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ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Ricky Ross formed Deacon Blue over 30 years ago, and 2022 sees the 35th anniversary of the release of their debut album, Raintown. A string of bestsellers followed it.


Ricky presents a number of radio shows including BBC Radio Scotland's Americana music show, Another Country (for which he has won two Sony awards and a CMA International Trophy in 2015) and Sunday Morning With, as well as Ricky Ross's New Tradition for BBC Radio 2.










ABOUT THE BOOK



‘For all these years I’ve told stories. Sometimes these days I also tell them on the radio. I’ve met some amazing people and their stories need to be told too. The first time Deacon Blue ever played Wembley Arena I started to introduce a song only to hear, “Get on with it” shouted from Row Z. We proceeded with the song, but I often thought I’d quite like to finish that story.’


As singer and songwriter of beloved band Deacon Blue, as well as a prolific and acclaimed solo musician in his own right, Ricky Ross has lived and breathed music all his life. In Walking Back Home, his first memoir, Ricky takes us on a journey where we meet the people and see the places that have shaped who he is today.


From encounters with megastars like Springsteen, to stories of the unsung heroes of the music scene that had a profound effect on Ricky and his songwriting, to wonderfully evocative tales of family life in Dundee, early forays into teaching in Glasgow, and the emerging music scene of 80s and 90s London, this is a wise and wistful memoir, full of the humour and pathos that has characterised Ricky’s songwriting for the last forty years.









For everyone who has taken the time to listen.










INTRODUCTION



In 1986, I started a full-time career in music that has lasted, so far, for thirty-six years. My earlier working life had been spent in youth work and teaching in my home city of Dundee and my new home in Glasgow. I spent these formative years learning how to write and play songs until it became imperative for me to make music for a living.


I’ve always written about people who’ve made an impact on my life. It often occurs to me that the song that changed everything for me, ‘Dignity’, came about because I was looking out the window of a flat I lived in at the time. In my early life, I failed at school by looking out the window too much, but in recent years I’ve realised how much of my future career was born from dreaming.


When my band Deacon Blue were working on their last album, City of Love, I found an interesting thread developing. Rather than simply trying to contain my thoughts within the traditional song structure, I stepped out of my usual habits and wrote a long spoken-word piece called ‘On Love’. The song flits between stories of a school bully, my grandfather, and an early disappointment in love. It seemed to be the song that really connected with people when they listened to the record, and it sparked an interest in recalling stories from across my life that have stayed with me.


I started to write: about the years I spent putting the band together; about the first time we ever played in America; and about some of the musical characters I’ve met along the way. I gave some thought to growing up in suburban Dundee in a family with no record player and no sense that someone like me could, one day, make a record. I wanted to write more. One day in London, I took a small tour round the haunts of our early recording career in the West End, and I felt drawn to understand and explain why I had to leave the first band I’d joined on coming to Glasgow. Was it because one night in a Wishaw bar, I had experienced the Waterboys and knew there was still so much more to explore? Or was it simply that I was lucky enough to meet some amazing people at the perfect time for us all, and we went on to make the best music we could imagine?


That’s one part of the story. However, I also want to talk about the smell of Born to Run when I first got it home, and the time I saw the Buzzcocks looking at a Cliff Richard album sleeve in a Dundee record shop window. I still want to tell the stories of my grandparents and parents, and the woman whose voice was so vulnerable when she got up to sing at our church – the church that formed the background to everything I knew in my younger life.


For all these years, I’ve told stories. These days, I sometimes tell them on the radio. I’ve met some amazing people, and their stories need to be told too. The first time Deacon Blue ever played Wembley Arena, I started to introduce a song, only to hear, ‘Get on with it!’ shouted from row Z. We proceeded with the song, but I often thought I’d quite like to finish that story.


Here it is.










Part One



I AM A CHILD
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Whistlin’ Past the Graveyard


Born Annie Ross Gray, she was known to the family as Nana and to her children as Mam. On any given Sunday in my late teens, once I had passed my driving test, I would pick up Nana, my grandmother, and bring her over to ours for lunch. There was a certain pleasure in visiting her house as a teenager. She didn’t believe most of the things my folks adhered to, and my father, her son, found this friction a constant irritation. She smoked rather elegant cigarettes, bought pop records and spent far too much on fashion accessories, even in old age. In my time as a schoolboy, I’d often meet her, along with her stepsister Effie, in the town centre on my lunch break. Nana would be prowling the main shops on Reform Street, hoping to spend more money than was necessary on some item she really didn’t need for her house or her wardrobe. I’d be consuming a Wallace’s pie before returning to school to endure double chemistry.


Nana was everything my other grandparents weren’t: cool, detached, superstitious and fashion-conscious. Her preferred band of cigarettes was De Maurier, which she enjoyed with a drink of something stronger than tea. Intriguingly, it was said she had once left her husband for an ill-fated liaison with a man in London before returning home with her romantic tail between her legs.


Her house was one of four in a short terrace on one of Dundee’s steeper inclines. On the west side of the city, it was near enough Lochee, though she seldom shopped there, preferring the downtown charms of departments stores like Cairds, Draffens or Justice.


‘They see her coming,’ my mother would declare. They also witnessed her coming back, as she was wont to change her mind about a purchase by the time her key was in the door of her house.


A lot of this was to do with time. Her husband, my grandfather, who I barely knew, had died from a heart attack aged sixty-three. He’d been climbing that frozen hill back to their house after they’d been to the pictures one cold February night. My grandmother had thirty years of widowhood, and time presented itself as a vacuum that could never be filled. She must have had beliefs and a world view, but what they were, I don’t recall. Any interests or passions she may have had seemed to demand very little by way of time or commitment. Instead, she would fill her days by livening up her house, acquiring wardrobe additions, which she’d then pass on to others, and spending time with her stepsisters.


