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PROLOGUE



Look at me. I’m a funny little geezer, really. Skinny. Only five feet seven inches. Bow legs and a lopsided walk. But I was born with a star presence. That’s an indefinable quality, but I’ve got it.

Roger Daltrey



The long queue snaking around the side of the building in London’s Charing Cross Road tells its own story. The venue is the Mean Fiddler and the event is a London convention for fans of The Who. Two members of the band, Keith Moon and John Entwistle, are both dead, but the message for the assembled fans is that Roger Daltrey, Pete Townshend and The Who live on.

It’s exactly 40 years since Townshend delivered his short, sharp, three-chord shock as The Who’s opening salvo on disc. Four decades have passed since Roger Daltrey sang Townshend’s words of teenage angst and inarticulate frustration for that first record ‘I Can’t Explain’.

Once inside the Mean Fiddler, it’s like a flashback in time. On the walls are posters from decades ago advertising upcoming concerts by The Who, Townshend pictured with trademark armupraised on high over his guitar. Specially erected monitors are screening vintage, possibly bootleg, footage of the band, filmed adoringly by some fan, showing Roger cockily strutting the stage swinging his microphone lead as though about to lasso a steer.

In one corner of the club bidding has started for a rare copy of Ready Steady Who!, an EP issued on 11 November 1966. Its cover picture shows four very young musicians, Roger looking almost angelic, piercing blue eyes gazing out under golden hair combed forward Beatles-style. Two of the tracks are ‘Bucket T’ and ‘Barbara Ann’, recorded as sops to the musical tastes of Keith Moon, The Who’s long-dead, lamented, demonic drummer, a fanatical devotee of California’s surf sounds of the 1960s.

At another table fans are jostling for prospective purchases of concert programmes and pictures of Pete Townshend in mid-air scissors kick, the late John Entwistle leaning deadpan up against his Marshall amp, Moon with drumsticks a blur, and Roger in his pomp, hair a mass of curls, frilled buckskin jacket open to reveal his taut, lean torso.

At the bar the talk, in hushed tones, is of sadness at the quite recent death of Entwistle, The Who’s bassist. ‘But doesn’t Roger look good,’ says one fan brightly, wearing a T-shirt with a colourful archery target design on the front, sixties Mod-style. ‘I mean, look at Rog. You’d never think there was just a few months in age between him and Keith Richards of the Stones, now would you?’

That same night, some nine miles across town, just over the River Thames and close to the point where the Oxford and Cambridge crews start their annual boat race, the popular Half Moon pub-cum-music venue in Putney is packed with punters listening to a tribute band called Who’s Who. Their set is as faithful a reproduction of Who numbers as they can muster over two frantic hours, and the singer has Roger Daltrey’s distinctive on-stage mannerisms off to a T, even if he inevitably, yet understandably, falls a decibel and a semitone short when it comes to matching his bloodcurdling scream in the middle of his band’s version of ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’. The audience, many of whom are teenagers, know all the words and sing along at appropriate moments.

Across the Atlantic, for millions of Americans Roger’s singing of ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’, with its obvious message, remains the abiding memory of the charity concert for New York that was held after the desperate events of 9/11.

That same day, in the London offices of Roger’s management, plans are under way for he and Pete Townshend to team up for yet another fund-raising concert for the Teenage Cancer Trust to which Roger, cruelly scarred by living with cancer within his own family, is so deeply committed. There’s also a remarkable offer to consider: an invitation to The Who to play at the 2004 Isle of Wight festival in front of 60,000 fans, 34 years after they first made a memorable appearance there.

On this very same day a 22-year-old disc jockey in Ohio is telling his listeners that there has never been a better group than The Who, and that there never will be. ‘They will never f-f-f-fade away,’ he says, echoing the way Roger stutteringly sang it all those years ago. To prove it, the DJ says, he’s going to play two hours of non-stop Who.

In Australia, rumours are spreading among devotees of The Who that Roger and Pete are set to play some concerts ‘down under’, more than three decades after they left the country in disgrace after a riotous tour. ‘You have behaved atrociously while you’ve been here and we hope you never come back,’ was the telegram Australia’s Prime Minister, Senator John Gorton, sent Roger and Co. after the mayhem and misbehaviour culminated in Keith Moon smashing his way into a hotel to park his rented car in the lobby. Now, Roger and Pete Townshend will return to a hero’s welcome 36 years later.

