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This book is inspired by true events, but is not a biography. Nothing herein should be construed to represent a true or accurate recreation of the actual events that transpired. The stories, conversations and relationships between the persons depicted have been fictionalised. Basically, I made this shit up.
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Preface



I am a one-hit wonder. I know this, because when I walk down the street, strangers call out, ‘Hey James! You’re Beautiful!’


I try to act all blasé, and say, ‘Ha! I know what you did there . . .’ but really, I’m thinking, ‘Cunts!’ It’s worth realising though, that when you shouted, ‘I don’t believe it!’ at Victor Meldrew, or ‘Know what I mean, ’arry?’ at Frank Bruno, they might have smiled back, but they thought you were cunts too.


But whilst my crimes against music are well documented, I’ve got some stories that are not, and so I thought I’d write them down for your amusement and my parents’ horror. Bearing in mind, much of this happened back in the musically utopian, drug-addled haze of the greatest decade in the history of mankind – The Naughties – and so, as Big Liz would say, recollections may vary.


It’s also worth noting that where others change the names to protect the innocent, I’ve kept the names and embellished the facts – kind of like the Daily Mail. So, while some of what follows is true, most is not. In fact, my lawyer is demanding I go further and clarify that none of this actually happened. The truth is My Truth is not The Truth, and that’s as honest as I can be. It’s partially true, rather than painfully true, and I have possibly been economical with the truth, Your Honour.


One final disclaimer – I read that book by that Rolling Stone, where he said he was in a car that was stopped by the police, and in it were more drugs than you can imagine, but I live in Ibiza, and a guy turned up there with a lorry full of drugs, which is more than you can fit in a car. So either the Rolling Stone thinks you have a small imagination, or showing off about drugs is an important part of these books, so I’ve made up a lorry load of drug-related stories which, for my parents’ sake, you should understand is me just trying to be cool, when we all know I’m not – except perhaps under fire.










The Blount Family



While most people are borne of four grandparents, I am from Norfolk, and like other Norfuckians, am descended from only two. What little I knew of my grandfather – he died when I was five – was that he was an orphan and that my grandmother was his cousin. He fought in the Second World War in Palestine, Syria and North Africa, had a lung burnt out at El Alamein, and where I have only two medals hanging on the wall, he had many, including the Military Cross.


Of my grandmother, I knew more. She was an eccentric woman called Polly who kept a sheep and a muntjac in her house. Neither deer, nor sheep, nor Polly were particularly house-trained, and one of them we eventually ended up eating for Sunday lunch. She tasted awful.


Perhaps because she was very old and all her friends had died, Polly’s best friend was a large doll called Lucy. Lucy was about the size of a ten-year-old child and Polly had stitched her to a saddle, which she would strap to a Shetland pony called Shergar. She’d then lead them both round to the paddock at the rear of the house, whack the pony’s arse and watch with glee as Shergar and Lucy would tear off, Lucy’s arms and body flailing, over the jumps. My granny was nuts.


When Polly eventually died of dementia in my aunt’s house in Dorset, my father put her in the boot of his Volvo and drove her back up to Norfolk to be buried. My dad’s practical like that, but it did cause a little commotion at the service station. In death, we have kept only one of her letters. In it, she complained that her teeth were in awful condition, and as a result, she was finding it hard to masturbate.


As my relations are all fairly inbred, I didn’t introduce any of them to my wife until we were married. She and I signed the marriage certificate at the Chelsea Registry Office, and then took a helicopter to Hampshire where they were all waiting to meet her, but by then it was too late.










Cousin Christopher



Cousin Christopher spoke in a slow, monotone voice, had a slightly oversized tongue, and was bullied at school by my father. They were both at Harrow-on-the-Hill, where generations of men from my family have been sent. Christopher once famously broke both his legs on the school farm by getting run over by a tractor that he was driving. When he missed the evening roll call, they sent out a search party and found him lying in agony in the dark, beside a gate, with the tractor some distance away in a ditch. He had apparently jumped off the tractor, intentionally leaving it in gear, so that he could open the gate, watch it drive through of its own accord, and jump back on. His remount, however, had not gone to plan, and he’d found himself under rather than on the tractor, thus crushing his legs.