It’s easy to be slightly flippant about all of this now, but in retrospect I realise there was so much more she’d had to do in order to survive the hard life she’d been given. Like my other grandmother, Nana had been slowly sidelined by a new stepmother after the death of her own mother. Fearing what might become of them, she and her younger siblings had moved out of the family home and lived together in a small flat while Nana worked and provided for them. It was a common story in those days, and perhaps that’s why, when the opportunity arose, she had no wish to return to a life of struggle.


Domestic chores she managed, but gardening, odd jobs and occasional shopping trips were arranged and carried out by my grandfather’s younger brother, John, who was a willing assistant. John’s beneficence was born of duty but carried out with grace and good humour. Perhaps the only socialist in the family, he’d estranged himself from my father and the family business. There was a rumour of ‘creative accounting’ in John’s favour. This, it seemed, had kept family civilities to a minimum until a time well after my grandfather’s passing, when John reappeared on the scene, to the great benefit of my grandmother.


Because she presented such a contrast to the fundamentalist side of the rest of the family, Nana was a source of constant intrigue to me and my sister. It was rare for her to babysit us, but when she did, she’d ask us to take away her ashtray after her cigarettes had been extinguished. This gave my sister the opportunity of inhaling the last dregs of the cigarette before running it under the kitchen tap in a suppressed explosion of coughing. She read Sunday papers (which were forbidden in our house), and we consumed them voraciously. She bought pop records and we would go round to her house and pile the forty-fives on to her small record player. I seem to remember her buying Petula Clark’s Downtown, and my sister and I playing it endlessly.


Nana watched the kind of TV programmes we liked to see, and unlike our other grandparents, she didn’t turn off the set when the sight of alcohol loomed or someone took the Lord’s name in vain. She was also deeply superstitious. On Sundays, I’d take her home in the early evening, but always needed to make sure the route back didn’t pass Balgay Cemetery. Her husband was interred there, but she never visited the grave to my knowledge. This superstition was understood to be a ‘highland thing’ – we were told she had grown up near Thurso in Caithness. It was with some surprise that, on looking into the family tree many years later, I discovered she’d not been brought up there at all. She was born in Queensferry, though her mother had come from Tongue.


Superstition was not encouraged in our Brethren household. Along with horoscopes and lotteries, it was understood to be diabolic in nature. The idea that anything happened by chance or that magic occurred outside the divine sphere of influence was frowned upon by those in our close church circle. We didn’t even buy raffle tickets. Nana, on the other hand, embraced many superstitions, and was inclined to adopt more as time went on. Scarred by her own encounters with fundamentalism and my father’s frequent proselytising, she took great satisfaction in holding views that were the polar opposites to our household’s received wisdom. Spilled salt was thrown over shoulders, knives were never given as gifts, and any thoughts concerning death were never spoken aloud.


She seemed to me to have been happily married to a husband who was well thought of by everyone. I don’t suppose it occurred to either of them that her widowed life would extend for such a long time. They were a well-to-do couple who enjoyed the good things in life. Cars, television and entertainment were within their hinterland, and although neither had had a formal education, theirs was an informed world. Bill, her husband, had been a man of invention and enterprise. He dreamed up and manufactured ‘fancy goods’, as they seemed to be called, which he’d sell from the family stationery business. He loved printing, produced candleholders and was good with his hands in a way his eldest son, my father, never was. My eldest cousin remembers their assured affluence, which, post-war in Dundee, was something to behold. ‘I’m off to garage the Zephyr,’ he’d say. ‘Do you want to come with me?’


They were the only members of my family likely to go inside the picture house or cinema, and it was Nana who took me to one of the most joyous nights of my young life. My television heroes, Francie and Josie, played by Rikki Fulton and Jack Milroy, were to play one last tour and were booked to appear at the Queen’s Theatre, just off the Nethergate behind the hotel of the same name that still stands there. Although it was the kind of thing that seldom happened, it seemed, at the time, to be the most natural occurrence that we should spend the night in a darkened palace of variety. It was a thrill.


She was given to disposing of memorabilia, but kept significant keepsakes. In the hall cloakroom hung my Uncle Tom’s RAF officer’s uniform and parts of Papa’s First World War kit. (He’d been in the Highland Light Infantry, or some other unlikely regiment, rather than the local Black Watch because, according to my father, ‘He didn’t want to wear a kilt.’ This family loathing of the national dress has extended down the generations. In my case, it’s even extended to the national instrument.)


Other than that cloakroom, though, the house was a model of spartan minimalism. Paintings were hung, cushions were scattered and rugs fell loosely on parquet floors, but very little was allowed to linger. Instead, Nana would pass on furniture to my parents or her other children (my sister still has a very serviceable bedroom tallboy and dressing table). My mother would inherit rash purchases. ‘It doesn’t suit me, Catherine,’ she would declare. ‘I don’t know why I bought it.’ At this, my father would quietly harrumph and fold his paper, knowing that these retail errors would eventually appear in his own business expenditure. His own father, having died suddenly, left no will, but it was thought by the family that Nana should continue to benefit from the business. Roofing bills and general maintenance were taken care of, and although this was in the days before foreign travel was common, she managed to find creative ways to spend money. In retrospect, it was fairly minimal compared to the kind of debt a twenty-first-century person could accrue. There were no credit cards, and I suspect most of the spending was on account at Jaeger or Thomas Justice, the Dundee bespoke furniture store.


At a fairly senior age, it was agreed by the family that Nana could no longer manage on her own, and she would stay in turn with each of her four children. Her three-month stay at our house was probably viewed by all parties as mutual torment. My parents were probably less than enthusiastic hosts, and for Nana, it was akin to Mary, Queen of Scots being quartered in the house of John Knox. She was hostage to all the evangelical indoctrination she’d spent the best part of her life avoiding, while those things she loved – shopping, smoking and seeing friends – were no longer possible. She had no independence, and I realised she was someone who had never expected nor wished to be old. None of us do, but some are better at ageing than others, and my Nana was ill-equipped for dotage.