Back in London an invitation was being posted to Roger to attend the Capital FM Music Awards and accept the Outstanding Contribution to Music Award on behalf of The Who. Roger was to receive a standing ovation as he collected the trophy at the Royal Lancaster Hotel.

Meanwhile, in dozens of countries around the world, The History Channel is showing a programme in which Roger can be seen fashioning a canoe from a fallen tree using a primitive chisel of the kind employed by frontiersmen in North America 200 years ago. For Roger is the presenter of Extreme History, a series which examines survival techniques of years ago. Chipping away at the log reminds him, he tells viewers, of how he made his first guitar from a block of wood, hopelessly unable to afford the real thing. That was a memory trawled up from all of 48 years ago, when he was a 12-year-old and, like countless others, had excitedly caught the early strains of Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly on the radio.

The man who famously sang the words ‘Hope I die before I get old’ turned 60 in March 2004. Pete Townshend, the man who wrote those lyrics for rock’s classic in-your-face anthem ‘My Generation’, will reach the same milestone in May 2005. The irony of those lyrics is not lost on either of them.

Roger is in every way a survivor. His very birth was something of a miracle, his mother having been advised she could never have children. As a child he came chillingly close to dying of a poisoned stomach, but pulled through. As a young man and in middle age he somehow came safely through the madness, the chaos and the excesses that went with being on the road as lead singer in what was arguably the greatest, and certainly the most riotous and destructive, rock ’n’ roll band in the world. He survived.

‘Being lead singer of The Who is a very physical job that keeps me in shape,’ he explains, ‘but even way back in the early days, I kept things pretty clean. Don’t get me wrong, I had a good time all right, but I was sharing the stage with some raging alcoholics and addicts, and one of us had to keep a clear head.’

Roger has survived witnessing lung cancer claim the lives of both his mother and father, and breast cancer bring his sister’s life to an end at the tragically young age of 32. A second sister has also had a brush with cancer, and he has used his own gift of continuing life, health and rock icon status to work with extraordinary dedication to raise huge sums of money to better the lives of teenagers stricken by the disease.

And yet, in addition to his natural survival qualities, there has been more than a hint of Lady Luck throughout his career. It’s very doubtful Roger would be the star he is now if he had not been given the chance to transform himself from competent but unexceptional singer of Chicago blues to dramatic interpreter of Pete Townshend’s songs. ‘Pete was the most important songwriter of the twentieth century,’ he concedes gratefully. ‘He did more to move music and lyrics on than any other writer. He paints wonderful pictures for me, emotionally and lyrically.’

Where would Roger be now if his bandmates had decided not to reinstate him after they had unanimously kicked him out of The Who after a violent confrontation with Keith Moon? Luck and timing decreed that a heavy workload for The Who, and the strong association of Roger’s vocals with the then just-breaking ‘My Generation’, meant he had to be restored as lead singer.

Would Roger and The Who have been the worldwide sensation they became had the sun not picked its moment to steal so magically over the horizon, bathing him in a golden glow, just as he sang the inspiring refrain from ‘Tommy’ See Me, Feel Me, Touch Me, Heal Me during the peace-and-love rock festival at Woodstock? It was extraordinarily fortunate timing – the band should have been on stage many hours earlier.

‘It was like a gift from God,’ says Roger of that mystical moment, captured so memorably and so tellingly in the Woodstock movies screened around the world. For many it was and still is the highlight of the festival. For The Who it was a gargantuan moment, and within a year Roger and the rest of the group were all millionaires.

But for providence and, it must be said, a steely determination to follow his dream of becoming a rock singer, Roger believes he might have been a teenage delinquent headed for a life of petty crime and villainy like some of the rough crowd he had rubbed shoulders with for teenage kicks. Rock ’n’ roll, he willingly admits, offered him a different life, a way out from the tedium of factory work.

Rock music is littered with ex-wives who have fallen by the wayside, casualties of the hedonistic lifestyle that accompanies elevation of their husbands to the status of rock gods. Roger would never call himself a saint, but his marriage to former model Heather remains rock solid after more than 30 years, their children the focal point of their lives.

If Roger’s solo recording efforts have not been as successful as he might have hoped, his voice continues to inspire new generations through the continuing sale in vast quantities of CDs by The Who.

