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Dave Davies is the lead guitarist and co-founder of legendary rock band The Kinks. With fifty million record sales to their name, The Kinks are one of the most influential bands in history. They have been awarded the Ivor Novello prize for Outstanding Service to British Music, and they have been inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. As a solo musician, Davies has recorded many albums and toured the world. In 2003 he was named as one of the 100 greatest guitarists of all time by Rolling Stone magazine.









About the Book


Dave Davies, legendary lead guitarist of The Kinks, was promoting his new solo album at the BBC when he was taken seriously ill. Lying in hospital, for the first time in years he was afforded the time to reflect on a career that’s spanned half a century. In this brand new autobiography, Davies looks back on the epoch-defining band that’s sold fifty million records. There were the spectacular highs of rock stardom – the excess that comes when booze and any drug imaginable is on tap. But lows were never far away – the shy kid from Muswell Hill struggled with the limelight just as much as he relished it, and he was visited by his fair share of tragedy. Full of tales of the tumultuous times and ups-and-downs of his infamous relationship with brother Ray, along with frequently dramatic and hilarious encounters with the likes of John Lennon, Jimi Hendrix, Keith Moon, Chrissie Hynde and Jeff Beck, as well as detours into Dave’s mystical beliefs, this all makes for a thrilling and wildly entertaining journey through the heyday of rock and roll and beyond.









To my dear Mum and Dad who started


me out, then nurtured me, on this journey.


Annie Florence Davies (Willmore)


Frederick George Davies.









PREFACE


A WAKING DREAM


I was standing near a hilltop monastery with four Tibetan priests who were all dressed in white robes. One of them handed me a plate of rice. I looked over and saw another man who looked like he needed to eat, so I gave him the dish. He gulped the rice down, handed back the empty plate, and from nowhere, it was filled with food again. At this point I realised I was having a vision and thought I should wake up. It was about four in the morning, and as I slowly edged back to full consciousness, I heard these words in my head: ‘Lest ye become as little children ye shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.’


In my state of semi-wakefulness, after that very intense dream, I understood the power and magic of those words. I had given the rice to this starving man in a selfless, childlike manner, and my surrender and trust in the universe had created a second state of consciousness, what I call entry into a Zen-like state. I was overwhelmed by the knowledge of this feeling, which stayed with me as I went about my morning routine. We must recognise that the energies and forces surrounding us are very potent and affect our lives, and the lives of others, in profound ways. One time I saw an old woman and was overcome with sadness. I could see her life unravelling in front of my eyes; all her pain, anguish and sorrow. I wanted to speak to her, to do something to make her feel happier. And just as I was about to say hello, another woman greeted her. They both smiled happily and her face suddenly became radiant and filled with joy. It was heart-warming to witness.


We are living through difficult times, but no one should doubt the power of kindness and compassion – a single thought, a word or even a smile can help, and the words ‘trust’, ‘compassion’ and ‘surrender’ keep echoing through my mind. The opportunity to help each other, and the world around us, as never before is great. We need to surrender to the higher good that is all around us, and inside us. Letting go of all the hate and prejudices, and then transmuting that pain, is essential. Negative thoughts and emotions that contaminate our true being will be transformed into positive energies if given a chance. We can help the world with pure loving intent and we will receive help from the universe to do so; this is what the bowl of rice symbolised in my dream. There is a sort of loving code within the universe which stimulates the energies of the mind. If we have a deep desire to help and support other people we can effect change. As I look around me, everyone seems to be carrying a sadness, or a loneliness, and we really have to support and nurture each other to make our lives richer and more meaningful.


The power lies in that Zen state I mentioned earlier, that ‘second state of consciousness’ which affects mind and physical matter. This state is in operation all the time, and can be summoned into being by surrendering like a child. To enter into this state of awareness, we need to reach beyond our most painful emotions. When we wallow too much in pain it is difficult to reach this second stage, where the real healing and magick can take place. Endurance, acceptance, surrender; we must trust that all will be well, just like a child. It sounds so simple, and it can be if we believe and trust in the power. We are all alchemists and should meditate upon this.









PROLOGUE


30 June 2004


I called the album I was promoting at the time Bug. It was a record about a woman who thinks she has an implant in her brain, and I had actually met a Kinks fan, named Ellen, who sincerely believed that aliens had put implants inside her head. What a great subject for a record, I thought. I was living in Los Angeles and I’d flown back to London to do interviews and PR for the album. Which was when I realised, can you believe it, that there was something wrong with my own brain.


A few days after I landed I suffered a couple of episodes of what they call a TIA, like a very mild version of a stroke. I collapsed after the first one and wondered what was going on. Had my collapse been caused by fatigue? By too much flying and gallivanting all over the place? I hoped by slowing down I might recover my strength, but then the same thing happened again. Although I could walk and function fairly well, I was also partly paralysed. I went to the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead and, when a doctor touched my hands to see how I felt, the effects of the TIA evaporated. How that happened remains a mystery. Ordinarily I’m not a great lover of medication, but I felt I could trust the doctor, and I followed her advice to take the blood-thinning pills she prescribed, and I felt normal again. Big relief.


On 30 June, I was booked for some interviews about Bug at the BBC. I made it through the first one but didn’t feel great. The second interview was with Danny Baker, who didn’t make me feel very comfortable, and during the interview I started to feel ill. My son Christian was managing all the interviews, and I keeled over as the lift was taking us back to the ground floor. I was fully aware of what was happening and didn’t lose consciousness, but had lost all my mobility.


Christian helped me out into the street, at the back of Broadcasting House. The pub on the corner was shut, so I sat on the pavement instead and told Christian to call an ambulance immediately. It felt like I was having one of those TIA episodes, with a severity that made me fear it could be something much worse. While we waited, a strange phenomenon came over me where suddenly it felt like everyone I interacted with, whether an ambulance driver or passer-by, was someone I knew already – very strange indeed.


I was driven by ambulance to University College Hospital, and the doctor there who examined me said I should go straight away to Queen’s Square Hospital, near Russell Square, where they specialise in neurosurgery. After scanning and examining me, a doctor explained what had happened. I’d had what they call an infarct, a burst blood vessel, on the left side of my brain, and that had caused a stroke.


By this time I was in a hospital bed and my right side was hopelessly weak. I couldn’t stand and a male nurse had to lift me up to go to the toilet. My body was in a heightened state of sensitivity, reacting to what had just happened, and I felt like I was watching a movie – or three movies in one. One section, over on the left side, was what had already happened in the past. The central part was what was going on now, and the other overlapping part, on the right in my perception, was the future. I knew who was about to call, or who was going to turn up, before it happened. It was actually illuminating, like barriers between the past and the future had melted away.