Happily, it became clear she would be best placed with her youngest daughter, my Aunt Ev, down in the southwest of England. Selflessly, Ev devoted years to making her mother as at home there as she was ever likely to be. So, the final few years of Annie Gray’s life were spent in the rural idyll of the Cotswolds, in a family home worthy of Mole and Ratty in The Wind in the Willows.


I visited once, when she was a good age but still alert enough to know what was what. My dearest cousin, Laura, was still at home and loudly searching for her shoes before departing on a night out.


‘Where’s my shoes?’ she barked at anyone who caught her eye. ‘Where’s my bloody shoes?’


Aunt Ev sighed and quietly requested restraint with such language in front of her grandmother.


Nana piped up, ‘Oh I don’t mind if it’s only that she’s saying.’


When my father was less well himself, I took him to visit. He wasn’t able to make the journey on his own, and I drove him from Dundee to the Cotswolds. We stopped for lunch on the way down in a motorway services, and he gave thanks for the food aloud above the Formica table. We were making the visit as Nana was going downhill fast and, as it turned out, it would be the last time we’d see her. She was frail and sleeping a lot. Although weary of life, she was probably still a little concerned about what the afterlife might involve. By this time, my parents seemed to have heard her say the right phrases for them to be satisfied that she was going to end up on the correct side of the pearly gates. This made my dad less anxious, and no doubt brought some relief to the rest of the family, who didn’t want to witness some re-enactment of the Brideshead Revisited deathbed conversion scene.


Nana died soon after, and my father only survived her by a few years. The house she’d lived in had been denuded of its artefacts, and her clothing and possessions distributed among her children and grandchildren. Laura’s older sister, Su, told me her own daughter, Kate, who died at a young age in 2021, still wore some of Nana’s wardrobe; so stylish it never went out of fashion.


Annie Gray’s funeral took place in the little parish church in Stow-on-the-Wold. In the great family tradition, I have probably only visited her grave once. She’s buried beside her husband, high up in Balgay, overlooking Ninewells and beyond that the River Tay, in the cemetery she never liked to pass.
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I Never Told My Parents I Went to the Regal


I must have been about ten. We’d decided to meet some girls. I didn’t really know the logistics of meeting girls outside of the classroom or the Sunday school, but my pals hatched a plan to meet some girls on a Saturday afternoon. We were all to go to the pictures.


As innocent as this sounds, it’s difficult to explain just how thorny a problem it was. Cinemas – like pubs, bingo halls, football grounds, social clubs, dance halls, sports clubs, Roman Catholic churches and even some Protestant churches – were pretty well out of bounds. Every other week, I’d hear the ‘testimony’ of a brother who had spent his youthful days in drinking, dancing and going to the pictures, only to have been ‘saved’ from all of that. Very often, the brother would paint such a graphic picture of what my father referred to as his ‘unregenerate days’, that one could feel a general out-breath of disappointment around the hall when the big conversion kicked in. My uncle (a missionary in Africa) once brought home from Zambia a man called Brian who’d been converted in the prison there. Brian spent a good forty minutes telling us of his nefarious deeds, before tacking on a swift ‘and then I got converted’ in the final few minutes. A few of the ladies were a little flushed at all that, but it was a wild night at the gospel meeting for us youngsters.


It would be many years before I’d ever venture into licensed premises, but the cinema was a temptation that beckoned you in. Driving through the Seagate on a Saturday to arrive at a Christian rally at the other Brethren Assembly my grandparents attended involved going past the old ABC, where we’d see crowds of young couples in a snaking line, queuing to get into the pictures. Above the line, the marquee would proclaim the title of the latest release. There would be a faint tut of disapproval from my parents as we passed ‘the lost’, all misspending their Saturday nights. We, on the other hand, were heading to a warm Gospel Hall, where tea would be served from steaming urns, accompanied by home baking, and Mr Cathcart would conduct some glorious singing. There was no competition.


The cinemas themselves were dying. This was the 1960s, and television was stealing their audience. My dad would pass the cinemas he’d frequented as a young man and tell me how they were now being turned into bingo halls. As if there hadn’t been enough things we weren’t allowed to attend, they were now inventing new ones.


Even if we didn’t subscribe to going to the cinema, it was inevitable that it would inveigle its way into our hearts somehow or other. Film posters were everywhere, and they always seemed so exciting. As children, we were acutely aware of what we weren’t seeing. I can still feel the pain of passing by the Help! poster from the cinema at the top of The Hilltown and echoing it inwardly as a personal cry I wanted to make to the Fab Four: ‘Let me in, I want to see you.’


As reluctant as my parents were to break the omertà on their home patch, it eventually transpired that things were slightly different if we were in a different town in a different country.


It was a holiday in Southport. We were there as a family, with my grandparents along too. The weather was probably not all we’d have hoped for, and the longest cinema marquee was proclaiming one word: ‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.’ It ran the length of a long pavement and even turned the corner into the next street. The summer of Mary Poppins was making it hard for my mother to resist my big sister’s pleas to see the film.


It was decided that Mum would take us one quiet afternoon, while my father distracted my grandparents. We wouldn’t speak of the visit to them, but we would go just this once, as a special treat. I can remember very little of the trip itself, except that general sense of awe common to any childhood cinema visits: amazement at the size of the images on the screen and, of course, the colour. We adored seeing the colours. All of life elsewhere was in black and white.


We loved going to the pictures, but we also loved our family. We were happy kids, surrounded by love, who accepted there were certain places we didn’t go. Although I had loved Mary Poppins like life itself, the picture house remained a place of dark mystery. Towards the end of the sixties, we went to visit a young couple who were friends of my parents and had moved to the north of England. We broke the journey in Carlisle, and my parents tried to find a good place to have high tea. I remember them discovering that the best and most available option was to be found within the precincts of the local cinema. We sat eating fish and chips in an opulent art deco foyer, being reassured by our parents that, although we were using the facilities on offer, we were not on this occasion entering into the dark recess of the auditorium itself. I remember feeling comforted but also a little afraid.