Recently, while looking back nostalgically over the past four decades, he still marvelled at how The Who managed to become quite so special. ‘How come four people who were different and didn’t socialise came together and made music with such passion?’ he wondered. ‘I really appreciate what we had between us. For four people to get together and create something like that is a magical thing. I mean, there’s billions of people on the planet. Why did us four come together and make that noise?’

That noise, as he tongue-in-cheek describes it, has brought him wealth beyond his wildest dreams, the pride in achievement of a man from such humble beginnings, satisfaction in ambitions realised and a place in Rock ’n’ Roll’s Hall of Fame.

For all this and much besides, Roger touchingly admits he is profoundly grateful. ‘We have been incredibly lucky. I wake up every morning thinking, Gawd, what a life! When you think about the great bands of all time, there’s only a handful like the Stones and The Who who’ve gone on for as long as we have. And you think, why us? It’s an extraordinary life we’ve had. Why should we come together and make that noise and create that extraordinary thing? God knows. Life is weird.’



CHAPTER ONE




BORN SURVIVOR


He was a miracle baby, and I was a miracle mother. I couldn’t believe it when I first held Roger in my arms.

Irene Daltrey



The most remarkable thing about the birth of Roger Daltrey was that it ever happened at all. If his mother, Irene, had been a less courageous, less determined woman and had listened to the frequently repeated medical advice that with her fragile constitution she should not even contemplate the dangerous business of getting pregnant and starting a family, her son would never have entered the world.

Harry Daltrey married his pretty, auburn-haired sweetheart Irene in 1936. The Second World War was still three years away and unthinkable at that time, when Hitler was just a slightly comical German leader left fuming as American Jesse Owens soured the Aryan dream by scooping gold medals at the Berlin Olympics. Harry and Irene were both 23 and the two Londoners had been courting for several years before tying the knot.

But the happiness of the London couple was rudely interrupted just nine months after the wedding, when Irene was struck down with a kidney disease that was to blight her life for the next nine years and apparently dash for ever her hopes of having children. In hospital doctors removed one of her kidneys, but then she contracted polyneuritis, an inflammation of the nerves, which in turn led to a form of polio. ‘I was put in an iron lung for two months and I really thought it was the end, that I was going to die,’ Irene recounted years later. ‘I was completely paralysed. All the feeling left my body, and I lay in Seagrave Road Fever Hospital just staring at the ceiling for a whole year. I had no feeling anywhere. Then came five years in a wheelchair. I felt so helpless, and hopeless too.’ Sadly, Irene was never to regain full use of her hands.

Irene’s despair was only increased when all her doctors told her that becoming a mother with just one kidney was out of the question. Forget it, they told her, it won’t ever happen – a shattering verdict for a newly married woman in her early twenties. To add to Irene’s heartbreak, her four sisters were all busy starting families and she dreaded the thought of being the only one to end up childless.

When the Second World War started, Harry was drafted into the army. However, on several occasions he was granted compassionate leave because of Irene’s ill health, sometimes of up to three months, and during one of their reunions she surprised everyone by becoming pregnant.

Irene was by now in her thirties, and throughout those distressing five years in a wheelchair and the years that followed, she had never given up hope. She had always wanted a baby and resolutely clung to the belief that one day she would succeed in giving birth. ‘And then it happened!’ she said. ‘I knew it was a gamble. But when I became pregnant in 1943 I was determined to go through with it, despite all the warnings.’

Inevitably there was many an anxious moment in the months leading up to the birth. Harry was away in Germany fighting in the war and years of illness had taken its toll on Irene. But her courage was buoyed by the support of various relatives and friends who regularly visited her at the couple’s rented home at 15 Percy Road, Shepherd’s Bush, west London.

Those winter months of 1943–4 saw a relentless effort by the Nazi war machine to bomb London into submission, and the end of February 1944 found a heavily pregnant Irene regularly hurrying as fast as she could to leave the house and take shelter in the bowels of Shepherd’s Bush Tube station after a wailing siren signalled yet another German air raid was on its way. Each time she sought refuge, Irene took with her some meagre provisions and some blankets to stave off the bitter cold as she desperately tried to snatch some much-needed sleep. On one occasion she left her home not a moment too soon, because the house next door suffered a direct hit and was reduced to a pile of rubble. The bombing killed 20 people, but somehow the Daltreys’ home escaped serious damage and remained habitable.