In a way I felt good. I wasn’t panicking or feeling isolated, or having any especially negative thoughts. Instead I became ultra-sensitive to everybody’s feelings. I watched the staff, and one nurse in particular, who had just started her shift, freaked me out. As she walked past me, I could see the people who were making her unhappy. She wasn’t just carrying emotional baggage, I could actually see the weight upon her. I had enough problems of my own and thought, Please don’t come near me! This phenomenon of seeing inside people’s pain became a song called ‘God in my Brain’, which I included on an album released soon after I left hospital called Fractured Mindz.


Some of the doctors and nurses proved skilled at putting me at ease. When I had to go to the bathroom or felt hungry, I needed the help of my favourite male nurse. When he wasn’t around I felt very anxious and I’d keep a lookout for him. He would see me poke my head around the side of the cubicle, nod back, and it made me feel so reassured to see him. I thought carefully about how we experience and interact with other people, a subject which preyed on my mind when my elder sisters wanted to visit. They were anxious about what had happened, and I loved them dearly, but I didn’t want them to see me in this condition. I couldn’t have women around me. I preferred the company of men, and my sons were an enormous help. I found that women made me feel too centred and too vulnerable. My sisters had always been loving and supportive of what my brother Ray and I did with The Kinks, but I feared now they would be too gushing and overprotective, which would have become oppressive.


In those very early days I had some great physiotherapy, and I talked to brain experts and psychiatrists. I asked if they could find a space where I could meditate and a very kind doctor found me a side room where I put a chair and my own objects of meditation. I had my Ganesha with me and I did my meditations, which really helped. Although I couldn’t do my proper breathing practice as normal, meditating helped me get back into shape, psychologically and mentally. I would mediate for twenty minutes, and those twenty minutes felt like hours!


It was tough being on my own, but I had already learned about the importance of being on your own when I had a nervous breakdown in the early seventies. I had realised then that the only person who can really help you is yourself. We find help from wherever we can in that situation, from other people and from medical experts, but I needed to spend time on my own, to find out what the fuck was going on inside my head. ‘What’s the next step forward?’ ‘How do I climb out of this place I’m in?’ Knowledgeable people can offer ideas, but in the end we all have to do it ourselves. We’re born alone and we die alone. It’s sad, but that’s life.


I told the therapists that I liked to paint, and painting became my saviour. Painting is all about intuition and creativity, and that, I decided, was going to pull me through. I couldn’t use my right hand, so I used my left instead. Once I got used to it, my left hand became much stronger than my right; I realised then that all those years playing guitar had built up reflexes and muscles in unexpected places. For three weeks I had physiotherapy each morning, little tasks like picking pins and other small objects up from the floor and stretching exercises that were designed to reconnect the wires in the brain, what they call the synapses. And in the afternoons, I painted.


My consultant explained to me how we can re-programme the brain, and I started thinking this is what the media does and how commercials operate, programming our minds until we give in and think: I’ll buy that! Recently, I came across the work of an American neurologist, Dr Richard Davidson, who has written extensively about what he calls neuroplasticity. The brain is like a sponge. To re-educate the brain after a stroke, you do exercises like putting a pin into a hole and then you have to keep up a repetitive motion, putting that pin back into the same hole again and again. It’s like learning times tables at school; repeating the numbers until they stick. This is why I’m heavily into yoga and meditation, because those are areas of the mind and brain that we all need to work on.


I began to see noticeable improvement after I’d asked one of my sons to bring me a guitar. I didn’t have the strength or the coordination to play it, but I realised how important the smell of the instrument was to me, and also touch; just putting my fingers on the strings triggered muscle memory. Eventually I would have to learn to play guitar all over again, although muscles, and the brain, do retain memory. So I talked to my body and asked for its help. I had met patients in hospital who had MS and brain cysts, and all sorts of traumatic illnesses, and usually the worse the illness the more positive I found people were. One woman with MS talked to me about Buddha and about how positive thoughts can build the inner self and I found that really helpful. I’d been hospitalised for about two months in total and learned a lot being with all those remarkable people.


After being discharged, I stayed with Ray for two weeks, which was nice for a couple of days, but soon became a nightmare. My brother is very talented and gifted, and I don’t want to be mean so soon, but I sometimes feel he’s like a vampire the way he draws so much energy from people. True enough, that’s helped him become a great songwriter and he knows how to channel his ability to use people in a creative way. I’m glad he has always been part of my life, but you need to be strong around him. The way he was absorbing my energy during those two weeks, eventually I thought: For fuck’s sake! Ray, I love you, but really I don’t have much to give at the moment.


So I went to stay with my sister, Dolly, who lived near Northampton. She had always been like a second mum to me, and Joe, her husband, was an older guy. The nurturing from my sister, and the strength I gained from Joe, proved to be just what I needed and I stayed at their place for another couple of months. My partner at the time, Kate, was living in Los Angeles, and she flew in to see me at the hospital. She also spent time at Dolly’s house and offered me her unconditional love and support.


During my recovery, I listened to all kinds of music, from Tibetan mantras to Charlie Byrd and Jo Stafford, to Berlioz, and Dvorˇák, whose Serenade in D Minor comforted me like a blanket. Debussy also became important to me. I felt his music feeding that part of me beyond conscious thought. We like to think we are thinking creatures, but that, I believe, is only a very small part of us. Another example: I fell in love with Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony. Listening to it, you can see the birds in the morning when you look out the window, and you hear the wind blowing through the music. It is music in touch with naturalness: with life, nature, animals and trees. I also devoured Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony. I was thinking a lot about yoga and learning to walk again, and that Beethoven piece – with its rhythms and its energy – made me appreciate dancing again. Dancing can help rebuild the neuroplasticity of the brain, not necessarily fully back to normal, but to a point where you can work with things again. Dancing connects the physical with the mental.


All my life I’ve researched the psychic world. I remember being six years old and my mum couldn’t stop me talking: ‘Oh David, you do go on! I think you were born old!’ But I knew there were other energies beyond mundane objects like the table, the teacup, the knife and fork. I discovered, as I got older, that we were quite a psychic family and my mum was very psychic, although she wouldn’t have called it that.


Psychic energy, I believe, reaches out to people like the internet. One of the reasons we’re here is because we’re all a bit fucking mad. We’re trying to join the pieces together and in life you meet people who help to fix bits of the jigsaw. An example . . . in the late 1980s, I had a meeting in Los Angeles with Simon Heath, who’d worked as part of the production team on Die Hard. He had been helping me knock a film script into shape and, during a drunken conversation at a bar in Burbank, he told me how important The Kinks had been to him growing up in Australia, in the outback of some little town. He’d turned on the radio when he was a kid and heard our song ‘All Day and All of the Night’. It was like a coded message, he said, and made him think, I’m going to play in a band. No! I want to make films!