The cinema was a strange and alien land, full of ideas and images that, as visiting preachers reminded us on a regular basis, would seek to bring us down into the paths of iniquity from which we’d been so relieved to be saved.


As the years went by, my parents’ views on the cinema eased a little. There would be an occasional family visit to see a ‘good’ film. Before all that happened, however, I was secretly making my way to a Saturday matinee at the Regal to meet girls. In my mind, this was the most covert operation I’d ever carried out. Excuses were made, times were set, and a bus ride or long walk would have been taken to reach the Regal. Going to Dundee’s most easterly picture house came with few frills. The local woman generously referred to as an ‘usherette’ was a beastly ogre who carried a torch like a baton and delighted in shining it on any miscreants and shouting ‘Get your feet aff the seats!’ at the most sensitive point in any drama.


I don’t remember the movie I saw there that afternoon as we stumbled into the stalls. My only recollection is that it was again big and colourful, and everyone in it was suntanned. It may have involved Michael Caine, but I simply can’t remember. I know I loved the adverts, though. Generically produced, they used exotic Mayfair locations for Chinese restaurants, then slammed on the local restaurant on Gray Street at the end. Believe me, the Chinese restaurant on Gray Street bore no relation to the one on the screen. We loved the actorly voice saying ‘Brawttyferry’ in plum received pronunciation though. We’d never heard anyone say Broughty like that before.


I could never tell anyone in the family about my visit to the pictures. It had been a normal Saturday afternoon as far as they knew. But I had been to the Regal – and now I knew there was another world out there I needed to find.
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The Spanish Doll


He was an incomer who came to live quite near us in West Ferry. My dad liked him because he was a businessman and my dad had a built-in interest in retail.


We got to know him because he became the superintendent of the Sunday school. Being superintendent was a big deal in the Assembly. He’d made an impact on the children too. I remember him teaching us all ‘How Great Thou Art’, with the words printed out on a cardboard prompt that looked like a giant birthday card opened up. Behind the words were pictures of pastoral scenes, with the sun shining down upon gentle hills.


At the end of every session, the Sunday school would hold an annual picnic and also a prize-giving. The picnic, held on a Saturday, was one of the highlights of the year. Everyone came. My dad, along with many others who still worked on a Saturday morning, would join us. We loved going on the buses, with the streamers flowing out the windows and the Sunday school teachers in their grey sports flannels and newly whitened gym shoes. We loved the dads all behaving like children, ties off and shirt sleeves rolled up for the sports and a twenty-a-side game of football.


The prize-giving was on a Sunday. On top of the platform would sit piles of books, all organised in classes and graded as Perfect, First or Second. Prizes were given for attendance, and a perfect attendance prize was something special. The books were all Christian, and sometimes the older students would be given a leatherbound Bible as a reward for achieving the perfect grade. A leatherbound Bible, sometimes zipped, was a coveted prize. Inside the book would be the certificate, stuck to the first blank page: ‘Presented to [name], in recognition of [achievement]’. It was the job of the superintendent to introduce the prizes, and the job of the guest speaker’s wife to present the prizes and receive the flowers at the end.


On one occasion the superintendent had invited one of his old chums to come and give the address. As most of the parents who came to the prize-giving were local folk with no attachment to our Assembly, they were often seen as a natural target group for conversion. On this particular Sunday, my own parents also invited our highly educated next-door neighbours, whose boys attended Sunday school with us. To the embarrassment of my folks, the visiting preacher proceeded to behave in a slightly eccentric manner, charging around the platform and taking on the role of the animals from his chosen Bible passage. As kids, we delighted in the whole episode. The point where the preacher knotted himself up to the railing at the side of the platform with his own tie to illustrate what happened to the donkey on Palm Sunday was a particular highlight. My parents squirmed audibly. The family next door never returned.


The superintendent was married to a slight, tall-looking younger woman who collected Spanish dancing dolls, that she displayed in their home on glass shelves. Her own look owed much to the appearance of the dolls: she had long, lustrous black hair and puckered lips, which only emphasised her fine features. The dolls wore elaborate chiffon skirts, and visiting their house to see his wife and the dolls was a joy for my older sister, Anne. The superintendent’s house must only have been a five to ten-minute walk down from ours. The young couple, though childless, kept a Shetland collie called Susie, who they allowed Anne and her friend to take on the lead to the local park.


As well as enjoying the new zeal he brought to our Sunday school, we also liked riding in the superintendent’s car. He owned a large blue Vauxhall Cresta, which was the closest thing any British car came to looking American back in the sixties. It had sleek lines and rear fins, which at the right angle and in a fair wind gave it a passing resemblance to a Cadillac. My sister and I, the boys next door and an adult who often needed a lift would all get in the Cresta after Sunday school finished and share the ride back to West Ferry from Cotton Road, where the Gospel Hall was located. The car had long bench seats and there would be six or seven of us all squeezed in without any seat belts, as that was how we were all transported back then. On other days, Grandpa Harkness, who was still driving at the age of ninety, would drive us at the sort of hair-raising speeds that made us vow never to step into his car again. The superintendent’s journey was statelier, with the big car rolling smoothly past the graveyard to drop off the first passenger. He and Mr Melvin would reflect on days gone by and Anne and I would be shocked by the superintendent’s colloquialisms.


‘We were never learned at the school, were we Tommy?’ he’d joke with old Mr Melvin.


‘Why doesn’t the superintendent know how to speak properly?’ we’d enquire of our parents.