Huddling together for warmth with other local residents on the station platform, Irene could hear the muffled rumble of bombs exploding in the vicinity about a hundred feet above her. It was at this moment that Roger Daltrey started to indicate he was ready to make his arrival in the world. Irene knew at once that her baby was on its way and the wardens helped her to climb the stairs up to the street. ‘We were all scared stiff,’ said Irene, who never forgot the horror of emerging from underground to be greeted by the sight of almost every house in Percy Road ablaze from the relentless assault from the sky. ‘An ambulance rushed me to the hospital through the smoke. Our street had been hit. Twenty were killed that night. Even then Roger kept me waiting for a full week.’

The previous nine years of ill health inevitably made for a difficult birth. At one point it looked as though Irene’s child would be a Leap Year baby, born on 29 February 1944, and she begged the hospital to delay delivery, if possible, until 1 March 1944. She told the nurses she wanted to hang on until then because that date happened to be her mother’s birthday. Irene got her wish, by just a couple of hours.

Finally Roger Harry Daltrey was safely delivered at 2am at Hammersmith Hospital, in Du Cane Road, not far from Wormwood Scrubs Prison, on 1 March 1944. For Irene, it was a moment of overwhelming joy when she came round to hear a smiling nurse inform her: ‘You’ve got a lovely boy.’

When she had first gone into labour Irene had been frightened that the terrible scare she had suffered from the bombs might have somehow harmed or even disfigured her baby. Weak and exhausted as she was, she knew it was the happiest moment of her life. ‘A miracle. He was a miracle baby, and I was a miracle mother,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I first held Roger in my arms.’ Irene had the admiration of family, friends and medical staff, all fully aware of the ordeal she had been through to become a mother. Having triumphed against all the odds, she dressed Roger in pristine white for the first two years of his life.

Irene’s immense relief and her pride and joy at defying medical opinion were rapidly tempered by Harry’s having to kiss his wife and new-born son a tearful goodbye shortly afterwards. He had been given compassionate leave to be with Irene for the birth, but now he was returning to Germany to stand shoulder to shoulder once more with his fellow gunners in the Royal Artillery. As the war raged on with no sign of ending, Irene was just one of many thousands of wives of British servicemen fearful that she would end up widowed. Now she had her longed-for baby, she worried that he might never get the chance to know his father.

Within weeks of Roger’s arrival, Prime Minister Winston Churchill was ominously warning the British nation: ‘The hour of our greatest effort is approaching.’ Londoners braced themselves for another blitz, and now the capital’s residents were threatened with a new peril as Hitler unleashed Germany’s much-vaunted ‘secret weapon’ the V-1 flying bomb, a pilotless, jet-propelled air-craft capable of flying at 400mph and carrying nearly a ton of explosive.

By 11 July 1944, Churchill was telling a sombre House of Commons that between 100 and 150 ‘doodlebugs’ or ‘buzz bombs,’ as the missiles became known, were being launched against Britain every day, and a total of 2,754 of them had caused 2,752 deaths and 8,000 casualties.

The very real terror and the rising casualty toll as the Germans intensified their doodlebug attacks prompted the second mass wartime exodus of children from London. More than 41,000 mothers and children were evacuated, among them Irene and the infant Roger. Their destination was a farm in Stranraer, on the south-west coast of Scotland, so remote that the nearest village shop was several miles away. It was to be Irene and Roger’s home for the next 13 months, but after the warmth of London it felt like living on another planet, for it was so isolated and inaccessible a retreat that mother and son barely saw another soul during the entire time they were there.

Irene was still having difficulty in walking and using her hands, which compounded her problems, especially in the snow, and there were no neighbours to help her out. Water had to be collected in a bucket from a tap a ten-minute walk away, there was no electric lighting, only oil lamps, and because oil for these was in short supply there was no alternative for Irene but to go to bed when darkness fell.

Worse still, there were no proper cooking facilities. What little food Irene managed to find had to be cooked over an open fire in the hearth. She was desperately worried that Roger would not survive such hardship, and the fact that all she could feed him every day was boiled potatoes led to a brush with rickets. It was a desperate struggle in every way for Irene and her undernourished baby, especially as she was unused to living in the country.