I was a rebel at school. The teachers couldn’t teach me anything, because I felt like I knew more than them, although I couldn’t explain why. That’s where music came into its own because, through sound, I could express my feelings and impressions without needing to write anything down. Music is everywhere and we have to tap into it. How amazing that a kid in small-town Australia heard The Kinks – then all those years later we’re sitting together in a bar in Los Angeles talking about a film script.


Music needs to be structured because we work with materials; making a song is like moulding clay. We must build machines too, but we need to be careful not to let the machines take over. Modern society is so focused around that consumerist way of perceiving things. But feelings matter too. When you’ve been in hospital alongside people who can’t speak, but find other ways to use energy and express themselves, that much becomes clear.


The stroke, the illness, my recovery – it was a new opening for me. When you see people in wheelchairs, because of the task they have in life, these people are often giants spiritually, mentally and emotionally. You don’t need a church to get inspiration about life and spirituality. Go to a hospital, where there are people in wheelchairs, and that should give you all the inspiration you need. We learn from each other all the time. As human beings, we try to help each other.


As kids growing up, Ray was withdrawn and reticent about getting involved in anything. I was more outgoing and I learned to read and write and play football at school, but when I wanted to know something important I’d buy a book, or borrow books from the library in Muswell Hill. There were cheap books they wanted to get rid of at the library, and I was intrigued by all the date stamps on the inside page. Looking at the stamps and the dates, I thought: There’s a whole story before you even open the book itself. I bought The Devil Rides Out by Dennis Wheatley, and the story he told of different worlds that affect our world made me think, this is where I’m at! That’s when I first really started to perceive spiritual, psychic stuff.


My mum used to read tea leaves. You leave them in the cup as you turn it upside down, then study the shapes in the tea leaves. From that you can deduce all kinds of things from the shapes and the symbols.


Lying in hospital for all those weeks handed me a precious opportunity to reflect on my life for the first time since The Kinks became popular in 1964 – some forty years earlier.


I thought about how important my family had been when I was growing up. I had been surrounded by my six sisters, by my mum and dad and my extended family – by the energy of all these women. They stimulated my emotions, my intuition, my senses and my psychic inner-life, and I felt privileged to have grown up around that. We didn’t have money, but it was such a nurturing environment.


Looking back through the whole Kinks catalogue, most of our songs and albums were stimulated by family, by Ray writing about our family. Ray was born in 1944 and I was born in 1947, and we were surrounded by stories of the war and of people who had died and suffered. Working-class families had come through two world wars and the Blitz, and those experiences had made them very resilient and insightful.


I tried to connect everything that had happened in my life and thought about what an ancient Zen guru had once taught, that the world is like an ocean through which pieces of land pop up at random. But dive deep into the ocean and then you see that everything is connected – and the deeper you dive, the more connections you can see.









CHAPTER ONE


FORTIS GREEN


Mum would gaze into her tea leaves and tell us all sorts. Looking into the leaves myself, I might see shapes like a crown, or a man smoking a pipe, or a dog. But Mum knew how to interpret what she saw. She described people I’d meet in the future, and others best avoided, and would also warn me not to go to certain places because bad things happen there.


You can’t just read a PG Tips tea bag, of course. Proper old-fashioned loose-leaf tea is what’s needed, and after pouring the tea into the cup, and stirring in the milk and sugar, you keep the leaves. Working-class Londoners, like my family, latched on to this ritual that stretched back to tea ceremonies in ancient China, and to Gypsies, and also the Irish, who brought leaf-reading to England when they came here looking for work. My mum would often read the leaves with my aunt, and the images created a psychic impression: if she saw a shape like a bouquet of flowers, she might conclude that someone in the family was about to get married.


Once we kids were in bed, the women in the family would partake in seances with the letters of the alphabet written on pieces of paper, and a glass, trying to contact relatives who had died. They’d arrange the letters in a circle around the glass, and everybody put a finger on the glass and it moved of its own accord, sliding around the table, spelling out words formed by the spirits. When I was older, that got me into Tarot cards. The Tarot comes from very ancient traditions, and the cards look beautiful, and trigger ideas, thoughts and feelings in the psychic brain of the reader, finding a kind of order within apparently random thoughts.


My mother was Annie Florence Willmore and my dad was Frederick George Davies. Mum’s mum, my grandmother, was called Catherine, but we’d call her Big Gran, and she married Albert who had actually come from money. Albert had been in the army, but he hated it, and his family had money enough to buy out his commission so that he could start over again. Later they turned on him. Big Gran had been abandoned as a baby. Her parents had wanted a boy, so they left her as a newborn with an elderly aunt – literally in a basket on the doorstep. When Albert’s family heard that he was marrying not only a working-class girl, but an orphan, they cut him off completely. He ended up without two pennies to rub together. Big Gran looked like Queen Victoria and the cartoonesque caricature of Queen Victoria on the cover of The Kinks’ album Arthur (Or the Decline and Fall of the British Empire) always reminded me of her. For a while they lived on Blundell Street in Islington, just opposite Pentonville Prison. Perhaps to compensate for growing up without siblings they ended up having twenty-one living kids, including some who died at birth. So I had lots of aunts and uncles.


When Mum was born they were living near the Caledonian Road – or the ‘Calley’ as they called it – around the back of King’s Cross station. Albert, after he left the army, worked as a horse-and-cart driver on the railway, and that is why I always had such an affinity with the American blues and country music, and Hank Williams’ ‘Lonesome Whistle’, because blues singers used to sing about working on trains and the railway. America was built on railroads and a lot of the great backbeats in music are like trains.


King’s Cross was important in another way too, as it happened to be where my mum got fired from her first job. She worked in a bronzing factory and dropped off to sleep one day and her bosses didn’t like it, and she was sacked. Back then, difficult to believe it now, there was a cattle market around the back of the rail station. Mum found a job in a little café there and that’s where she met my dad, who’d come in to buy a cup of tea after his shift. He asked her out and a little while later they got married. Dad’s side of the family had originated from Ireland. His mum was Amy, and we’d call her Little Gran. She ended up working as a servant in London where she met my grandfather, Harry Davies, who was from the Rhondda Valley in Wales.