Years later, Cousin Christopher became a trainspotter, and aged fifty-eight, died on a train whilst on an interrailing holiday in France, which is a bit like when base jumpers die doing what they love. Cousin Christopher knew the risks. A French policeman phoned our home in Hampshire on a rainy evening to deliver the news. Apparently, Christopher had had a heart attack, but for some reason his body hadn’t been taken off the train and the embarrassed policeman explained that they didn’t know exactly where he was, except that he was dead. It was a Friday, and he was confident that his body would show up on Monday, perhaps in Lost & Found. With the difficult news delivered, the policeman paused and, seemingly unsure how best to say it, suggested that it might be an idea if we phoned Christopher’s mobile, just in case anyone answered.


His job done, the policeman hung up, and we huddled round my father in his study as he dialled Christopher’s number. It rang for what seemed like an age, and no one picked up, so my father left a message:


‘Hello Christopher, it’s Cousin Charles here. Sorry to hear you’ve died. Listen, if by any chance you get this message, would you call us back, please? We’d love to hear from you.’


Christopher never did call back, and sure enough they found him in a morgue on Monday in Marseille, which was the end of the line, in every way.


That said, it turns out repatriating bodies is eye-wateringly expensive, so my father had Cousin Christopher cremated in Marseille, and had his ashes DHL’ed home. He’s practical like that.










Cousin Emma



Cousin Emma studied at the London School of Supernatural Ministry. There, for a fee, Emma learnt how to perform miracles. It was money well spent – in January 2019, another student prayed for Emma’s leg to grow, and right then and there, it grew five millimetres. Up until that moment, Emma hadn’t even known one of her legs was shorter than the other. Growing legs is the School of Supernatural Ministry’s go-to miracle. Emma says that was the sixth time she’d seen them grow a leg. She is also getting the hang of it herself. After she commanded it to, her friend’s leg grew two whole inches, and then shortened an inch, all in the course of five minutes. It must be in the family, as I’ve seen similar things happen to parts of my body in about the same length of time – but never a leg.










Cousin James



When I went to school, we had craft, design and technology classes, which were glorified woodwork lessons. By half-way through my first term, I had produced a small wooden bookshelf that sat on a flat surface and could support about eight books. In the same time, Cousin James made an aeroplane. Not a toy or a model. A real aeroplane. He didn’t have a pilot’s licence, and couldn’t fly, so he was allowed to take it to the games pitches to run it up a little, but no more. Cousin James taxied the aircraft up and down the pitches a few times, and it seemed to work well. Eventually, however, he became impatient, and with no one watching, he decided to try to take off. He got it up to speed, pulled back on the stick, and sure enough, it flew – but at about fifty feet up, the nose too high, he stalled it. The plane fell out of the sky and crashed, and Cousin James broke just about every bone in his body. The first person to find him, almost dead, was a nurse, and only because of her did he live to tell the tale. He’d started the day at five-foot-ten tall. He ended it at five-foot-eight, and in need of one of Cousin Emma’s miracles.


On a serious note, Cousin James has recently developed a jet-powered seaplane and is looking for investors – in case you’re interested.










Colonel Charles Blount



On 6th November 1993, Riddick Bowe and Evander Holyfield fought at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas. During the match, which Holyfield would go on to win, a man called James Miller, flying a paramotor, attempted to land in the ring. Miller landed on the ropes, was dragged from the ring, and beaten unconscious by the baying crowd. Now, where most people thought Miller was an idiot, my father was inspired, and the next day went out and bought a paramotor for himself.


In many ways, this was not unexpected. My father became an army helicopter pilot when they’d only just invented helicopters. He was recognisable in our village for riding around on a penny-farthing, and was famous for attempting to waterski down the village stream whilst being towed behind a car, driven by my mother. He broke his leg in the attempt. He also dislocated his shoulder trying to barefoot waterski in an estuary, and he’s only got eight fingers, as he lost two in a lawnmower.


