barry Sheene – they were all gone.

			I was just devastated.

			Pushing that motorbike back into the garage and bicycling home from Tom’s place, I was totally bereft. I didn’t understand how reality could be so harsh.

			Now, all these years later, I look back on it and I think, Actually Henry, mate, you did all right. You kept it shiny side up and you stayed on. You must have got it back into neutral or you wouldn’t have been able to get it back in the garage. You survived it.

			A few months later I had another go.

			This time, I was on a suitable bike for a first timer, a little yellow Honda Melody, no gears, with a basket on the front. Same place, Tom’s gaff, same little roads. I don’t know who it belonged to this time; a sister or a cousin of Tom’s or something. It was definitely a female’s bike.

			It was twist and go. And I got on it and off I went!

			I could ride!

			I could ride, man!

			I went round and round that complex on this yellow thing with a basket and that feeling came back – that feeling that I know now a free spirit gets every time he or she gets on a bike, even a little Honda Melody with a shopping basket on the front.

			For me, it was an amazing moment because that’s when I realized that my dream could become a reality.

			I didn’t learn properly how to ride a bike with a clutch and gears until I was about fourteen. There was this guy called Harvey who was a photocopier salesman and he looked like a cross between Noel Edmonds on a bad day and the Bay City Rollers – but so did a lot of people back then.

			He drove a massive brown Cortina estate that he used to take his photocopiers around in (because they were so big in those days), but he also had an RD250 Yamaha that he let me have a go on whenever I wanted.

			Looking back on it, maybe it was weird that I was hanging around with this older dude, but I’ve never been someone who has been bothered about people’s ages. He was just part of our gang.

			I got the hang of it pretty quick, because I understood the main thing was that you have to accelerate as you let the clutch out, and that’s when it all started to make sense.

			Harvey had another bike as well – a Z650 – and so off we went down the road together. Totally illegal, of course, and I’ve no idea why he let me ride it, but, hey, would Barry Sheene have cared about a little detail like that?

			Harvey told me not to do anything in a hurry, and I think that’s still the most valuable advice about riding motorbikes that anyone has ever given me. I still keep to that adage today, especially in the rain.

			I’d ride whenever I could with Harvey, and it was a watershed time: as soon as I started riding that bike, that’s when life became interesting, as far as I was concerned.

			By the time I was about fourteen, I’d sorted it out, you know. I didn’t do my test till I was eighteen. Nowadays, the test is a huge, convoluted experience that costs about £750, with people wearing headphones and hi-viz jackets following you and talking to you just like you’re in a car with them. In my day, you’d take your RD250 (although I hired a bike for the day) up to Merton, in London, and drive round four sides of a square, while a geezer stood on the corner and said, ‘Right, next time you come round, I’m going to step out for an emergency stop’.

			Well, he stepped out 50 yards away from me. I pulled up and thought I’d better go a little bit further and brake, otherwise that’s embarrassing. My mate Chas Smash, he actually fell off doing his test and he still passed. He got back on the bike and came round and said, ‘Everything all right?’

			Yeah, fine, absolutely sweet, mate, no stress. And he passed even though he had a gravel rash on his knee.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			So as you can maybe guess, I really yearned as a kid to have an off-road motocross bike, you know, and throw myself at the countryside. But my father was having none of that. He totally and utterly loathed my obsession with motorbikes. And I’m absolutely convinced that if he had taken me off to be taught properly in a safe environment like kids do nowadays, I wouldn’t be as fanatical as I am now.

			Fortunately for my father (or perhaps, unfortunately, as it turned out) he had unlimited faith in Britain’s private school system, and he was unshakeably confident that all the motorbike nonsense would be knocked out of my head at Eton.

			I had never been involved in any discussion about where I was going to school. It was always going to be Eton. In fact, I think my father’s exact words were: ‘It’s either Eton or nothing. It’s up to you.’

			So, Eton, then.