One other thing that’s hard to believe these days: when eventually my family moved to East Finchley, that was considered moving outside London. After they married, my parents lived in various places around King’s Cross and Farringdon. My sisters – Rosie, Gwen, Dolly, Joyce, Peggy and Irene – were mostly born in a block on Cumming Street, between King’s Cross and St Pancras stations, but living there very nearly ended in tragedy. When she was a toddler, Peggy was playing in the street with her friends. Suddenly a lorry, which had been stolen from St Pancras station, ripped around the corner and drove straight into the children. Peggy was slammed against the railings and very badly injured. She was in and out of hospital for months and suffered permanent hearing loss and a damaged arm. After that trauma, my family moved to nearby Rodney Place, until the war started. In 1939 the question arose as to whether my sisters should be evacuated to the countryside. At first Mum thought they should; then in the end she couldn’t bring herself to do it. So that’s when the idea came to move everyone to East Finchley. The first house they lived in, on Huntington Road, was big. Little Gran moved in too, with her daughter Rosie, my dad’s sister. But the neighbours started complaining about all the noise and commotion. The other kids from the street had been evacuated already and the old folks who were left were enjoying the peace. And then my family turned up!


Mum eventually realised it was a hopeless situation and, at the start of 1940, she moved the family to 6 Denmark Terrace, on Fortis Green, the road that leads from East Finchley to Muswell Hill, the house where Ray and I were born. Muswell Hill was a lot shabbier and rougher than it is now, but the place had a good feeling about it. Down the road there was a greengrocer called Churches where my mum was always getting stuff ‘on tick’, on credit. We lived next door to a baker in the days when they made real bread: now it’s an Indian restaurant. Every Friday night we would stay up late and hang around behind the baker’s, watching them knead the dough. The smell was great! And everything we needed was in Muswell Hill. There was a funeral directors which was always busy, and is still open. Near to our house was a tuck shop, a sweet shop, where you could also buy newspapers. It was called Jones’s, and the son of the family who ran the shop, Peter, became my friend. He sang with Ray and I in the very early days as Pete Jones and we called him Jonah; and in more recent years he became a pop singer who was very popular in Canada.


Denmark Terrace was a little working-class row of houses, and our house was a tiny semi-detached at the end of the row; another reason to move to a smaller house – no room for Little Granny, who drove my mum nuts.


After the war, my sister Rene married Bob, a Canadian serviceman, and moved to Ontario. She would send us letters and photos of fancy cars – and pictures of refrigerators! A refrigerator – what was that?


At 6 Denmark Terrace, Ray and I shared a bedroom at the top front. People would congregate downstairs where there was a fire. We called that room ‘the kitchen’, but really it was the dining room, lounge and kitchen rolled into one. There was a curtain leading in from the kitchen, and behind that was a sink and cooker. We didn’t have a proper bathroom. Instead we had an annexe to the kitchen, which we called the scullery, where we’d take turns washing down. There was no hot water on tap, so water was boiled on the stove then poured into a tin bath. On occasion I peered through the curtain and would catch an eyeful when my sisters were washing and getting dressed up. They were all beautiful and this was the first time I learned anything about the female form. Thinking about this now, it sounds more like Victorian times.


The house was barely big enough for all of us, but it was always packed with aunts, uncles and cousins, and my mum’s brother, Uncle Frank, who was closest to my mum, was always at our house. He was a real character, an archetypal Cockney geezer, the very essence of Max Miller. My mum and dad, and Frank, loved the music halls, Vaudeville and Gus Elen in particular, who was a working-class music hall entertainer. When my dad was pissed, which was often, he would play the banjo and sing Gus Elen’s ‘It’s A Great Big Shame’. It went ‘It’s a great big shame, and if she belonged to me, I’d let her know who’s who/Nagging at a fellow, who is six foot three, and her only four foot two/They hadn’t been married but a month or more, when underneath the thumb goes Jim/Oh isn’t it a pity that the likes of her, should put upon the likes of him?’ He’d sing it as a joke about my mum, because he was definitely under her thumb.


Mum was very much the centre of things, making sure everyone was happy. My dad went out to work, and my mum ran the house: food, clothes, children, everything. If clothes needed a repair job, she’d do it. She was very industrious and resourceful, and it was a very matriarchal household. She was well versed in the world and smart, and always knew what was going on. She was also highly intuitive. She knew what people thought and what they really meant. She could look at someone and suss them out right away. This is what people were like then, that’s how they grew up. They weren’t necessarily well read, but they were well versed in real life.


Many years later, when I took acid, I communicated with a voice in my head that I used to call ‘The Captain’. If my mind was going somewhere really weird, he would say: ‘No, don’t go there, go here.’ It was this psychic, higher-self thing that I had, but was it also an impression of my mum saying, ‘Don’t do that,’ or ‘Avoid that!’?


Dad was not sent to war. He had learned to be a slaughterman from his dad, Harry, who had originally been a coalminer in Wales, but then took a job at an abattoir. During the war, slaughtermen were considered a reserved occupation; no matter how bad things got, people needed to eat. When I was eleven he took me to the abattoir where he worked, in Codicote, near Stevenage. These animals would be knocked unconscious by a knocking gun and then have their throats cut. The smell of animal blood stayed with me for years and that’s why I became vegetarian.


Later in life, during his retirement, Dad became a gardener, always at the bottom of the garden in his greenhouse and he also had allotments. He told me, as dads did in those days, that I was born under the gooseberry bush. And I took it literally! It bothered me right up until I was thirteen – how am I going to tell people I was born under a gooseberry bush? He became an insightful old man. He’d grow beetroot, potatoes, sweet peas and he was also very keen on growing flowers, and developed a fantasy life – he would say he talked to the fairies under the gooseberry bush, and he was serious. I was a kid, so he felt safe telling me, but I’m sure he wouldn’t have talked to his mates up the pub about fairies.


By the time I came along, in 1947, 6 Denmark Terrace was already bursting at the seams. I was the youngest. After having all those other children, Mum was rather large by the time I came along and kept this latest pregnancy to herself; my dad knew and that was about it. She felt self-conscious about becoming pregnant again in her forties, and when I turned up everyone was surprised, and I joined what was already a very full house. Dolly and Joe lived in the house; also Joyce and her family, who eventually moved into number 5 next door. One night Peggy went dancing in Soho and met Billy Baker, who was a merchant seaman from Senegal. They had an affair and she became pregnant. At that time having a baby out of wedlock was completely unimaginable, and having a mixed-race baby, sadly, added to the problems. By the time Peggy gave birth – to Jackie – Billy wasn’t around. I’d thought for years that he’d been deported to France because he was in the country illegally, but talking to Jackie recently, I realise there was a lot going on behind the scenes that I wasn’t aware of.