One day, my sister brought home the news that the superintendent and his wife were to foster a boy with a view to adoption. In due time, the boy, who was about five, arrived and was brought with them to church and Sunday school. Dressed up in his Sunday suit, the new boy was welcomed and fussed over by Anne, who now not only wanted to visit their house to see the Spanish dolls and the dog, but also to find out more about the young orphan who was joining the family. She would return with stories of Gordon, marvelling at how many things he could do at such a young age. Such was the fuss over the boy, I began to feel pangs of jealousy over this orphan who had so much attention thrust upon him.


It didn’t last long. One day, Anne returned from the superintendent’s house to tell us that Gordon no longer lived there; he had gone back to live at the orphanage. It just hadn’t worked out after all. If we drove from our house along the Ferry Road into Dundee, we would pass the orphanage. It was an intimidating-looking building, standing alone on the south-facing part of the road, looking towards Fife. As interesting as Gordon had been, none of us ever wanted to darken the doors of the orphanage.


The superintendent’s life had appeared perfect, but it became apparent that all wasn’t as it seemed. One day, we were all driving down our road when Anne saw the superintendent’s wife hurriedly walking alone. Surprisingly, Susie the collie wasn’t on a lead, but was instead walking unattended a good few yards behind her mistress, who was unaware of anything other than her own state of distress. It was the crying that we heard first. As my mother reached out to her, the superintendent’s car drove along the road in search of his missing wife. With the two cars parked at the side of the road, both vehicles became counselling rooms for the troubled couple, with the superintendent’s wife pouring her heart out to my mother in our car and the superintendent, a slightly embarrassed figure behind the wheel of the Cresta as my father became his unlikely counsellor. The scales seemed to fall from my eyes and Anne’s. No longer were we in awe of the superintendent, for now we knew that in that small bungalow, the Spanish dancers would shake on their shelves as he shamed and shouted his wife into tears; that she would beat her fists into the plasterboard while Susie slipped quietly behind the sofa. In my imagination I pictured the noise subsiding and the superintendent’s wife quietly rearranging the dancers back on their shelves.
.
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I Remember the Night My Grandfather Died


I remember the night my grandfather died. Even now, I don’t remember the cause of his death; I simply recall him getting older and seeing less and less of him in the way only a twenty-year-old can. As I think on it now, I realise I let him slip away without ever really saying goodbye.


My grandpa, Joe Ford, had always been my confidante, my playmate and my great champion. He was the one that hoisted us up on his leg on the sofa and twirled us around like circus acrobats. He built the stilts we played upon during one Easter holiday, and he fixed our bicycles if they needed attention. In short, he did all the things my father never really wanted to bother with. The contrast between the men was marked. One was tall and effortlessly handsome, a First World War veteran who’d never really found his true vocation. The other, my father, his son-in-law, a bald, slightly overweight man with soft hands whose own father had passed on a family business and so set up his passage for life. And yet, unlikely as it seems, they were great friends. A bond of mutual respect kept them close and kept me in a state of contented bliss. There was joy and laughter and little worry when they were both together.


My earliest memory of Joe was his last place of work; appropriately, it was as a watchman in a monumental sculptor’s yard, keeping watch over the gravestones. We’d walk up to see him from their flat in Hawkhill, my grandmother and me, and occasionally I’d get to stay over at weekends. It was these nights that were the best. I’d go to sleep in the spare room, which had a window over the door that allowed the light to shine in from the hall and let me hear their movements as they prepared for bed. The round alarm clock had a moving pattern that blinked in and out and gently hypnotised me to sleep, before waking early on a Sunday by the church bells at the top of Shepherd’s Loan. Between their tenement and the church was a squat row of buildings topped with an array of chimneys and flues. In the distance was the river, and in the foreground the smell of porridge warming. Later, we’d walk to church together, my grandmother in her straw hat and him in his dark jacket and pinstriped trousers, Bible in hand.


Joe loved modern life. Where my father feared the invention of the pocket camera, the automatic car and the tape recorder, Joe rejoiced in every labour-saving device he could afford. A man of deep and considerable faith, he nevertheless bucked the trend of his Brethren roots to embrace television, FM radio and the electric shaver. In the mornings, as the radio played the Light Programme, he’d sit by the dresser and take out his electric razor, bringing me endless delight as he tickled my hands with its rotating blades. Later, I’d walk out with my grandmother, Kitty, along the Hawkhill until we reached Roseangle, where we’d sit for an age as I watched the trains shunting in and out of the marshalling yards below. It was really the combination of the two grandparents that made my time with them so perfect. He was the joker and fixer, she the storyteller, the worrier and – with her beautiful seamstress’s hands – the dressmaker.


My mother’s wedding dress and the accompanying bridesmaids’ outfits had all been hand-sewn by Kitty Ford. Before her marriage, she’d worked in one of Dundee’s high-end couturiers, and often revisited the tales of late-night deadlines being met in hot, dark workshops with dramatic tension: ‘Then the manager came in . . . and oh, he was raging . . .’


It was my grandmother too who was our favourite babysitter when we were young. The highlight of these nights was not any received presents or special favours, but in her acquiescing to retell oft-repeated stories of family trauma. There was a great shortlist to choose from: the one about the family picnic, where they left an unattended bonfire in Fife and could see the smoke rising across the river on their return (a classic); or the day her father’s horse, pulling the family in the trap, heard the thunder over the Sidlaws before any of the passengers and bolted for home – ‘His ears pricked up . . . and he was gone!’. But the tale we really wanted to hear was the grim recollection of the near-death experience of her only son (my Uncle Jimmy) during the war.


War stories were easily the best. You had to imagine a different world, one of telegrams, sandbags, secrecy and rations; all concepts alien to children of the early 1960s. Jimmy had been on a troop ship headed for the Front – no one knew where he was sailing from, or where he was going to. The telegram arrived to say he’d been lifted off suffering from meningitis and was in hospital in Greenock. So, the story went on, my grandmother and her prayers were all that stood between Jimmy and certain death. There was a strong sense each time the story was told that, on this occasion, he might not make it. It was my first living encounter with Coleridge’s ‘willing suspension of disbelief’. Bedtime would come just in time for Jimmy to be sitting up in bed and drinking tea.