But at least the farm was a safe haven, and indeed Irene and Roger had left the capital in the nick of time. By 9 September 1944 a second Battle of London was being fought, with Chiswick, not far from the Shepherd’s Bush area, where Irene and Harry had always lived, the first to feel the force of a new and terrible German weapon. The V-2 long-range rocket, weighing 15 tons and carrying a one-ton warhead, was launched from the Netherlands and Germany. These missiles gave no warning save for a ‘tearing sound, like an express train’ as they landed vertically from a high altitude, travelling faster than the speed of sound. When the first one landed in Chiswick it caused a blast wave that could be felt not just in Percy Road but much further.

But then, on 13 May 1945, suddenly the war was over, and Irene and Roger were able to return to their home in London. Irene and other relations and friends of the Daltreys laid on a big party for Harry’s homecoming, and he returned proudly wearing a lance corporal’s stripe on his sleeve. ‘That was my very first memory – of my dad coming back from the war in his tin helmet,’ Roger recalled later. Irene’s recollection was the look of disgust on her little son’s face when he saw this man, a stranger to Roger, getting into bed with his mother.

From his early childhood Roger was always getting up to some sort of mischief. When he was three his parents were alarmed to discover that he had managed to swallow a large nail, which required hospital surgeons to open him up to effect an extraction. Young Roger emerged from surgery with a lasting reminder, a sizeable scar on his body. Years later, when he ran with a rough crowd in Shepherd’s Bush and needed to show what a tough nut he was, he would pull up his shirt and imaginatively brag that the scar was the legacy of a fight with a thug who had pulled out a knife and stabbed him.

Unfortunately for Roger, the extraction of the nail was not the end of the matter. The nail had been riddled with rust and over time it harmed the lining of Roger’s stomach. By the time he was five he had developed an ulcer which brought him close to death. The poison had spread through his stomach, making him seriously ill.

‘We almost lost him,’ Harry recalled. ‘He was back inside West London hospital for six weeks while they fought for his life.’ Irene was distraught. Having overcome huge odds to give birth, she now faced the heartbreaking prospect of losing her little son because of a rusty nail. But Roger showed a strength, a resilience and an instinct for survival that would be a hallmark of his character throughout his life, and he pulled through.

When he was sufficiently recovered, Roger went first to Westfield Road Infants’ School and later to Victoria Primary School, both near Shepherd’s Bush. Harry and Irene, heartened to find that Roger’s reports invariably showed he was doing well at art, music and PT, also made sure their son went to Sunday school. They hoped he might join the choir there, as he had started to show a real interest in music and had begun to enjoy trying to pick out a few tunes on an old piano at home. But young Roger was not taken with the idea of becoming a choirboy. He did, however, take up the trumpet when he joined the Boys’ Brigade, where he also liked to exercise in the gym, which helped put some muscles on his wiry frame.

Having safely produced Roger, Irene went on to prove the doctors wrong twice more by giving birth to two sisters for her son: Gillian, born two years later, and Carol, born 12 months after her in 1947. The Daltreys were a staunchly working-class, tightly knit family but, like many families living in post-war London, they found there was peace but not prosperity. Harry, who had left school at 14, worked as an insurance clerk and later as a clerk for Armitage Shanks in Acton, a company which made bathroom furniture, water closets and sanitary fittings – a job which later earned him a nickname from Roger as ‘the lavvy man’. Money was not exactly plentiful and although for a long time he couldn’t afford a car, Harry eventually managed to scrape together the cash to buy an old London taxi, which was spacious enough to take the family plus assorted uncles and aunts for holidays at Jaywick, near Clacton in Essex. There was much merriment among the occupants when Harry lowered the cab’s hood and they drove around pretending they were royalty.

The house in Percy Road was usually bursting with various members of the Daltrey clan because Irene had eight brothers and sisters, and the three-storey building was rented not just by Harry and Irene but also by one of Roger’s many aunts. The house was conveniently divided diagonally so that the aunt occupied the three rooms downstairs and a room at the back upstairs. A further four rooms upstairs were occupied by Harry and Irene and their children. Since the aunt also had three daughters and Roger had two sisters, the future frontman of The Who grew up surrounded by females. If he got fed up with their girly chatter he would take himself off to play football or cricket at the local bombsites or in the streets with some of the many other young lads who lived in his street.

Early on in his life Roger developed a fondness for fishing. ‘I always loved it as a kid,’ he says. ‘Gravel pits, ponds or even the Grand Union Canal, which, believe it or not, is a great place to fish. You don’t just catch bike frames and old boots.’