Billy had tried to come back and see Jackie, but no one would let him near Peggy. So all of a sudden there was this little black girl living in the house. She was Peggy’s child, so my niece, but I thought of her as my sweet little sister and I looked after her. I would walk her to school, and the abuse we got! As much from grown-ups as from kids. Now Jackie lives in Los Angeles, and whenever I see her, she reminds me of my mum. Mum took Jackie’s birth in her stride, and brought her up as one of her own because Peggy was always out working hard and trying to meet guys. The day Mum found out that Jackie’s nursery teacher had been locking her in a cupboard, she raced around to her house and gave her a slap. She was furious that somebody had dared abuse a member of our family. Mum always made sure everyone was OK.


Ray also adored Jackie, and the different generations in our house all rubbed along together. My sisters had children who were the same age as Ray and me, and cousins, siblings . . . it was all the same thing.


Ray and I got on well at that stage, but in a weird way. We had our own language. At the cinema in Muswell Hill, we had seen a bizarre French film about a man calling himself Lion, who had alienated himself from society. He had huge hair, like a mane, and he’d made a world of his own in which to live because the real world was so cruel and judgemental. For most of the film, he’d be running around speaking his own language, ranting in shop doorways. Ray and I, at our age, missed the tragedy of the film of course. We thought Lion was hilarious and Ray started drawing funny, absurdist cartoons about him. And from that, a made-up language of our own emerged. We’d say things like ‘Balam kusu baa!’, just silly words that naturally came out, but we knew what we meant. Already we were playing with words and sounds, as a framework for survival. Despite the problems we’d have over the years – all the fighting and disagreeing – we do share a very similar sense of humour. At a young age, humour opens people up and it helped me and Ray communicate. Through humour you can find out what someone’s really thinking. It would be like telepathy – I’d say to Ray, ‘Ballo ballo, shiga shuga la ballo,’ and he’d know exactly what I meant.


Ray and I both had our difficulties, and sharing this made-up language helped us. I didn’t even know I had dyslexia until one of my sons, Simon, was diagnosed with it many years later. When I was a kid, I would see d’s and b’s as the same letter: not ideal if your name happens to be David Davies – or was it Bavid Bavies? I enjoyed school when I was younger, but when I got to eleven, twelve, thirteen, I didn’t like the way teachers talked down to me. I thought, they’re meant to be teachers and nurture children. But it felt like they were a race apart, and had no understanding of dyslexia. If you were dyslexic, it was called stupid. And I was stupid and working class. I had an instinct for words but I couldn’t articulate them, and music saved my life and helped my growth. Music, football and meeting girls were my three obsessions as a maturing child from age twelve. Without music, perhaps I’d have been robbing shops.


I always felt Ray had a special bond with our sister Rosie who had an uncanny ability to empathise with his troubles, and break through the barriers he put up. Ray kept himself to himself, and he was able to withdraw completely. He was never into playing with other kids, his brother included. The biggest laughs we had were playing with our invented, gibberish words. Then Ray was comfortable because this language we made up put a degree of separation between him and the real world, but goodness knows what else was going through his mind. He had real problems sleeping. When we were still sharing a bedroom, one night he shot up in bed and began staring into the room, with eyes as big as plates. I asked if he was OK, and he started yelling. Next thing he’s running down the stairs and out into the garden. By now, everyone in the house was awake. It was scary to see my big brother so distressed. He started shouting about how a tiger was chasing him. Then Mum held him firm and gave him a hard shake. Ray snapped out of it and looked as surprised as everybody else that he was standing in the garden in the dead of night. Sleepwalking became a major problem for him, and he never had any clue he was doing it.


He was the older brother, but I could see his vulnerabilities and I knew I’d have to look after him. I remember my dad, when I was seven or eight years old, holding my hand and saying, ‘David, you’ve got strong hands. I worry about your brother because his hands feel really soft.’ I thought: Shit, I’d better keep an eye on Ray, and felt very protective towards him. Mum became so concerned that she started taking him to see a psychologist, which was not usual for 1950s working-class Muswell Hill at all. Mental health just wasn’t talked about and there was very little understanding of psychiatry. Mum would talk about taking Ray ‘up the clinic’ and was clued-up enough to recognise he seemed unusually depressed and withdrawn for someone so young. I always thought he was fearful of the world but, later, learned to articulate what he saw, like a journalist or a reporter. Music helps draw out who you are as a person.


Often I wonder how those personal differences we have never quite resolved had their origins in our earliest childhood. My sisters say that before I came along, Ray was more sociable as a toddler. He’d love to sing and dance at parties, and would run into the room singing ‘Temptation’, waving his arms in the air like Jerry Colonna. Later he became really good at mimicking people. He did a great impersonation of the comedian Jerry Lewis, and even looked like him a little bit, and his Buddy Holly was uncanny. Mimicry was how he started to sing.


Being the baby of the family, my sisters and aunts used to coo over me and, to be fair, I was spoilt rotten. Ray was loved just as much, but went from being the youngest and the only boy to, in his eyes, competing with me for affection, like I’d rained on his parade. Whenever there was an outbreak of jealousy or bitterness later on, connected to The Kinks, I believe it was because of underlying resentment from years earlier.


Music saved us, but the fact we were both drawn towards music and the guitar didn’t help our rivalry; had one of us been a painter or writer things might have been different. I was into Eddie Cochran and blues singers like Leadbelly and Big Bill Broonzy, and I used the guitar to pick out chords and riffs I heard on records. I was self-taught and put things together myself, and my playing was no doubt considered rougher and cruder than my brother’s. Ray had lessons from Peggy’s husband Mike Picker, who was a very talented guy. He was really clever with electronic gadgets, and household stuff, but he also messed around with gramophones and recording tape. He also played great guitar, and his interests in music and gadgets interlinked. Mike showed Ray some classical guitar techniques and he took to it right away. He also started learning how to read music and was far ahead of me on that.


When me and Ray went to Mike’s flat he’d show us picking, country and western style, and play us all these great records: Earl Scruggs, Lester Flatt and Bert Weedon, who I loved in particular because he played a version of a tune called ‘Guitar Boogie’, by another guitar player called Charlie Gracie. It was easy to play by ear and, as kids, we found learning the boogie easier than scales. When I tried to learn scales I used to cheat, but boogie patterns felt fundamental and sat well on the guitar, or left-hand piano. Mike also played jazz guitar, influenced by people like Barney Kessel, Tal Farlow and Charlie Christian, and had records by Django Reinhardt, which were dazzling, and had some Super 8 film of Big Bill Broonzy performing in a nightclub in Paris. He was playing ‘Hey Hey’ and I was utterly transfixed. Halfway through the performance you see a woman smoking a cigarette. There’s an ashtray on the corner of the piano or table, and she knocks it on the floor. Bill stops playing and everyone gasps; a moment I’ve never forgotten. I wanted to be like Big Bill Broonzy. He had great style and a great voice, and was musically far ahead of the game.