			My father was educated in the Raj in India, but my ­mother’s family had been going to Eton since at least 1821, when my great-great-great-great uncle William Ewart Gladstone, later Prime Minister Gladstone, rocked up for his first day.

			If you want to go to Eton these days, you have to do about six million tests to make sure you are super intelligent, but in those days, the system was a bit more relaxed.

			I was prepped to take common entrance in the summer like everybody else, and then I was going to start at Eton in September. But one day, during the Easter term, Swindells (Beeston Hall’s headmaster) appeared and said: ‘Cole, come to my study.’ I, naturally enough, thought, Fuck, I’m going to get beaten again. But in I went and he said, ‘Right, I’ve just had a call from Eton, there’s a space available now, so you’re taking common entrance in two weeks and you’ll be going to Eton in the summer term.’

			‘Er, what? Ok . . .’

			I guess some rogue kids had got expelled or something, and Swindell figured I had a better chance of getting in if I went for it off-season.

			I can’t remember taking the exam, but I do remember the interview.

			I sat down opposite this bloke called McCrum and he said, ‘So, on your mother’s side, there’s been a whole lineage of Gladstones here, hasn’t there, Henry?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Do you play cricket?’

			‘Yes, sir. I’m in the first XI’ (which it was pretty difficult not to be at my prep school).

			‘Do you open the batting, Cole?’

			‘Well, I have done, sir, yes.’

			‘Good, good. Well, see you in the summer!’

			‘Ok, sir. Thank you, sir.’

			And so that summer, off I went. There were eighteen of us who went to Eton in the summer term – the summer half, as they call it – and then, at the end of term, we stayed down a year when all the people we’d got to know went up.

			It was madness.

		

	
		
			Mavis

			Meet Mavis, my Norton ES2. My daily ride.

			I found her in a shed. Like all good things she’s a mongrel. She’s a mismatch of everything. I cannot tell you which bit of Mavis should be on which bike. All I do know is that whoever built her got it right.

			She’s an old Norton 500, with an ES2 engine and a doll’s head gearbox, and I got her for Shed and Buried.

			I got on her for the first time, kicked her and she sparked into life on that first kick, after being in a shed for five years.

			I filled up the tyres with air and I rode her from that moment on.

			Once I’d fettled her a bit, I did something very stupid. I sold her to my mate Dave for two thousand two hundred quid. I couldn’t sleep that night, and the next morning I rang Dave up and said, ‘Mate, I’m sorry to fuck you about. I’ve got to buy her back.’

			She’s from 1947 and she is the most mellow, laid-back, glorious, single-cylinder motorcycle you will ever ride.

			Whoever built her just got it right, in the riding position, the styling and stance of her and her ability to calm the soul as you’re riding along.

			She just fuds along, and I have never, ever even taken the engine apart because I think to myself, If she goes this well, why bother changing it?

			She is in no way ostentatious. She in no way offends anyone. She’s got an endearing, rather feminine quality about her.

			Mave should have girder forks, but she has telescopic forks, and it kind of works. I worry if you tried to return it to standard, you’d wreck the whole feel of her and the reason for her being special. She’s like me: a mismatch. I’m just a load of parts that shouldn’t work properly, but I seem to get on with life. And so does she.

			She’s everything I want from a motorcycle at my age, for road riding, which means she’s predictable, she’s mellow, she’ll bumble along at 60 all day long on country roads and she’s understated. She’s classless and timeless, in my view, and living proof of the fact that in motorcycling, the amount of money you spend on a bike is irrelevant.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			So there I was at Eton. And after my weird childhood, it all seemed very normal. I fitted in pretty well. 

			I made a lifelong friend in those first few weeks – a guy called Charlie Meynell. We were absolutely chalk and cheese, completely, and still are to this day. He wore tweed and I smoked weed. If he sees a bloke on a bike, he assumes they’re about to kill him.

			There were no longer cold baths in the mornings at Eton in the 1970s, but there was still morning school, where you had to get up and go to a lesson before breakfast. And they still had a system called fagging – and no, it wasn’t what the word ‘fag’ and public school might get some people thinking. Being someone’s fag meant you were their personal slave: you had to polish their shoes and all that kind of stuff. The fag masters were in the top year, and the fags were in the bottom year.