Roger was generally a happy young boy who willingly accepted the fairly structured working-class family life of Saturday-morning films at the local cinema in Shepherd’s Bush, a visit to gran down the road at weekends and Sunday school and church on Sundays. But in the tough environment of Shepherd’s Bush he had to learn to look after himself, especially as he regularly got picked on by boys bigger than him who liked to poke fun at his bow legs. They soon discovered, though, that Roger was prepared to stand up for himself and could throw a punch or two when required.

Roger was 11 years old when a song called ‘(We’re Gonna) Rock Around the Clock’ by the American Bill Haley and the Comets created a dividing line between all popular songs that had gone before and all that followed. It was the beginning of the rock era. The year was 1955 and ‘Rock Around the Clock’ was first heard under the opening credits of The Blackboard Jungle, a movie starring Glenn Ford as a high-school teacher confronted by violent students.

As in America, the film’s confrontational content inspired riots in British cinemas and it was denounced as degenerate. But ‘Rock Around the Clock’, which blended a country sound with rhythm and blues, created a sensation and went on to top the British ‘hit parade’, as the charts were then called, for six weeks spanning the end of 1955 and the beginning of 1956. The song was rock music’s opening salvo and ranks as one of the most significant recordings in popular music history. In Britain it ushered in a new kind of sound unfamiliar to listeners to the BBC’s main entertainment radio station, the staid Light Programme. Up until then the brass section in The Billy Cotton Bandshow was about as exciting as live music ever got on the BBC’s radio output.

The following year Bill Haley brought his Comets to London, drove audiences wild and repeatedly exhorted youngsters like Roger to ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’ and to ‘Razzle Dazzle’ to his infectious beat. It was that same year, 1957, that Elvis Presley was also famously taking his hip-swivelling walk down lonely street to ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and Lonnie Donegan was nasally extolling the virtues of that mighty fine line the ‘Rock Island Line’. Bill Haley was the first rock pioneer, but it was ‘Elvis the Pelvis’, America’s King of Rock ’n’ Roll, and then Britain’s King of Skiffle Lonnie who made an indelible impression on young Roger. To him their music, the driving beat at the heart of the fifties, was like a clarion call to be a singer. ‘From the time I heard Elvis Presley and Lonnie Donegan, I didn’t want to be anything else,’ said Roger who, 47 years later, showed he meant what he said when he was only too happy to appear at the Royal Albert Hall in London in a tribute concert to Donegan.

It was also in 1957 that Harry and Irene were intrigued to find Roger staggering home from school one afternoon carrying a large block of wood. ‘What are you going to do with that, son?’ Harry enquired. ‘I’m going to make a guitar,’ came the indignant reply. Roger had often paused to gaze longingly at the guitars on display in a nearby music shop as he made his way home from school. He would press his face up to the window to examine the price tags hanging from the necks of the shiny instruments in the vain hope that they might be financially in reach. But the then quite revolutionary Fender Stratocaster guitar, much favoured by Buddy Holly at the time, cost as much as £125 as early as 1954, a price way beyond the reach of someone of Roger’s age. So he resigned himself to the fact that the only way he was ever going to own a guitar was by making one for himself. His DIY approach was not quite as overambitious as it might first appear. The skiffle craze which was sweeping the country in the mid-1950s enabled anybody with a tea chest and a broom handle, or a washboard, plus a sense of rhythm, to get up and perform popular songs. To Roger, building his own guitar was a sensible extension of that do-it-yourself musical mentality.

Diligently, he set about fashioning his guitar with whatever tools he could lay his hands on. The covetous gaze he regularly cast at the brightly coloured Gibsons, Gretschs and Strats, tantalisingly gleaming at him in the music shop window, began to take on a more practical purpose when he took to keeping a ruler with him so he could hold it up to the window and correctly gauge the measurements of the frets, the neck and the bodies of the guitars he wanted to copy. Using bits of wood, metal and string, Roger eventually proudly produced his first painstakingly made primitive guitar, which at least looked like the real thing after he had taken it down to an uncle’s shop to have it french-polished and painted.

Before long Roger had taught himself a few chords and was showing a steely determination to improve. He taught himself new tunes by ear and was quick to ask others for advice and help in shaping new chords and learning chord progressions. He spent hours on end tucked away in his bedroom at the back of the house strumming away.

