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Prologue


For some people the past is a distant planet. Somewhere they used to live long ago that they can barely even remember now. Somewhere that doesn’t really matter any more, in fact. Not me. For me, the past is always there. A story I can never really stop messing around with, trying to figure out how it all happened. Why it all happened. The past comes back to me any time it wants. Often when I least expect it.


Sometimes, I will be sitting around and something I thought I’d forgotten about, sometimes just the littlest thing, snaps back into my mind and I think, ‘Ah, yeah! Now I get it! So that’s what that was all about …’ Sometimes it’s bigger things, stuff that I just can’t let go, no matter how hard I try, because it still bugs me. Still gets under my skin and makes me want to have a go. Hit back. Put it in its place.


My wife Eileen says it’s because I never stop analysing things. That I go too far sometimes and won’t stop fiddling with something in my brain until I feel like I’ve finally worked out what’s going on. Only to come back to it again days, sometimes weeks, sometimes years later, and start analysing it all over again.


So if there are things in this book that seem contrary to you, that’s fine. There are things in this book that definitely seem contrary to me too. Things I didn’t really know about myself until I started putting down my thoughts. Things that I’m still thinking about, analysing, working out what really went on. Things I’ll probably still be thinking about until the day I die.


Like my relationship with Rick Parfitt: I’m fully aware that now he’s gone, everyone wants to get me to open up and tell them everything about that. But I can’t. Not absolutely everything, once and for all, as if the story’s over. Because it isn’t. Rick was such a huge part of my life for so long – over fifty years – I’m still analysing what really went on there between us. I know what his family thinks. I know what the Status Quo fans think. But what I think about it is something I have to deal with every day, even though he’s not around any more – especially now he’s not around any more – and it changes from moment to moment.


I loved Ricky and I still do. He sent me bonkers a lot of the time and somehow he still manages to do that too. He was everything that I wasn’t and used to wish I could be: flash, good-looking, talented, the glamorous blond – a real rock star, in the truest sense. Someone who lived for today and to hell with tomorrow, love ’em and leave ’em, no encores. Mr Showbiz.


While I was the opposite: an insecure show-off, always overcompensating, thinking about tomorrow. The dark-haired balding one; talented, perhaps, lucky, definitely. But the guy who always made damn sure he looked every gift horse in the mouth and counted every one of its teeth. Then made a note of it. Then counted them again.


They say opposites attract. That when opposites attract and things go well, they go spectacularly well. But that when opposites attract and things don’t go so well they go catastrophically badly. Well, that was certainly the case with Rick and me. When things were good, they were very, very good. But when things were bad …


Anyway, we’ll get to that. The first thing to make clear though is that this is not just a book about my relationship with Rick Parfitt, though obviously a large part of that comes into it. Nor is this especially a book about Status Quo, the group I have fronted for almost all of my life. Though, again, obviously they play a big part in my story too.


This is a book, for better or worse, about me: Francis Dominic Nicholas Michael Rossi. Though Rick always used to call me Frame – because I was so wiry, with chicken arms and legs. There were other names he called me too – when he thought I wasn’t listening. Then there’s the lovely names my wife and kids call me sometimes – to my face!


And then there are the names I call myself, sometimes when I’m alone and brooding – analysing – retracing the steps of a life that, by the time you read this, will be almost seventy years old.


A good time to stop, you might say.


Or an even better time to keep going, I say. Right now, anyway.


Tomorrow might be different.


Mightn’t it?


We’ll see.




Chapter One


You Talk Funny!


The helicopter took off straight from the backstage area of Milton Keynes Bowl and within seconds the 60,000 crowd below looked like ants.


Actually, they had looked like ants to me even when I was onstage. By the time we did the encores, I was so coked I could barely see the guitar in my hands and I’d fallen over several times. I had to be carried offstage at the end by a roadie, who slung me over his shoulder.


All I knew for sure was that I’d never have to do this again. Stand up onstage with Status Quo and pretend to be enjoying myself. It was over. The end of the road.


Bloody hell, what had I done?


That was the question everyone was asking in 1984. Everyone, that is, except me. Like the coke-addled, tequilaguzzling, Mandrax-scoffing, dope-smoking smartarse I was, I was absolutely sure I knew what I was doing. Breaking up the band I had spent over twenty years building into one of the biggest in the world – why not? It was their fault. I was sick of the band, always making demands. How would I manage on my own though? Silly question. I would manage just fine. I would have a successful solo career after leaving the band just like Rod Stewart had done when he left the Faces, wouldn’t I? Or like Ozzy Osbourne had done after he left – got booted out of – Black Sabbath. Wouldn’t I?