			Eton was a hundred per cent boarding school, and the students were divided up across twenty-five boarding houses, dotted around the town. I was a fag to this very nice geezer called Lord Balniel. Now of course, I’d heard all the stories and I’d watched Tom Brown’s School Days, and I was terrified that Flashman was going to come and bugger me or I was going to be sexually abused. But I’ve got to say, it was a very positive experience – and fair play to old Lord Balniel. I’ll never forget: I turn up the first day to his room (because we all had separate rooms) and he goes, ‘Right, what I want is my socks cleaned and I want my shirts done; you’ll find my rugby boots there, you need to clean those,’ and all that kind of stuff.

			So I was kind of set these rules by Ant – as I called Lord Balniel, after a while – and it was fine. And all these well-meaning people who say how wrong it is to have a school system where one boy is allowed to boss around another just because he is older than him – what they don’t understand is that I would never have talked to Lord Balniel if I hadn’t been his fag because he was up at the top of the school; he was a prefect, and he wore a fancy waistcoat and a special tie. But actually, he treated me brilliantly and he included me in stuff that he was up to.

			He’d say, ‘Right, Cole, this afternoon you’ll come and support me on the First XV,’ or whatever it was.

			‘Ok, guv,’ I’d say, and I’d go and I’d watch. It made me feel part of the school – and it was the first time I’d really felt part of anything.

			The thing that never sat right with me about Eton was the feeling of elitism. While I knew that by virtue of being there, I was part of the elite, I thought, through the pages of Motorcycle News, that there was more fun to be had being a regular geezer. But then I didn’t really know what a regular geezer was. Genuinely – I’d never even worn a pair of jeans. 

			My first rebellion was smoking. That was probably where I started to slightly go off the rails at Eton.

			I’d smoked occasional cigarettes since the age of eight, because at that age, I was desperate to try it and my father gave me a black Russian Sobranie cigarette with a gold tip. He said, ‘If you really want to smoke so much, then smoke this.’

			I think he was hoping I’d be sick or something, but I wasn’t. I smoked that fag right down to the butt, and said to my father, ‘Can I have another?’

			He went, ‘Right, this is the deal. You can have a cigarette on Christmas Day every year and that’s it.’

			By the age of thirteen, I was allowed one cigarette a week, and I was inhaling by then.

			At Eton, I started smoking fags profusely, and I loved the sense of rebellion and belonging that came with that.

			To this day, I’ve never thrown a party because I’m terrified that no one will turn up. Letting people know they were invited to come to my room and smoke fags is the closest I ever got. My room was the best for smoking because it had a kind of ventilation shaft in the wall that literally sucked all the cigarette smoke out of the airspace.

			I became part of a clan. Even then, I had a knack that when I went to a party, I could find people like me. I could pick them out immediately. It wasn’t just that their shirts were hanging out or their hair was messy. I could tell that, deep down, they were the same as me: rebels without a cause, rebelling against something that they didn’t even understand. It was only much, much later that I found out that those people I could spot a mile off were all addicts.

			What happened to really kick things off was what happened to a lot of people my age – punk. 

			Just because we were locked away in some posh boarding school, don’t think punk didn’t have the same mind-blowing effect on us that it had on so many other teenagers in 1977 and 78.

			We loved the idea of anarchy as much as anyone. There was an energy at school that the system couldn’t contain – a sense that the kids were revolting, rebelling against all this poshery that they had been immersed in.

			I’ll never forget when ‘Eton Rifles’ by The Jam came out. It was, of course, a song about class war, and how unfairly the system was stacked in favour of privileged Etonians like us. There certainly was no shortage of twats who would have jeered and spat at an unemployment march, but there was also a ton of us who were as sick of the privilege of Eton as Paul Weller himself.