Harry and Irene first got an inkling that his interest in the guitar really might lead on to bigger things when they took the family to Brighton for a seaside holiday. Naturally, Roger’s beloved homemade guitar went with him. One evening his parents were taking a leisurely stroll along the promenade when they noticed a commotion on the beach. A sizeable crowd had gathered and Harry and Irene immediately thought that maybe someone had been pulled out of the sea after getting into difficulties or there had been some sort of accident. But as they drew nearer they saw it was Roger at the centre of the hubbub. He was sitting cross-legged on the beach surrounded by teenagers dancing to his strumming and singing. Eventually, Roger was moved on by the police after a cursory ticking-off. Two years later Harry further encouraged Roger to pursue what appeared to be his main interest in life by buying him an Epiphone, his first proper guitar.

In 1957, when Roger was 13, Harry and Irene moved the Daltrey family to 135 Fielding Road in Bedford Park, where they were now able to afford to rent the whole house. Little did they know then that their son, soon to be strumming away on his rough-hewn guitar with a first group he had formed called the Detours, would, 15 years later, be a rock star wealthy enough to buy that house outright for them for £4,000 and furnish it with every domestic luxury.

Although it was a modest house, with a small upstairs back bedroom given over to Roger, the move was definitely upmarket. It was only a couple of miles west of their previous home but Bedford Park was a much more salubrious area than Shepherd’s Bush. Crossing the social divide was not, however, much to Roger’s liking after the natural working-class chumminess of the folk he knew around ‘the Bush’. Until then he was not even aware there was such a thing as a social divide. It forcibly hit home when, after passing his 11-plus examination, which marked him out as one of the brighter boys to be channelled through the English state-school system, he went on to Acton County Grammar School in Gunnersbury Lane, near Acton Town station. The school’s intake was largely middle-class pupils from leafy, tree-lined and affluent Bedford Park and Ealing.

‘I used to love going to school in Shepherd’s Bush,’ said Roger. ‘I loved the teachers, it was like one big happy family and everyone talked the same. When I got to grammar school it was horrendous, like being thrown to the lions. I felt totally out of place. They even sang in different accents. I met my first posh accent and I immediately got a terrible complex. I just didn’t fit in.’ He added tellingly: ‘Where I came from, I didn’t know people like I met at Acton County. I thought everybody talked like me – until I got there. I loved rock ’n’ roll because they hated it.’

Moving school meant Roger lost touch with most of his pals, and the thought of having to conform at the grammar school filled with pupils who largely seemed to speak with plums in their mouths brought out the worst in him.

‘I’d never met people who talked like that before,’ he said. ‘I felt so isolated. So I became a rebel. I was a very violent character then as well. Where I used to live, you had to be a hard nut. If anybody offered you outside for a punch-up, you had to go, and you had to have a good fight.’

Roger’s readiness to let his fists do the talking for him was partly due to his insecurity over his lack of stature. Neither Irene nor Harry was tall and Roger often found he was quite a bit smaller than other boys of his age. He may have preferred settling arguments with his knuckles but insisted: ‘I never went looking for trouble. I never hurt anybody for the sake of it, but I could look after myself. I never ended up in hospital over a beating, although I had some pretty large lumps.’

Right from day one at Acton County, Roger was trouble, and swiftly marked down as a disruptive pupil. ‘Anything that went wrong, it was Roger Daltrey that got the blame,’ recalled school caretaker Alfred McMahon. Roger concedes that ‘Mac’, as he was known around the school, was not far wrong. ‘I was totally anti-everything,’ he said. ‘I was a right bastard, a hard nut. I must have been a nightmare for my parents. I just totally closed the doors to ever wanting to know what they had to teach me. Rock ’n’ roll was the only thing I ever wanted to get into.’

Something Roger did get into in a big way at school was mischief – at every opportunity. Instead of turning up in the uniform of grey flannels and blue blazer, Roger presented himself in Teddy-boy outfit of drainpipe trousers, bum-freezer jacket, winklepicker shoes and a bootlace tie he made himself by cutting his school tie in half. ‘He stood out like a canary among a lot of blackbirds,’ said Mac. But Roger didn’t care. By now he was cultivating his fair hair so that it swept upwards into a fashionable Elvis and Teddy-boy quiff and tapered off at the back in a ‘duck’s arse’ (euphemistically known in polite circles as a ‘DA’ to avoid the uttering of what was considered a dirty phrase). John Entwistle, later to join Roger as a bass guitarist in his Detours, remembers sitting near him at school assembly and ‘looking straight into this Tony Curtis-style pompadour’.