When my father brought the paramotor home, I went to watch him teach himself how to fly it on a small hillock behind the house. It was a sight. With noisy, heavy motor, protective cage and propellor spinning on his back, he attempted to run down the slope, parachute trailing limply behind. Just as the chute looked like it might fill, he tripped and fell face down in the ground, accidentally hitting the throttle as he did. This in turn sent the engine screaming to full revolutions and the propellor spinning furiously, so drilling him face down, groaning, into the mud. He soon featured in the Daily Express under the headline, ‘Rare Breeds’, which sounds a lot like ‘Inbreeds’. Perhaps they were being kind, as an alternative headline might easily have been ‘Pillock on the Hillock’.


This was not his first foray into self-taught flying. In 1976, my father entered the first ever Hang-Gliding World Championships, having just taught himself on the ancient hills of Watership Down. His friend, Tommy Collins, with whom he’d bought the newly invented contraption, read out the instructions on how to build it:


‘Stick pole A into joint B,’ he’d shout, ‘then joint B into pole C,’ and so on until he got to the instruction, ‘Point into wind . . . Run . . . Jump!’ On that first flight, my father broke his nose and bit through his tongue, but as he was fairly accident-prone, this was considered a good result.


The first Hang-Gliding World Championships were in the Alps in Austria, and rather than run down the hill to take off, competitors wore skis and took off from the snow. There weren’t many rules, except that competitors had to fly through a course of Zeppelin balloons, and then try to land on a cross marked on the ground. Whoever landed nearest the cross would win. Of all the competitors, Terry DeLore from New Zealand completed the slalom successfully, but realising he was overshooting the cross, stalled his hang-glider. He fell from a great height, landed bang-smack in the middle of the cross, breaking both legs as he did, but was crowned Hang-Gliding World Champion. My father came 109th.


And I should tell you more about why my father has only eight fingers, which has nothing to do with him coming from Norfolk. When I was seventeen, I was mowing the lawn at my parents’ house and accidentally clipped a tree, which knocked off the front-right wheel. The lawnmower is hard to restart when it’s hot, but with safety in mind, I cut the engine and put the wheel back on. About three weeks later, my father mowed the lawn, and towards the end of the job, the wheel fell off again. He was only a few metres from finishing, and so rather than cut the motor, he lifted the side of the mower with his left hand to attach the wheel with his right. His hand came back with two fingers missing.


Perhaps a little embarrassed, my father wrapped the injured hand in a dishcloth, packed an overnight bag for himself, sent a couple of emails and switched off the computer – we know this because of the blood on the mouse and keyboard – and took my youngest sister round to the neighbours’. Against my father’s wishes – he was adamant he could do it himself – the neighbour drove him to hospital.


After the accident, I was the first one home and was tasked with finding the fingers before the dog did. They had been swept into the bag with the grass cuttings at the back of the mower, but not before the blades had puréed them. The only things still intact were his two fingernails, which I kept for posterity. The fingers, however, were unusable, so I dug a small, shallow grave by the woodshed and buried them, saying as I did, ‘Dear God. Here’s the first instalment of my father. Please let me keep the rest of him for a bit longer.’


My father was a colonel in the Army Air Corps at the time, and members of his regiment went to visit him in hospital, bringing gifts like Cadbury’s Chocolate Fingers, and as he was the commanding officer, they soon adopted a new regimental salute with the ring and middle fingers tucked away.


My father recently found himself in hospital again with stage 4 chronic kidney disease and in need of a new kidney. I had just had an unwanted child, and so tried to give him one of its kidneys, but sadly it wasn’t a match. He was still grateful for the gesture. I wrote him a song called ‘Monsters’, which got played on the radio, and as a result he was given a total of fourteen kidneys, some of which we still have on ice, and others we sold for a small profit. Remarkably, the one we ended up using was given to him by a man also called Charles Blount. Nervous that this might cause a mix-up during surgery, I wrote ‘GIVER’ in permanent marker on one Charles’s forehead and ‘TAKER’ on the other.


My father has always been apologetic that he didn’t die, so that the song would have been a bigger hit. In fact, a boy in America, whose daddy had just died a month earlier, sang the song on a TV show called American Idol, and the song went to number three in the charts, so my daddy was right. We plan to re-release it when he does.