Before I even knew who Big Bill or Lead Belly were, Lonnie Donegan was introducing Britain to the blues. He played banjo and guitar in Chris Barber’s trad jazz band, when Barber had the great Ken Colyer on cornet, who modelled his playing strictly around the pure New Orleans style. During the intervals in concerts, Donegan began singing old American folk and blues songs by people like Lead Belly and Woody Guthrie, with backing from a washboard and a bass made from a tea-chest, played by plucking strings stretched along a broomstick nailed to its side. Skiffle was born and everybody loved it, Ray and me included. Lonnie’s hit record ‘Rock Island Line’ was a jived-up version of a Lead Belly song. Through Donegan, jazz, blues and boogie met and crossed over. Skiffle was easy to play and very rhythmical, and opened up that world of blues and folk. Ray always used to say, during the very early days of The Kinks, that I did the research and I knew what he meant. I was always intrigued about where music came from as much as where it was going. Lonnie helped me join up all the connections.


Music also awakened the senses and opened up whole new experiences; being a kid is hard, but now I had a way to express feelings I couldn’t otherwise explain. I had a friend at school called Johnny Burnett. His family had spent time in America, and he had American records. I went to his house and he played me ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’ by Chuck Berry: I was gobsmacked. We didn’t have a TV until the Coronation in 1953, and I used to hear other stuff by playing with my mum’s wireless, pretending I was a disc jockey, messing around with the BBC Home Service. One day I heard César Franck’s Symphony in D minor and it stopped me dead in my tracks; I was hypnotised by this music of such depth that could affect my whole being.


I used to play a game about running a record company of my own. As I listened to Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard and Buddy Holly, I’d make up names that sounded like them, such as ‘Eddie Richard’ or ‘Jerry Lee Jones’ and write into a little notebook the records of theirs I was going to release. I gave each of them their own little riff or signature tune.


Like so many experiences in my childhood, my sisters played an important part in my discovery of music. Rene would send from Canada records by Fats Domino, Pat Boone and Elvis Presley before they were released in Britain. And my sisters here loved ballroom dancing: Victor Sylvester and Joe Loss, long before trad jazz arrived. Joyce joined a dance club called The Arcadia that was in Finchley Central and went five nights a week sometimes, dancing foxtrots and waltzes. She also became a pretty good pianist and the piano was the centre of things in our front room; Gwen also played, but Rene was the best. There was also a wind-up gramophone and records started appearing in the house. Judy Garland, Gene Kelly and Bing Crosby, then Dolly discovered Fats Domino, Hank Williams and Slim Whitman, and I listened avidly too. All my sisters, but Dolly in particular, loved Jo Stafford, that velvety, warm voice drawing you in. I have quite a high voice and I tried to copy her song ‘No Other Love’, which she based on a piano piece by Chopin. Something about her voice was really quite mystical. Also in the house were records of South Pacific and Oklahoma! which my sisters played all the time. I thought for years that South Pacific was ‘girls’ music’. It wasn’t until later that I realised what an incredible piece of music it is. I loved the theatre, the dancing and the movement. So stimulating for a young boy. I had my sisters around me all the time, and they were always dancing.


Every Saturday night, the whole family – aunts, cousins, Uncle Frank was always there – would descend on Denmark Terrace for a singsong around the piano, a good old-fashioned knees-up. Dad would arrive from The Clissold Arms with his mates and a crate or two of beer. Mum would lay on some sandwiches. Then the entertainment would begin! Dad would get his banjo out and sing his Gus Elen songs, and everyone would do their party-piece until three or four in the morning. My sisters would dance. People would sing songs from the thirties: ‘If You Were The Only Girl In The World’, ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ and ‘My Old Man Said Follow The Van’. Rene was always great on the piano. They knocked a wall through when my sister Gwen got married to make a larger room out of the front room and the adjacent back room, and the space ended up divided by a big curtain. It looked like a mini-theatre and we called it ‘The Mini Palladium’. The tribe of kids would crowd around the curtain and we’d tell jokes and sing, and perform skits we’d worked out. We’d also sneak little sips of beer.


I was around five when I met Rene for the first time. Her married name was Whitbread but her marriage to Bob had run into trouble, and she returned to London from Canada, bringing her young son Bobby who was around my age and quickly became part of the family. Rene was a very impressive young woman and reminded me of a laughing, bubbly Hollywood actress, with classic fifties horn-rimmed glasses. She spoke with a part Cockney, part American-Canadian accent. She’d always had health troubles and had a delicate constitution to match. Born with a diseased heart, she then contracted rheumatic fever when she was young, which left her with a hole in her heart. Meeting Bob and moving to Canada in 1946, when Mum was pregnant with me, must have felt like a great opportunity to start a new life – especially given the state London was in after the war. But my mum and sisters quickly became aware that not all was well. Bob drank far too much, and Rene’s fragility and her illness frustrated him. I believe he had affairs with other women, and used to beat Rene when already she was so weak. Eventually she had enough of his bullying and womanising, and came back to her family, and found a job in the optician’s shop on the High Road. She moved into Denmark Terrace initially, then found her own place on Eastern Road in East Finchley.


The first time I met Bobby, we walked by each other in the street. Rene and he had just arrived at Denmark Terrace and Mum sent him to meet me halfway when I was walking home from school. I walked past this weird-looking kid, with his hair cropped, wearing a leather jacket and walking with a swagger, looking completely out of place in mid-1950s Muswell Hill; we knew Marty Wilde and Cliff Richard, but that American swagger was something else. We managed to recognise each other somehow and I swear, from the first time he opened his mouth, he never stopped talking and we became really good buddies. We made our own magazine called The Epic that was packed with silly drawings, crossword puzzles and cartoon characters. There was a footballer called Dave Donaldson, and a detective called Hank Lynstone who smoked a pipe. We became good at drawing these characters, and spent lots of time together doing that. Bobby had obviously witnessed his dad hitting Rene and, one day, completely out of the blue, said, ‘When I grow up I’m going to kill my dad.’ At the time, I thought, what a strange thing to say. I was stunned.