On some mornings, the post would deliver an ‘aerogram’ from Zambia with a typed letter from Jimmy, who was out there with my aunt Dorothy. Jimmy had ended up in Kenya during the war and there had stumbled upon an open-air gospel preacher. Reflecting on his current life of drinking, dancing and motorbike rides, he had converted to the faith of his parents and dedicated his life to God. In particular, Jimmy had promised he would return to Africa and the mission field, and he had. Read out slowly and thoroughly by Joe as Kitty and I listened patiently, the letters were always signed off ‘Jimothy’, a compound of my uncle and aunt’s names. Joe always liked that bit.


At some point, Kitty started to get mixed up. She’d forget a pot on the stove, or whether or not she’d already put salt in the potatoes. Joe began to compensate by taking over more of the household chores. Imperceptible as it was, my mother noted the changes and slowly the family started to anticipate Grandma’s memory loss. Relief always came in her wonder at the mundane. She’d marvel at the cricket highlights on the TV news, imagining all the wickets were falling in real time. We’d all gather on a Friday for tea and watch Crackerjack! as a family. Wisely, Kitty never really saw the force in the many costume-changes, elaborate sets and custard-pie fights that epitomised the zenith of children’s telly. As the credits rolled, she’d shake her head at the sheer amount of energy the cast and crew had expended on half an hour of light entertainment. Clearly, however, all had been in vain. She’d rise from her seat and move towards the stove, uttering the immortal words, ‘What a work. What a work.’


As a teenager, I spent less time at theirs, although they’d sometimes be called upon to stay with us when our folks went on holiday without me or my sister. I remember one awful day when Kitty’s forgetfulness had caused too much distress to Joe, and he confided in me about how hard it was all getting. I will never forget his tears and distress as he spoke. How little comfort I must have been. My old hero and my heroine were much diminished, and it was sore to watch.


By the time of his death in his mid-eighties, Joe and Kitty had been separated. Unable to cope, he had moved into a care home and she’d been hospitalised. So far advanced was her dementia that she knew very little of her husband’s passing. My mother helped her dress up formally for the day of the funeral, but there was little point taking her to the crematorium.


We’d taken the long road along Riverside Drive from our home in Broughty Ferry to the hospital on the other side of town when the final call had come in that Joe’s breathing was poorly and we should be there soon. It was late at night in early winter. I always remember not knowing what to do as we sat around the bed of my deceased grandfather, lying at peace. My father stood over his old friend and gently swept back Joe’s silver strands, which had fallen down uncharacteristically over his forehead. I loved the ease my father had with the dead man. ‘He’s still warm,’ he told us, and somehow we all felt some small glow of comfort.
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Last Night I Dreamed of Henry Thomas


Lily love that’s a


Beautiful name


Your precious gifts are not the same


Since they faded away


The song so distant


But it still rings true . . .


It’s hard to work out exactly how pop music entered my world. I’m just so glad it did. My earliest memory is of a pal from along the road and myself standing with tennis racquets on the porch of our first house, pretending to be the Beatles and singing ‘She Loves You’. I must have been five years old, and somehow, without a record player anywhere near us, the Beatles had come in to my life.


I grew up in a very strong community where the Gospel Hall was the centre of our lives. It wasn’t as strict as some Brethren Assemblies, and nearly all my memories are happy ones, but a good proportion of modern life was feared or excluded. The list is quite long: cinemas, alcohol, places that sold alcohol, television shows that showed people drinking alcohol, swear words – especially ones with God’s name involved – smoking, football matches, playing on Sundays . . . and don’t even think about sex. Gay people didn’t really exist, as far as we knew. The theatre was allowed, but no one thought to attend for fear that the people onstage might do any of the things mentioned on the list.


Music was slightly different, though. Music was everywhere in the church, and although my parents saw no real need for a record player (they owned no records) we did hear music on the TV and on Dad’s car radio.


My dad loved music. He hadn’t been brought up in the strict faith, so he kept an open ear for a good tune. He loved certain songs on the radio, and when he was happy, excited or just doing the daft dad routine that all dads do, he’d start singing. ‘Little Children’ or ‘Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini’. ‘The Sun Ain’t Gonna Shine Anymore’ was a particular favourite one rain-soaked holiday in the faded seaside towns my father always favoured for our annual retreat. Pop music came in the back door: overheard on the radio, watching the TV and eventually on a little mono portable record player which came into our new house on a day as memorable as the one when our first refrigerator arrived.


The other music was all at church. Sunday morning worship involved unaccompanied singing. My mum often sang a descant, and although the service was improvised – there was no minister – different Brethren would announce a hymn to be sung and the precentor would lead the singing, occasionally having to clear his throat and bring it down a couple of steps for fear of the men not making the high notes.


The real singing happened at the children’s services. My own dad led the most boisterous of these on a Friday night, at a thing called the Bible Band. There, he had a primitive PA system with a microphone and a little loud speaker so the local Hilltown kids could read out their memory texts and win some confectionery from the two large sweetie jars placed on the platform. My dad loved leading the communal singing on these nights. I found out later his main daydream at school had been to imagine the wall behind the teacher revolving to reveal a dance band and a conductor. I loved the sound of that dream, and often wondered whether his enthusiastic conducting of the singing was, in some small way, the closest he ever got to being Artie Shaw or Glenn Miller.


On Friday nights, we sang from memory, but in case there were any newcomers, two of the local urchins would hold up large cardboard chorus boards as lyric prompts. ‘Wide, Wide as the Ocean, High as the Heaven Above’. We all loved that one. The actions were important too.