Jane Ann Farran Blount



My mother is an Amazonian woman whom we call the Command Module. She has shoulders broader than an Olympic swimmer, and it is from her that I inherited my impressive physique. She also brings some much-needed diversity to the monotone gene pool of my Norfuckian roots. Whilst she claims to be Church of England, she is in fact Jewish – her maiden name is Amos – and as a child, she fed me only liver. We are very close, despite the beatings.


She was tough on me as a child. I had to call both her and my father ‘sir’. If I failed to eat dinner, the same plate of food was produced for breakfast the next day. It is worth noting that she is also the person who made me – not just in body, but in conscience too. I owe her everything, and she will always be my unsung hero. She made me take up the violin when I was four years old, and with a group of other children, made us play ‘Hot-Crossed Buns’ whilst dancing in an anti-clockwise direction around a lone bun. A few years later, I learnt that this was some kind of satanic ritual and that that kind of thing was pretty rife in the seventies. She is also the one who told me my music was crap long before any of you, and in doing so, equipped me with Komodo-like skin.


She was witness to my first ever car crash, in Nicosia, Cyprus, in a powder-blue Citroën 2CV. I was driving the car and I was aged four. We lived on an army patch with the United Nations, and our garage was open at the back as well as the front – more like a lean-to than a garage. The open back led into our gently sloping garden, at the end of which was a post and rail fence, and beyond that, a minefield.


The car was parked in the garage, and knowing that we were about to leave the house, I had climbed into the front passenger seat while my mother locked up. At four years old, I knew the difference between the gearstick and the handbrake, and so thought nothing of wiggling the former whilst avoiding the latter. What I was about to learn is that you can leave a car in gear and not apply the handbrake – something my parents did often, it turns out. The car slipped gently out of gear, and slowly at first, began rolling forwards out of the back of the garage and into the garden. From there it began picking up speed down the grassy slope towards the fence and minefield beyond.


Fairly early on in what I assumed would be the car’s final journey, I bailed out. I knew that whatever happened in the next few seconds, my arse was going to be very sore as soon as my father got home, and pre-empting that, I thought it best to start apologising immediately.


‘Mummy! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ I screamed.


Within a millisecond, and like a fullback in hot pursuit of the breakaway winger, my mother came sprinting out of the kitchen door. For a minute, the two seemed equally matched. But by about halfway down the garden, the car got the upper hand and the distance started to widen. Realising this was the last chance, my mother leapt, arms outstretched, attempting what looked like a late ankle-tap tackle. It was a fantastic and terrible sight: the car bouncing its way to oblivion; my mother suspended in mid-air; and me on the sidelines already in tears, watching in terror after what had been, in my mind, a fairly innocuous wiggle of a gearstick. There was a moment of hope as my mother, now descending more rapidly towards the ground, managed to get the fingertips of both hands on to the bumper and, even as her body hit the ground, take what looked like a solid hold.


But the car had the momentum.


With my mother now being dragged behind it, the car careered on, veering side to side slightly as it reached fence-breaking speed. At the moment it occurred to me that, at four years old, I was responsible for killing both the car and my mother – and wondering what the punishment for that was – a miracle happened. At the bottom of the garden, only a metre from the wooden fence, was a metal washing line pole. Its position had always looked so random, but suddenly it seemed as if it had been placed with all the forethought of Nostradamus. The car ran dead centrally into it. The flimsy aluminium front bumper crumpled and the 2CV’s fold-up windows detached themselves from the car and flew over the fence into the minefield . . . but fantastically the car was stopped, dead in its tracks, and my mother alive, although dusty, in hers.










eBay



I have two sisters, one of whom, twelve years younger than me, was a mistake. Having a sense of humour, and because she was a whoops-a-daisy, my parents called her Daisy. My other sister, Emily, I sold on eBay in 2005.


It was around the time that I was about to go on my first world tour and so had been clearing out my flat on the Fulham Palace Road by auctioning everything I owned on the website. I had returned to my near-empty flat one day to find my sister, who lived with me, crying on the floor. She explained that she couldn’t get to a funeral in Cork in time as the planes were on strike and the ferries were out of season. Seeing a business opportunity, and knowing it’s a seller’s market, I put her on eBay under the headline, ‘Damsel in distress, needs knight in shining armour to save the day’. In the subtext, I explained the problem, and used the best picture I could find. To my surprise, different people bid and bid, until one won. The man who won had a helicopter, so he could fly her to the funeral, and amazingly they started dating and are now married.