Roger certainly stood out among the other, smartly dressed pupils. ‘I decided I was going to be me, whatever the price,’ he said. ‘So I got myself pink socks, green trousers and a Teddy-boy jacket with about five pockets going up the side.’ This garish garb, which contrasted vibrantly with the other boys’ clothes, made him feel cock of the walk. He had the threads, he talked the talk very much his way, and he walked the walk, often menacingly.

Very soon teachers were complaining not just about Roger’s appearance but also about his attitude, not least his constantly distracting other pupils in lessons by loudly humming hits by the first wave of American rockers, like Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Eddie Cochran and Buddy Holly. These were now Roger’s heroes and he found he couldn’t get their hits out of his brain. It wasn’t just the melody or the guitar work: he admired what they said in their lyrics and how they said it.

Roger told one of the authors years later: ‘Music to me is all about people out there who can’t articulate their feelings very well. It’s great to find something in music and go, “Blimey, that’s just how I feel.” That’s how it was for me in the old days with Buddy Holly. Why I liked him was that he was singing about things I thought about, but he could say it a lot better than I could.’

The huge impression the hits of the day made on Roger at that time cannot be overemphasised. Some 20 years later, when he was the castaway on the popular BBC Radio programme Desert Island Discs, Roger listed Larry Williams’s ‘Short Fat Fanny’ (1957), Jerry Lee Lewis’s ‘Great Balls of Fire’ (1957), Buddy Holly’s ‘Rave On’ (1958), the Big Bopper’s ‘Chantilly Lace’ (1958) and Eddie Cochran’s ‘C’Mon Everybody’ (1959) among his all-time favourites.

Roger can still vividly remember a pivotal encounter with a teacher at Acton County who embodied everything he hated in the older generation. Roger was 14 at the time and had come to school brimming with enthusiasm for Elvis Presley, whom he had seen on television the night before. Watching Elvis, with his slicked-back hair, guitar slung round his neck and girls screaming at his gyrating hips, more than ever convinced young Roger that he too was going to get into rock music big time. Elvis was the perfect teenage idol – rebellious, a rule-breaker, a young man who got up the noses of his parents’ generation. To teenagers who had grown up in post-war Britain with the austerity of ration books, Elvis with his Memphis mansion and fleet of gleaming Cadillacs was the King who had made it big through rock ’n’ roll.

Next day in class Roger couldn’t contain his enthusiasm for Elvis and asked his teacher what he thought of him. ‘He’s disgusting,’ came the sneering reply, which left Roger feeling crushed. ‘That was one of my teachers at Acton Grammar School, and I guess he was only about 30 at the time,’ Roger could still recount with feeling in an interview 40 years later, so vivid was the memory of this damning put-down. ‘But his attitude was old. He was already dead as far as I was concerned. I hated him and everything he stood for. He and his kind were just training people for a life with a briefcase. Give me Elvis any day, I thought to myself. At least he’s free.’

Before long Roger extended his struggle against authority by secretly setting himself up as the school bookie, even flaunting his self-appointed position by going around taking bets from other pupils with a satchel over his shoulder marked ‘Honest Joe’. On a small scale it occasionally proved a lucrative venture for him until the fateful 1961 running at Epsom of Britain’s premier flat race, the Derby. One boy elected to place the then princely sum of two shillings (10p in today’s money) on a horse called Psidium. To the general dismay of bookies around the country, and in particular to Honest Joe of Acton County Grammar School, French jockey Roger Poincelet sensationally brought Psidium first past the winning post at the remarkable odds of 66-1.

True to his Honest Joe moniker, Roger paid out, albeit reluctantly, and a jubilant grammar school boy went home with his pockets weighed down with his unexpected winnings. Inevitably, there was an inquest after the boy’s mother marched up to the school demanding to know how her flush son had come by such a large amount of money.

Roger’s toll of misbehaviour with other bad boys in the school encompassed smoking, using milk bottles as skittles, filching lavatory chains and creeping into the school hall at night to paint all the lightbulbs bright red.
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