‘For his word teaches me that his love reaches me . . .’


(Big pause.)


‘EVERYWHERE!’


On that word, we’d all stretch out our arms as far as they could go, and the unfortunate child on the end of the pew would find themselves dumped on to the cold linoleum that ran down either side of the long wooden benches.


On special nights, a preacher would bring a soloist along to break up the monotony of the evening gospel service. This was the last formal meeting of the Lord’s day (as it was often referred to) and the main thrust of the proceedings was to convert any Godless souls who happened to be in attendance that evening. Inevitably, there was a lot of attention on the young people who’d not declared themselves for Christ yet. Occasionally, this service would have an entertaining preacher, but for the most part we looked to any musical items to capture our attention. However, the real musical action happened away from Sundays, and took place on a Saturday night.


Rallies or big special meetings could mix it up a bit. For a start, there was always an interval after the first part of community singing, during which we’d have tea and home baking. Ladies in hats poured and served all manner of delicacies to the eager throng after they’d had a solid forty minutes or so of boisterous hymn-singing led by a gentleman in a natty sports jacket and cavalry twills. As it was Saturday, things were a little more informal.


I remember one particular night when a visiting choir came and nearly blew the roof off the hall with their singing. They’d come on a bus from somewhere in Lanarkshire (so many visitors seemed to appear from there) and they even had matching costumes, all provided by their wealthy patron, whose Jaguar car was the subject of close attention from the teenage boys in attendance.


However, it was the music in my house that made the strongest connection. My mother played the piano, and my sister and I took piano lessons. It was my sister who I remember being the more musical; she also played fiddle in the school orchestra, and one cold Easter holiday we went to visit her at a music camp near Aberfoyle, where they were billeted in what looked uncomfortably like a concentration camp.


Our piano at home was tuned as well as it could be by a small man with a very high voice who came out once a year. Unfortunately, he only ever managed to get it to a semi-tone below concert pitch, which made playing along with any records a little tricky. I formally gave up my music lessons around the time I was in second year in high school. At that time, the piano teacher lived half a mile or so from Dundee United’s ground at Tannadice, and the wait for my dad to pick me up and go to the football became my main focus. As always happened with me, throughout any learning experience, I spent a lot of time looking out the window.


Around the same time, however, it became possible to buy easy piano pop music books, and once more the Beatles came to the rescue. One Christmas, I received a book of Beatles piano music that was soon plundered song by song.


It’s impossible to overemphasise the impact the Beatles had on my musical life. They were everywhere, of course. On the radio and TV, on my sister’s wall, and eventually on a pile of forty-fives we inherited from a friend of my sister’s, who’d moved on from the Fab Four and handed over all the early singles. We stacked them all up and played them in order, then we flipped the pile over and played them again. I loved the B-sides as much as the As – to this day, ‘I’ll Get You’ is still one my favourites, even though it was only the other side of ‘She Loves You’.


As time went on and the Beatles developed, I loved the idea of them writing their own songs and spending endless time in the studio. Years later, we would get to make our debut album at Air Studios, a facility set up by George Martin after he left his contract with EMI. The walls were adorned with black-and-white pictures of John, Paul, George and Ringo, looking over mixing boards and drinking tea from white cups and saucers as they listened to playbacks. I felt I was in the grand tradition started by the people who’d made me want to make records in the first place. They changed all of our lives. I once seriously went off a producer who I might have worked with because he dismissively said of a Beatles track, ‘Before my time, mate.’ Mate – they were before their time. That’s the point.


One glorious year, my cousin Patsy, my Uncle Jimmy’s daughter, came to stay for about six months. She’d grown up in Zambia and had eventually been sent to boarding school in England, and was now waiting to start her nursing training. It was 1969, and she arrived with Abbey Road and a couple of Jimi Hendrix albums. My life changed forever.


Abbey Road entered my consciousness in such a complete way. It was only years later I fully recognised the pain and deep love that infused these final songs of my favourite band. Perhaps too there was something about the piano being the instrument that opened so many of them.


With Jimi Hendrix, however, it was none of these things. It was simple, raw excitement.


Here was someone who seemed so otherly, and in his entire schtick represented everything my parents feared, and all the glorious, dark possibilities of rock and roll. It seemed miles away, physically and spiritually, from my life as a young boy in Dundee in 1968, but it also provided a deep longing to get there.


Reflecting now, I guess my parents were less able to control things coming into the house if they were supplied by the daughter of a beloved brother and missionary. The possibility of seeing any of these acts live was a bridge I’d need to cross at a later date. When I brought back the second LP I ever owned, The Rolling Stones’ Get Yer Ya-Yas Out!, my father made disapproving remarks, but never went as far as removing the offending record from my small, but growing, pile of vinyl.


I was devastated when Patsy left, as her records went with her, and I never properly owned any of the albums until many years later. She left one with us: The Rolf Harris Show. It’s still in amongst my vinyl, a curio of a different era when he was seen as an uncontroversial light entertainer.


One great year, a transistor radio (a Bush with an exclusive Radio Luxembourg button) arrived in the house. Taking it upstairs and tuning in to pop music after dark became my favourite escape. I loved being able to hear the radio before I went to school and after I went to bed. If Tony Blackburn loved something, he’d tell you to listen to the words, and on some days, he’d play it twice. I bought ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’ by Diana Ross on the strength of Tony’s enthusiasm, something I was able to tell him many years later when we met at a Radio 2 event.


Radio One stopped at 6 pm, however. Radio 2 took over and often it would ease the gap by playing a country show or a folk programme in the early evening. It was probably here I grew to love the roots music I still cherish to this day. After dark, it was over to Radio Luxembourg’s tiny playlist, which I listened to after lights went out on a mono ear plug. Kid Jensen was our go-to guy and artists like Hurricane Smith, Neil Young and the Faces were all part of the mix. During the day, Johnnie Walker became a lunchtime oasis of taste. I still remember the first time I heard Bob Marley and the Wailers’ ‘No Woman No Cry’, Stevie Wonder’s ‘He’s Misstra Know-it-all’ and Steely Dan’s ‘Doctor Wu’. I went out and bought every album on the strength of one play.