The man concerned is called Guy Harrison, and he happens to be the man who threw the purple-powdered condom that hit Tony Blair in the House of Commons. That’s why they have protective glass screens in the public gallery now. Guy was in an organisation called Fathers 4 Justice and had had a shitty experience where his then girlfriend, who sounds like a psychopath, told him she had cancer and needed money for treatment, but then got pregnant. When Guy dug a little deeper, he found paperwork that showed she didn’t have cancer at all, but had used his money for hormone treatment to get pregnant. Guy confronted her, told her she was batshit crazy, and soon after, they split. For three years, his now ex-girlfriend allowed him access to the child, but then she met someone else, moved up north and cut Guy off, even sending back all the Christmas and birthday presents he’d send his young daughter.


The law courts insisted numerous times that the mother allow Guy access, even saying they’d send her to prison if she didn’t, but she ignored them, and in reality, they don’t send young mothers to prison for that anyway. When his daughter turned sixteen, Guy got a private detective to hand her a letter explaining that he was her father, and his side of the story. From a distance, the detective watched her read it, but even then, she didn’t get in touch, and soon after that, he heard she’d been illegally taken to Australia.


A couple of years later, I became a judge on The X Factor in Australia with Danni Minogue and Chris Isaak. Us being judges was a bit ironic really. Chris only knows music from before the fifties, I only know my own music, and Danni doesn’t even like music. But by some weird coincidence, my brother-in-law found out that a girl called Marlisa, who was in his daughter’s class in Sydney, had won the competition the year before. Now, each year, in the live finals of the programme, the previous year’s winner comes on the show and sings, so Guy asked me if, when Marlisa made her appearance, I would ask her if she knew his daughter. This was a terrible idea – performers are kept away from us backstage, and I was only going to be able to speak to her when the judges take to the stage immediately after her performance – a moment that is broadcast live to millions of people. I explained this to Guy, but he was desperate, and so I reluctantly agreed to give it a try. Well, the young girl sang, and when she finished, we all stood up and clapped, and then the four judges climbed on the stage. Pop star Guy Sebastian asked her how a year in the spotlight had been, and Danni Minogue said she had grown as a performer, and Chris Isaak told her she was really pretty.


Then I asked her in a low voice if she knew a girl called Izzy Thornton-Bott from her class and, at that moment, the whole world stopped and everyone on the stage and the audience and down the TV at home looked at me like WTF!? – especially Marlisa – and as they cut to commercial, I was left standing there thinking, Fuck how, on national television, did I become that guy your parents warned you about?










Elstree School



Aged seven years old, my parents sent me to an all-boys boarding school. The first I knew of this was when they bought me a Nintendo Donkey Kong Game & Watch. It was neither Christmas nor my birthday, and I sensed something was up. That afternoon, they drove me to Elstree Preparatory School in Woolhampton, Berkshire.


On the first floor, at the end of a long, uncarpeted corridor above what looked like an old stable block, I was led into a room where eight other children were watching television. As it turned out, that would be the only time in five years at the school that I would see either that room or a television. I sat on the sofa and played with my Game & Watch, and a few minutes later, my parents put their heads round the door to mouth, ‘Goodbye,’ and with that, they left. It was 6th September 1982.


Three days later, I asked the matron, who was the closest thing to a real-life witch that can exist in a seven-year-old’s mind, when my parents were coming back. ‘At Christmas,’ she cackled.


In the end, my parents didn’t get in touch again till I was famous.


At boarding school, there are occasional weekends, called Exeats, when pupils are allowed home. On those weekends, the whole school would empty, but by now my father was based in Germany, so I remained at school with two other children whose parents were in Singapore. If there is a positive to take from this, it is that I am happy in my own company – although others might describe me as a loner, or sociopath.


We slept in dormitories with up to twelve boys in each and, closely watched by the duty master, washed twice a week in communal showers. Living in such close proximity to a hundred and seventy other children, the only place one might be alone was either in the loo cubicles or the music practice rooms, so I took up the piano, because back then at least, I didn’t enjoy hanging out in loos.