After a year or so, Rene heard about a cardiac specialist in Canada who was working on pioneering surgery to repair heart valves. She had high hopes that this operation could change her life, and went back to Canada to meet with the surgeon then have the operation. After she returned, she told us a remarkable story around the dinner table in Denmark Terrace, and we all listened, open-mouthed. She had been lying on the operating table under general anaesthetic, and all of a sudden felt she was floating out of her body and up to the ceiling. She spoke about looking down at her own body below, and seeing lights shining in the distance. One was red, the other was green. To survive the operation, she told us, she knew she had to stop these two coloured lights from touching: ‘If they collided, I knew I would die,’ she said. ‘I needed to use all my powers of concentration to move them apart.’


I was mesmerised by her story. There was a book by Dennis Wheatley that I got hold of a couple of years later, called The Ka of Gifford Hillary, taken from an Egyptian word for ‘spirit’. It’s about a guy who they think is dead, and they bury him but he’s not dead really. His Ka is still linked to his body. That fascinated me and drew me into ideas about reincarnation. Rene insisted that when she died she wanted to be reincarnated. The idea cropped up again a few years later when I saw an episode of The Twilight Zone, about a guy who died, and they were going to put him in the mortuary, and he was in the spirit world saying: ‘I’m not dead.’ A nurse, who was tidying-up the body, noticed a tear in his eye. If he’s dead, why is he crying? That got me thinking about otherworldliness and about Rene – her body being lifeless when she was having her operation, but she wasn’t dead and she had to keep those lights apart.


Despite the operation, and the expectations that came with it, Rene’s health situation did not improve; she felt herself becoming weaker and sicker. On 21 June 1957, when she was thirty, Rene travelled into town and we never saw her again. She went dancing at the Lyceum Ballroom on Wellington Street, just off The Strand in central London. She loved dancing there, and that is how she left the world. She suffered a fatal heart attack on the dance floor and collapsed into the arms of a complete stranger. Rene and Bobby had taken the front bedroom that Ray and I had shared, and I was sleeping in the back, upstairs room. At around seven o’clock the next morning, suddenly I heard terrible wailing. I was wondering what was going on, when I heard this clippety-clop coming up the stairs; my dad always wore big, brown, working man’s boots. He came into the room and I looked at him. ‘Rene,’ he said, and I knew what had happened even before he spoke. He was trying to be a tough guy, and sat at the end of the bed, held my hand and told me that Rene had died. He broke down completely and I felt like the father: my dad was at the end of my bed, crying, and all the father–son barriers came crashing down.


I quickly got dressed and went downstairs with my dad, and my mum was distraught, rolling around in an armchair, waving her arms around, screaming, ‘She fucking died on the fucking dance floor in a stranger’s arms.’ Those words always stuck with me. There was nothing I could have said. I was a scared little kid. It was awful.


Years later I realised the effect that Rene’s death had on me, and my family. All these personas we think we’re supposed to have when, in the end, we’re stuck with ourselves and the frailty and disappointment of life. But we came from a working-class family and the attitude was very much that we’re tough enough to deal with this. Soon enough my dad conformed to type, back to his role as the tough working-class dad. All I can remember is wanting to care for my mother and poor little Bobby. He and I bonded a lot more after Rene died. I felt a distinct need to help people, my family especially, much more than I had previously. It had all been about me before, but now I had been pulled out of one emotional state and thrown into another.


The funeral was harrowing. They wouldn’t let the kids go, so we all had to stay in the house, and Mum blamed Bob for putting Rene, as she said, in an early grave. Later, Bobby traced his dad to a hospital in Canada, where he was in the last stages of alcoholism, his body crumbling and his faculties dimmed by dementia. Somehow he managed to write a letter back to Bobby, one of the hospital staff perhaps helped him, and Bobby told me it was one of the saddest things he’d read – filled with remorse and self-loathing.


21 June that year also happened to be Ray’s thirteenth birthday. In Canada, Rene had worked as a teacher. She knew how to cope with troubled children and had taken Ray under her wing. Rene recognised that spark of musical talent within him and patiently nurtured him; they sat together at the piano for hours, she showing him chords and teaching him little tunes. For months Ray had been eyeing up a guitar in the window of Les Aldrich, the music shop on Muswell Hill Broadway that is still there today. He never stopped talking about that damn instrument, and Rene helped Mum pay for the guitar as a thirteenth-birthday present. Whereas my instinct had been to look after my family when Rene died, Ray turned in on himself even more. He had not only lost a sister, he had lost someone who really understood his problems, and who was a source of comfort and inspiration. The thrill of becoming a teenager, and being handed his first guitar on his thirteenth birthday – that pleasure was taken away from him too.


There’s a song on Bug, the album I was promoting when I was taken ill, called ‘Fortis Green’, which is all about reconnecting with my past and my family and the place where it all started. It was written as the world was entering into a new millennium and took me back to my roots, in an album that was otherwise about alien implants in the brain. In our minds we can go anywhere, but touching base is always important.


The opening song on the album, ‘Who’s Foolin’ Who’, was all about manipulation. I sang about ‘Brain dead, paranoid, the mutant factor’s activated/Acting out just automated/Forked tongues everywhere, can’t believe a word they’re saying/In the news, on the net, channel hopping, mind popping’. The title song of Bug opens with lines about ‘There’s a bug in my brain and driving me sane/There’s a bug in my mind of an alien kind/All the right is all wrong and the wrong is all right/Gotta act, get it back, I’m losing my track.’ It’s hard rock, like The Kinks’ Low Budget album, except harder. Then ‘Fortis Green’ appears in the running order, like a ‘missing’ song from The Kinks Are The Village Green Preservation Society, or the B-side to ‘Autumn Almanac’, bringing a whole other sort of music to the album. My vocal is backed by a brass brand, and I had put myself back into an imaginary space that allowed the memories to flood back. ‘Fortis Green’ reminded me that I wasn’t going fucking crazy; I could still relate to this world and my background. Other songs on the album like ‘True Phenomenon’ and ‘De-Bug’, where I looped jagged, abstract techno beats, were about exploring new worlds. My son Russell helped me with those tracks. But keeping one hand fixed on the past, thinking about where you’ve come from, can form a safety net.


The song ‘Fortis Green’ began with a line lifted from real life: ‘Mum would shout and scream when dad would come home drunk/When she asked him where he’d been, he’d say Up the Clissold Arms/Chatting up some hussy, but he didn’t mean no harm.’ This is what life was like. The Clissold Arms was the local boozer and is still there today, directly opposite 6 Denmark Terrace. My dad was always in the pub with his mates, chatting up the bar staff and some floozy or other. I would sometimes stand outside waiting for him, catching his eye through the window, and he’d bring me a bag of crisps. One day, when my sisters were still babies, my mum was so cross with Dad being in the pub, when they lived near the Caledonian Road, that she put the kids in the pram and went to the boozer where he was knocking back a pint of Guinness and chatting up a barmaid. She pushed the pram at him and said: ‘Now you look after the bloody kids. I’m going out!’ Then poured his pint over his head.