Um, well …


Anyway, that was all something I could deal with later. Much later. After I’d finished doing the Quo farewell tour. We billed it as the End of the Road tour, and all the publicity around it was about it being the last time anyone would get to see the band play live. They were almost all big venues, and where they were normal-sized we would double and triple up, doing multiple nights. Shows across Europe followed by forty-two shows in Britain, including a week at the Hammersmith Odeon in London, for which all 28,000 tickets were sold within four hours of going on sale. The finale was to have been a big outdoor show before 25,000 fans at Crystal Palace’s football ground, Selhurst Park, in July. But again, ticket demand was so great we ended up adding one last big blowout show before 60,000 fans at the National Bowl in Milton Keynes.


I had been told by the record company that the end of Quo was probably going to be the end of my career. I just laughed and had another line of coke. I’d show them! I’d show them all! Ha ha ha!


I was thirty-five but the punk music press had been calling me a has-been since I was in my twenties. I didn’t care. Fuck ’em all! That’s what I told myself when I woke up on the floor each day.


The only one I felt sorry for was Rick. Poor Ricky Parfitt. Drummer Pete Kircher and keyboardist Andy Bown were pragmatic about the band ending. They were session guys who hadn’t been there at the beginning and they would find another gig. Alan Lancaster may have still seen the band as his creation, and I might have thought of myself as the more bankable frontman. But no one loved being in Status Quo more than Rick Parfitt. No one relied on being in Status Quo as much as Rick Parfitt. His whole worldview was tied up in being the brilliant rhythm guitarist, successful hit-writer and good-looking blond singer in Status Quo. And, of course, all his fragile finances were tied up with Status Quo staying together.


I think he thought it was just another jolly PR wheeze, all this announcing the band’s farewell. It wasn’t until the helicopter took off after that final show and he looked out the window that it finally sank in. When he looked over at me, he saw that I really wasn’t kidding. That I was done in, had it, gone.


The truth is, we were both scared. I was too scared to carry on. Rick was too scared to stop. I felt like I had gone as far as I could with Status Quo, with fame and money and expectation and criticism – three-chords-heads-down-blah-blah-blah. Yeah, funny, ha. Rick felt like he still had a long way to go, with fame and money and … what else was there? Bring on the dancing girls!


That had always been the difference between Rick and me. We were like night and day. I only ever saw the darkness. He only ever saw the light. He as Mr Show. Me as Mr Business. Neither one of us had it right though. Not then anyway. Not ever, I realise, now I look back.


Anyway, it was too late to turn back now. The band had been together in one form or another for longer even than the Beatles. Almost as long as the Rolling Stones. I’d had enough. And now it was over. Thank fuck for that.


Until Bob Geldof phoned up one day not long after and asked me and Rick to sing on his Band Aid record. Do what? Never! Status Quo was finished. Never to be seen again.


Typical Bob, he just yelled back at me. ‘I don’t give a fuck about that! Just get back together for the day.’


All right then, Bob, we said. But only for one day …


I was born in Forest Hill, south London, into a large house full of Italians. There was my dad and all his brothers and their wives, then all the grandparents and children. It was all one big family. My dad put an ice-cream van right in front of this lovely house and it pissed off all the neighbours. As soon as we moved in, the area went down. As soon as we moved out, it went back up again.


My mother, Anne, was born in a small coastal town called Crosby, on Liverpool’s Merseyside. Her father was an Irishman named Paddy. According to her family, Liverpool was the capital of Ireland. All her friends called her Nancy. Mum was a Catholic so she was the same religion, but she was always a bit of an outsider to the Italian side of the family, as one of the first of the English wives, although she was always desperate to be thought of as Italian. My father, Dominic Rossi, was born in London but was about as Italian as it is possible to be. His mother – who everyone called Nonna whether they were related or not, including all the van drivers – came from a small Italian town called Atina, famed for its olive oil, red wine and beans. Not a bad combo. We all called our grandpa Pop. His brother was known as Uncle – to save confusion. Don’t ask…