Records were great, and we gathered as many as we could, but inevitably there were many we didn’t have. My sister borrowed LPs from her friends and boyfriends. Sgt. Pepper came and went as often as the boyfriends changed. Sometimes we had Simon and Garfunkel, and other times we didn’t.


The other music in our house was live. On Sunday nights, our home filled with young people from the church, who gathered round the piano and sang. Occasionally, someone would appear and really make the old piano come alive. I remember a visiting student who’d been invited over by my parents. He was Caribbean and would often arrive and just start playing. I’d no idea what he was doing at the time, but in retrospect it was my first encounter with real gospel music. The same raw material, now syncopated and voiced slightly differently, making all the hymns we thought we knew suddenly come alive in a completely different way.


We were also visited by a Northern Irishman who seemed the epitome of conservatism, but expressed a fondness for my big sister and took me in his car while he played Elvis’s gospel album at full volume.


Often, people were coaxed into singing who weren’t necessarily best qualified. Some singers were better than others, and some, though past their best, still had something that drew me in. There would be solos, duos, a trio or two, and even a quartet who did barbershop harmonies to selections from the Golden Bells hymnary. It kept things interesting. Occasionally, the younger generation would be let loose on a song they’d heard by the Sally Army beat combo The Joy Strings, and a guitar with a hand-woven strap would be faintly strummed. One day, a young fellow even accompanied himself on a Gibson SG electric, plugged into a real amplifier by a curly lead. He wasn’t asked back.


The moments I enjoyed most were the occasional solos by Lily McArthur. Lily was a grandmother figure who’d been brought along by one of the stalwarts of the congregation. I enjoyed Lily, as I detected in her voice an otherness that suggested she’d performed solo but in slightly less refined company. There was a hint of showbiz vibrato pointing towards years spent singing more worldly songs, and perhaps cooing and sighing at crooners of a different tradition. Lily’s was a starker performance, and there was an ever-creeping likelihood that the whole thing might just topple over at some point in the third verse. It gave her recital the element of danger, and I identified and loved the uncertainty in her voice. In a world where no question was without an answer, Lily’s voice was a thing of wonder.


I never got involved in performing music at that age, except for one experience in my boyhood that has been seared into family memory. My teacher entered me into a piano festival in Arbroath. My mother had to take me on the train there, and it meant taking a day off school. I had prepared for the performance by learning the piece prescribed off by heart, but had been cautioned to look as if I was still reading it from the sheet music. Inevitably, halfway through the performance, I didn’t know whether I was reading or remembering, and did neither. There was what seemed to my nervous mother an endless pause while I retraced my steps, before I picked up where I left off. None of this was overly traumatic for me, and the adjudicator offered me consolation for having managed to complete the performance. For my mother however, it was a nightmare from which she never fully recovered. No such festivals were entered again, much to my relief and Anne’s, and for the rest of her life, my mum only ever came to see me play once. Although my own children find this fact a slight aberration, for my mother and me, it was a tacit agreement that was comfortable for both of us. I felt more relaxed knowing she was elsewhere, and she found plenty to occupy her without spending more time where she really didn’t want to be. It served us both well for a good forty years until she died in 2020.


In her final days all of this came together in a strange and beautiful way. Her hearing gone and only able to enjoy tiny pieces of food – mainly soup or ice-cream – we managed to comfort her by singing old hymns together. The ones we knew from the old days.


‘Amazing Grace’, ‘Precious Memories’, ‘The Lord’s My Shepherd’, ‘How Great Though Art’, ‘Softly and Tenderly’. Then a chorus we must have sung so many times on a Friday night at the Bible Band with my father conducting us. A hymn of hope for the unknown, the afterlife . . . the place where we trust all tears will be wiped away.


 


Away far beyond Jordan


we’ll meet in that beautiful land . . .


If you get there before I do,


look out for me, for I’m coming too.


 


Finally, I realised, it was this music, always there at the beginning, that brought us together at the end.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents Page



		About Ricky Ross



		About the Book



		Dedication



		Introduction



		Part One: I Am a Child



		1: Whistlin’ Past the Graveyard



		2: I Never Told My Parents I Went to the Regal



		3: The Spanish Doll



		4: I Remember the Night My Grandfather Died



		5: Last Night I Dreamed of Henry Thomas



		6: Bob McKechnie



		7: The Traveller



		8: There Was a Guy Two Streets Round From Us Who’d Been Stabbed in the Leg



		9: My Mother’s Middle Names









		Part Two: One Thing Leads to Another



		10: You Write One Song



		11: Cockburn Street



		12: Back Here in Beano Land



		13: How Do You Spell Protestants?



		14: When Will You Make My Telephone Ring?



		15: How Is He?









		Part Three: London Comes Alive



		16: Raintown



		17: A Short Tour of Some London Recording Studios



		18: Springsteen









		Part Four: You Can Have It All



		19: Paris



		20: I Intend to Shoot Each Member of the Band Individually



		21: The Final



		22: Glasgow



		23: Isn’t That Our Jeffrey?



		24: Mr Love, the Piano Tuner









		Part Five: Wandering the World



		25: Brazil



		26: The Further North You Go



		27: Nashville



		28: A Wedding on the Bay



		29: To Africa









		Part Six: Let’s Live Our First Few Lives All Over Again



		30: The Second Coming



		31: The Guisers



		32: Surprised by Joy



		33: The City of Love



		34: Coda









		Postscript: January 2022



		Index



		Picture Section



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
Walking Back Home
RICKY ROSS

Deacon Blue & Me

EEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