My dad always reckoned the owner at The Clissold Arms watered down the beer, so he started going to another local pub called The Alexandra, which is gone now. But The Clissold Arms has gone down in history as the place where Ray and I played our first gigs. These days it’s a posh bistro, but the new owners have been very sweet and tried to keep the mood of The Kinks. There’s a ‘Kinks Room’ with old posters, record covers and photographs displayed on the wall. Back in the fifties, though, the place was much rougher, with sawdust on the floor – a proper working-class local. My dad drank in what they called the public bar, and next to that was a saloon bar, which was much posher, where you could take your ‘missus’. It was the culture of the time that men congregated in the public bar, and it wasn’t considered sexist. It happened all over England: take your wife to the pub and you would use the saloon bar or sit at tables at the back of the bar. There was also a big room, that is now the restaurant, which was called ‘the lounge’ and it was so posh that you had to pay a couple of pence extra for your pint. It had a little stage and this was the room where Ray and I played, invited by the owner of the pub – helped along by my dad’s persuasion.


We were just kids. I would have been eleven or twelve, Ray fourteen or fifteen. I was probably wearing short trousers, but I knew five chords and thought I could play anything. It was just the two of us – there was no drummer and we didn’t meet Pete Quaife, who played bass in The Kinks, until a few years later at school. Starting to play in public didn’t feel like such a big leap from playing in the front room at home, and I liked the sensation of performing in front of an audience, feeling that connection with them. We’d mimic songs we heard on the radio and that we played on our radiogram: the Everly Brothers, The Ventures, Johnny and the Hurricanes, that kind of thing. Ray would sing and play the lead parts; I would keep the rhythm going as best I could. Ray also started to write an instrumental that circled around F and G, with a Chet Atkins country vibe, that he called ‘South’, which later became the basis of the Kinks song ‘Tired of Waiting’.


It could be that Ray and I played at The Clissold Arms only two or three times. Confidence was never a problem for us and soon we wanted bigger places to play, especially once Pete had come on board. Then we were three guitars, and often played at our school hall. Ray’s fantastic Buddy Holly style came in very useful; and we also played Jerry Lee Lewis hits, even though we didn’t have a piano. We weren’t ‘The Kinks’ yet, of course. If someone booked us to play and they knew Pete, we’d turn up as the Pete Quaife Trio; the Ray Davies Quartet became another popular name. In those earliest days, though, we were just kids having fun, messing around with music we’d picked up on records and from the radio. Ray’s instrumental evolved into ‘Tired of Waiting’ and all the information we needed for what would become The Kinks was already in the Muswell Hill air – all we had to do was sniff it out.


By my early teens I loved guitars and experimenting with amplifiers, working out the different sounds I could coax out of them. The radio shop on Fortis Green near our house, Ted Davis, was a treasure trove from where I bought an Elpico: a tiny ten-watt amplifier, with a seven-inch speaker and two different controls, one for volume and another for tone. Messing around one afternoon, I thought what a great idea it would be to collect all my amplifiers together and experiment with them. I also had a sixty-watt Linear amp, a much-beloved Vox AC 30 and an old radiogram. So I carried them all down into the front room at Denmark Terrace and started messing with them.


What would happen, I asked myself, if I plugged my guitar into the Elpico, then fed that through my Linear amp? What sound would I hear? I took the wires hanging out of the back of the Elpico, put jack-plugs on the ends, and plugged them into the Linear. Then I wired the radiogram and the AC 30 through the Elpico, and stood back and admired my handiwork before walking over to the wall and flicking on the switch. For a split second I heard fantastic crackling, static distortion – and then all hell broke loose. I had managed to overload the mains and there was an almighty bang. Next thing I know, I’m lying on the other side of the room, thrown there by the force of the explosion, and my mum is bursting through the door wondering what the hell is going on. The electricity fused and I had plunged the house into darkness – and I was bloody lucky not to have electrocuted myself.


Then, after a while, a brainwave. How about if I slashed the speaker inside the Elpico with a razor blade? What difference would that make? I tried – and wow! Where I had cut the speaker cone, the edges vibrated against the outside shell of the speaker, unleashing a visceral, jagged roar when I played my guitar. Then I plugged it through the input sockets of the AC 30, causing the green amp to act as a pre-amp, which made it even louder. I had created this whole new sound, but I couldn’t have guessed how much that moment would change my life – and Ray’s too.


Whenever we played a live show, I used the set-up and it rarely went without mention: ‘What the fuck was that?’ was a common reaction, although other people loved it right away. Ray and I went to see the film Jazz On A Summer’s Day, a jazz documentary that was shot during the 1958 Newport Jazz Festival on Rhode Island and featured a load of great jazz stars, including Thelonious Monk, Gerry Mulligan, Anita O’Day, Louis Armstrong and Eric Dolphy. But two performances stuck in our minds. Chuck Berry sang ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’ backed by some jazz musicians who couldn’t really hear his brilliance. They were almost chuckling at him behind his back, because he wasn’t playing their idea of sophisticated jazz. But Ray and I got what he was doing right away, and felt the music deeply. The other standout performance was by Jimmy Giuffre, who was primarily a clarinettist, but was featured in the film playing tenor saxophone on a song called ‘The Train and the River’. Ray and I were awestruck by the riff he played and we sang it all the way home.


A while later, in the front room in Denmark Terrace, Ray was playing some jazz riffs on the piano, no doubt with ‘The Train and the River’ in mind, while I was playing my guitar. I was obsessed with my new guitar sound, and was trying all sorts of different permutations of heavy, three-fingered barre chords. Suddenly Ray said, ‘Hey, come listen to this!’ He was playing a riff, looping back to the beginning once he reached the end. It sounded great – the ‘You Really Got Me’ riff had suddenly appeared in the world. Ray was picking it out with two fingers, and I picked up my guitar and gave it the full barre-chord treatment, with my new amp sound. It roared, and Ray and I stared at each other – it was like a magic spell had filled the room. Ray then shifted the riff up one tone of the scale, and I moved with him; we didn’t need to talk it through, it just felt instinctively right. A few days later, Ray came back with a lyric – ‘Girl, you really got me going, you got me so I don’t know what I’m doing’ – and there was ‘You Really Got Me’. Little did we know we’d still be playing it all these years later.
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