Names were always a funny thing in my family. I was given my dad’s name, Dominic, as my second name and my younger brother has it as his first. I don’t know why. I suppose they must have really liked the name. Before me, though, there had been a daughter, Arselia, who died because of a heart defect. My mother, being Catholic, took a vow that her next child would be named Francis – after St Francis of Assisi – and a few other saints, which is why I have the longest name in the family: Francis Dominic Nicholas Michael Rossi. None of this meant much to me at the time. It was only when I got to school that the name ‘Francis’ presented a problem as the other kids taunted me for having a girl’s name. I tried to fix that by telling everyone my name was really Mike – or just Ross. Frankly, they could – and did – call me anything they liked as long as they left me alone.


Names and relationships were all very tangled in my family. In truth, I never quite figured out what relationship everyone was to each other. Nonna – my grandmother – was a Coppola, which I’ve been told is very good Italian stock. What’s funny though is that when I looked the name up on one of those ancestry websites the following information popped up: In 1881, the most common Coppola occupation in the UK was Ice Cream Dealer. 100% of Coppolas were Ice Cream Dealers.


Guess what my dad’s family all did for a living – that’s right, selling ice cream! Apart from the ice-cream vans, they owned a shop on Catford Broadway called Rossi’s Ice Cream. He was always trying to think of ways to bring in extra money. In the evenings, instead of ice cream, my dad would go out in the van and sell fish and chips. The last time I checked, the family still owned the shop and were now renting it out as a betting shop. I was born on a Sunday – on 29 May 1949. According to the modern version of the old nursery rhyme, Sunday’s child is ‘happy and wise’. Yes, well, they got that wrong. On the other hand, according to the original text from The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, ‘And the child that is born on the Sabbath day/Is bonny and blithe, and good and gay.’ Which doesn’t sound right to me either.


At the time I came along we all lived in my grandma’s large house in Mayow Road, Forest Hill, because my parents couldn’t afford their own place. Pop – my grandfather, do try and keep up! – left all the ice-cream business to Nonna. By trade, he was a parquet-floor layer. As a teenager, my dad had been his apprentice. Then he nearly lost his hand in an accident at work. He’d told his younger brother Chas to drive the car to a job up north. Fine except for the fact that Chas hadn’t actually passed his driving test. Which explained how he managed to drive across the street and straight into a bus.


My dad flew straight through the window and hit the road just in time for the bus to drive over his hand. They were still picking up bits of his hand when the ambulance arrived. Poor sod ended up having more than forty operations to try and save the hand. When my mum took me to visit him in the hospital I nearly fainted – they had sewn his hand inside his stomach to help it heal. That’s what they told my mum anyway. He ended up with a deformed sort of claw for a hand. I didn’t mind. Kids take things in their stride. He used to wave it at us kids and pretend to be a monster. We’d all run off laughing. It wasn’t until many years later it dawned on me that he was very self-conscious about it. He didn’t like it if people noticed it and wouldn’t let his grandchildren see it at all.


When we moved from there a few years later to this sweetshop a few miles away in Balham, my dad still kept the ice-cream van going. When one of my uncles died, I heard my dad and all the other men talking at the funeral about how they were going to have to divvy up the remaining ice-cream routes. Business and family was one and the same thing to them. I was too young to know other families – English families – did things differently. By the time I’d figured it out it was too late and I was like that too. Work and family, that’s all I’ve ever known. Evenings for me as a kid mainly revolved around sitting with my dad and his brothers listening to them tell stories about their day. How many cones they had sold. Who had had a good day out there in the vans and who hadn’t.


These days, people talk about having a ‘strong work ethic’, and you could say I have one. But I just didn’t know any different. Apart from going to church on Sundays – and even then it was straight back to work for my father on the ice-cream vans – we didn’t really have what you would call ‘days off’. Working evenings and weekends was just normal to me. I think this must have affected my attitude later when I became involved in trying to make it in a band. Strange hours, working on those days and nights when so-called normal people were relaxing, never worrying about things like holidays, putting every spare penny back into the running of the business, or in my case keeping the show on the road, none of this was a sacrifice to me. It was just the way I’d been brought up. People talk about rock musicians being like kids in a sweetshop: well, I was that kid in a sweetshop, and it never meant anything to me. The sweets were always there for selling. Sure, I would enjoy the fruits of my labour, but I still got out of bed the next day ready to work. I see now that this all came from my childhood.