Although I joke about beatings and buggery at boarding school, both only happened once, and not at the same time. We had been on a school trip to an Iron Age museum, and as the tour of the museum ended, we were left for some minutes in the souvenir shop. Here, a group of the cooler kids amongst us began shoplifting. There were only trinkets and cheap tat, but one of the women working in the shop saw what was going on and pointed the thieves out to a master. Each boy that had been fingered by the woman was taken aside, the stolen articles retrieved, and the miscreant told he would be seeing the headmaster on our return to school. It was an ominous bus ride back. Halfway home, the master in charge came and sat beside me and said that he’d seen me amongst the thieves. Had I stolen anything? he asked. I had. I’d stolen a faux leather money-holder worth two pounds fifty. Realising I was busted, I admitted my crime, but told the master that when I’d seen the woman speaking to him, I’d put the purse back on the shelf from which it came. In actual fact, I’d stuffed it down the back of my pants and was currently sitting on it.


Mr. McMullen, the headmaster, gave each thief six of the best with the cane, but as I’d apparently returned the item, I received only three. We all met in the changing rooms afterwards, some tearful, others more cheerful, and one by one pulled down our trousers and pants to compare welts. When it was my turn, as I pulled my trousers down, the cheap faux leather purse fell to the floor and to cheers and everyone’s great admiration, there was not a mark on my arse.


In five years of prep school, my only real achievement was being cast as Jim in the school production of Treasure Island, but an hour before the performance, I knocked myself out whilst swinging on a door lintel in the loos. I’d been trying to push people into the urinal with my feet, but swung too high, lost grip and hit my head on the stone floor. Unconscious and convulsing on the floor, the other boys started shouting, ‘Fake! Fake! Fake!’ until Jonathan Sidebottom pointed out that my feet were actually in the urinal. Everyone fled, except the kindly Sidebottom, who went to fetch a teacher.


An ambulance took me to hospital, where I spent the next three nights. I didn’t feel that sorry for myself – in the bed beside me was a young boy whose emergency circumcision had gone wrong, and his penis was now the size of a grapefruit.


My sole other accolade was being awarded the Prefect’s Reading Prize, for which I was given a leather-bound Good News Bible on the final day of school. I sold it five minutes after prize-giving for eight pounds, but the kid who’d bought it off me told his parents, and they drove back to school and told the headmaster. This was a real crush on my entrepreneurial spirit, and perhaps the moment I decided to diverge towards music.










Harrow-on-the-Hill



Aged thirteen, like my father, and his father, and his father before him, I was sent to Harrow-on-the-Hill. The school is, as the name suggests, on a hill in northwest London, overlooking the less affluent South Harrow below. Interactions with local youths were abrasive. We were a bunch of stuck-up little toffs dressed in morning coats and boater hats and were considered sport for the locals.


Once, when it had snowed, thirty of us had a snowball fight with fifty locals in the graveyard by the church. Initially we threw snowballs, but then both sides started adding ice and stones to the mix. At some point, Robin Fox, son of the actor James and brother of that prat Laurence, got too close to our opponents.


One of them – we’ll call him Kevin – pointed to some blood on the ground, and in an accent of your choice said, ‘Is that one of your blokes’ blood or one of ours?’


In a crystal-clear up-his-own-arse accent, with a dash of disdain in his tone, Robin replied, ‘It’s certainly not ours. Our blood is blue.’


Whereupon Kevin and his mates proceeded to kick the shit out of him.


Seeing this, with a rousing ‘Come on, chaps! Follow me!’ I summoned the other Harrovians, ran towards the nearest of Kev’s friends, smacked him in the face, and looking back for support, saw that no one had followed me.


That was the first time my nose was broken.


Years later, I would go on to break my nose again when I was skiing with the army. It was New Year’s Eve, when thirty thousand people gather in the Place Centrale in Verbier in the Swiss Alps. Sometime after midnight, when the square was a mess of drunk, rowdy Brits and Swiss, Brigadier Montgomery’s daughter, Amber, stumbled over to me with her knickers round her ankles. She’d just had a pee behind a building and was having difficulty getting them back up. I bent over to help, but as I did, a crowd of young men surged towards her exposed bottom, shoving her forward towards me so that our heads hit, knocking me clean out. I came round alone, with the taste of blood in my mouth, a painful misshaped nose and two black eyes, thinking to myself, Well . . . that’s the last time I offer to pull a girl’s knickers up.