			It was partly that song that got me into music. I took up drumming (really badly), having originally started off playing the bass guitar (really, really badly). I got a band together with my cousin Charlie Gladstone; I played drums and he sang and this other guy, Nick, was on guitar.

			We decided we were going to go on tour, and our first gig, which we somehow persuaded our music teacher to organize for us, was at a local girls’ school. I bought pink, fluffy bondage trousers and a UK Subs T-shirt, and I thought I was the bomb. Charlie was more into two-tone stuff, black and white checked trousers and that. We were a complete mishmash of different styles, but that was what was great about music then – everything was a jumble of all kinds of looks and genres and that was the fun of it; everyone was exploring everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			As I was in a band, I felt it was incumbent upon me to smoke dope. I used to smoke weed down at the school’s music studios. And I would deal it, going up to Slough to buy it in bulk, selling a bit to pay for my own.

			Then, like a million other tokers before us, we had a bright idea: it’s a plant, right? Why not grow it ourselves? Save the hassle of going into Slough.

			It was not a professional operation. I grew the plants in my window box (well, attempted to grow would be a fairer description of my horticultural endeavours). Smart, eh? Obviously, my housemaster, Mr Roynon, found it. It was quite a big deal and it triggered a schoolwide drugs purge. They got the police dog in to have a sniff about. Six of my mates got expelled in the fallout.

			I thought, This is it. They’re going to kick me out. The old man’s not going to be happy at all. I said to Nick, ‘We’re stuffed, mate. They’ve kicked out six of us and we’re the last. So here’s what we’re going to do, man, we’re just going to tell the truth.’

			He looked at me like I was mad, but what else could we do?

			I went into the headmaster first. He said, ‘Henry, you’ve been caught twelve times for smoking cigarettes, and now you’re smoking this stuff? Why?’

			I explained that Nick and I thought we were cool (true), and we were in a rock-and-roll band (true) and we’d tried smoking a bit of weed (true) – but we didn’t really like it (sort of true) and we hadn’t smoked it for a couple of weeks (not at all true).

			‘But you’ve been growing it, Henry,’ he said.

			‘Well, I’ve been trying, sir, but nothing’s happened, really. I mean, we got some shoots [which they’d found], but nothing more than that, really. I can only apologise, sir. It’s just been me and Nick having a quick try, and I guess you’ve got to try things in life, haven’t you, sir?’

			He looked at me strangely and sent me out to wait in the corridor. I was convinced we were finished.

			But Nick went in and said the same thing, and when he called us both back in, he said, ‘I’ve expelled everyone else who’s been involved. But you two have told the truth and that’s different to the other six, so I’m going to rusticate both of you for four weeks. You’re to go home and revise. Go and see your housemaster and tell him you need to be on a train, now.’

			I got changed out of my school clothes and Roynon drove me to the train station in my bondage trousers and my mother’s black rubber macintosh. I’d also shaved off all my hair and had a skinhead. So when I got to Winchester train station, my mother didn’t recognise me. Not surprising, really, as when I had left for school at the end of the holidays I was wearing brogues, corduroy trousers, a tweed jacket and my hair was in a side parting.

			Six weeks is a long time when you’re sixteen.

			Eventually, she identified me. She burst into tears, as we got into her little Triumph Dolomite.

			We got home, walked in the door and my father looked at me. He said, ‘You fucking cunt.’

			I said, ‘I’m so sorry, Father, I didn’t mean to . . .’

			He said, ‘I don’t give a fuck about the drugs. What do you look like?’

			‘I’m trying to be cool, Dad, you know?’

			‘Cool? You look like a twat! Get out of your mother’s fucking gardening coat.’

			Lots of bikers have issues with drugs. From those first days smoking weed at school, I became one of them. 

			Blimey, I haven’t had a drink or drug for thirty years! It’s taken me that long to realize that motorcycling and addiction were two responses – one healthy and one unhealthy – to the same thing: the feeling I had that everyone was always dissatisfied with me, that I didn’t fit in somehow. I desperately wanted to be an individual but I didn’t have a bloody clue how or why.
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