Public schools generally have their own language. In my first year at Harrow, called a Shell, I was assigned to a sixth-form Fagmaster, for whom I had to work as his Special. I was to refer to him only as ‘God’. I woke him up each morning with a cup of coffee and toast, drew his curtains, made his bed and did his laundry. He paid me fifteen pounds each term and would buy me cigarettes and three cans of beer on weekends. He would also get me out of trouble if I fell out of favour with other members of the top year. Sixth Formers would enter the Shell dormitory lines calling, ‘Boy! Boy! Boy!’ and whoever arrived last was given whatever task the more senior pupil needed doing. Junior boys could be given Skews – black marks – by Sixth Formers. Three Skews and you’d get Jerks, which involved being taken on a forced run to the playing fields at 6 a.m. on Sunday morning and getting generally Beasted. The senior boys present would concoct various unpleasantries, like making us run through ditches of nettles in our shorts or doing long jump into the frozen lake.


The initiation ceremony for Shells was pretty out-there. It took place on the second floor, in the Head of House’s bedroom. Inside, the twelve or so members of the top year had gathered, drinking beer. New boys lined up outside and were called in, in pairs. There were some light-hearted bits:


‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ they’d ask.


At fourteen years old, I was four-foot-ten and had barely even spoken to a girl.


‘Er, yes,’ I replied unconvincingly.


‘What’s her name?’ someone asked.


‘Umm, Morag,’ I stuttered.


‘BULLSHIT!’ they all brayed, throwing empty cans at me.


And so it went on, my co-initiate being asked similar questions.


But the bit where they made the guy beside me drop his trousers and pants, and tie one end of a long, coiled up piece of string to his todger was more extreme. String attached, the Head of House picked up a brick that was tied to the other end of the long coil . . . and threw it out of the window.


Held back against the wall by two seniors, the young boy screamed. The string rapidly uncoiled, chasing the brick out of the window. We expected it to suddenly go taut, taking his tackle with it, but before it could – BAM! – the brick hit the ground. The string was, as the seniors had designed, longer than the two-storey drop.










The Banned



In the second year at Harrow, called the Remove, you are no longer required to work for a Sixth Former, but have little going for yourself other than the ability to order round the Shells. It was at this time that I took up the electric guitar, learnt how to play ‘Money for Nothing’ by Dire Straits and announced that I was going to be a pop star. A pupil in the Lower Fifth, called Henry O’Bree, showed me the three chords I currently know. Henry went on to kill himself in a car while at university, aged just twenty, and I write his name more than anything to say I wish he’d known the gift he gave me.


There were early signs of the offence that I would go on to cause the nation: for the Inter-House Music Competition, my entry comprised of drums, bagpipes, and me on electric guitar and vocals, doing a mashup of ‘Flower of Scotland’, ‘It’s Grim Up North’ by The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu (otherwise known as the KLF) and ‘I Can’t Walk’ by Genesis. Throughout the performance, I had a nosebleed all over my bright yellow Japanese Fender Telecaster. We didn’t win.


Around this time, I formed a band with my best friend, Rupert. Aged fourteen, Rupert didn’t want to be in a band – he wanted to be a mercenary – but to humour me, he learnt some Jimi Hendrix solos, and played them over whatever I was playing – even if that was Eric Clapton’s ‘Wonderful Tonight’ or Don McLean’s ‘American Pie’. He was also at a different school, so we never actually practised.


Rupert lived in the next-door village to me where I grew up in Hampshire. He was a wild and dangerous friend to have. Before we had driving licences, we stole his mother’s car and drove to Basingstoke with his younger sister in the back to watch Terminator 2, very nearly dying whilst trying to cross the A303. He found neutral instead of a gear and we rolled slowly across the dual carriageway in the dark, narrowly avoiding being hit by oncoming traffic.
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