As a result of this mixed bag of Italian-Irish-northern-cockney influences, I grew up with a very mangled accent. It was the same for my brother and our two cousins. Not that I noticed I had an accent, or at least not until people like Quo’s Alan Lancaster pointed it out. From my mother came this mainly northern accent. You can hear it on ‘Paper Plane’ and some of the earlier Quo tracks. Dig out ‘I (Who Have Nothing)’ on YouTube from when we were still the Spectres and I sound completely Lancastrian! Plus, we were all listening to the Beatles and that’s how they sounded when they sang.


From my dad I had this Italian-cockney thing going on. Because we spoke a lot of Italian at home but outside the home they wanted to be English, we spoke-a-like-a-this-a. And like-a-that-a. There was always a vowel on the end of every sentence. I spoke Italian most of the time until I was about seven but it got less and less as I grew older. I can remember going on holiday with my family to Italy when I was about five or six, playing with my cousins and speaking to them. In my memory we are speaking English because we understand each other perfectly. But in reality, I realise now, it was because we were all speaking Italian.


Going to school was what finally killed it off. For a while I would speak-a-like-a-this-a at school and proper Italian when I got home. But that quickly turned into what it is now. It had to in order for me to survive in south London in the fifties. Looking back now, though, I really regret that I can’t speak Italian any more. Travelling the world as much as I have done all my life, and discovering that almost everybody speaks English, it makes me feel slightly ashamed that I can only speak that and nothing else.


As a kid, though, it was all about fitting in. And it wasn’t just my accent I had to worry about. I was what used to be called ‘sickly’ as a child. Always coming down with something. Skinny, runny nose, always getting into scrapes. Tripping over my own shadow. My mother used to say to me, ‘You had such a big head when you were a kid.’ It’s true. I used to fall down the stairs sometimes because my head was too big. I hadn’t grown into it properly yet. Some people say I still haven’t.


I was always falling over and hurting myself. My brother and I – just in shorts, no shirts – ran round this corner one summer’s day and I fell smack on my face. I looked up and there was Mother Agatha – one of the nuns from the Catholic school that we went to, Our Lady & St Philip Neri in Forest Hill. I quite liked her but she stood there staring at me with this look on her face. When we got back to school the next day she did this whole thing about wicked young men running around half-naked. It must have had quite an effect on me, remembering it now.


Something that left an even bigger impression also involved getting hurt in the street. Where we lived on Perry Rise in Forest Hill, when I was about five years old, I walked to school. I used to skip along, quite a happy little chappy. Then one day I was walking to school and saw this kid coming down the street towards me. As we passed each other he hit me around the face with his plimsoll. He hit me so hard with it he nearly took my head off! After that I was scared to go out on my own. They used to send my cousin with me because I was frightened to walk to school. I realise now that this affected me for years after. I didn’t like going out, I was always frightened of people and getting hurt. That said, the fights I have had, I didn’t feel anything. That’s probably down to the sheer adrenalin – the fear. Either way, I don’t like fighting. I don’t like the fire it unleashes in people.


It took me years to analyse what had happened to me though. I was probably all the way into my forties before it finally dawned on me – that my fear of people all began with being attacked on the street by that kid when I was still at school. I decided that I had probably ‘looked at him funny’ on a previous day going to school. Not intentionally, just in that wide-eyed way you do when you’re five or six years old. And that I’d probably frightened him. So he went home that day and told his dad there was this kid down the street who had frightened him, and his dad’s done that dreadful thing dads do sometimes, where he’s told his son: ‘Just go up to him next time, son, hit him as hard as you can – and run!’ Because it later occurred to me that was what he did after hitting me – he ran. He was frightened shitless! So the result was that two kids went away traumatised by that incident – in my case, for the rest of my life. I’m still frightened about most things because of that one moment from my childhood.


It’s odd because I know when people see me on telly or on stage they think of me as super confident, a bit of a know-all, perhaps. But it’s all a disguise. I’m actually always in fear of things becoming out of control. I’m in fear of people. It’s hidden away in some of my best-known lyrics and it’s probably one of the reasons why I got so lost in drugs for so many years. And it’s there now in my insistence on a strict daily routine. Some people call it over-thinking things. Others say it’s about being a control freak. No, it’s just simple fear of the unknown – or rather, the sudden and unexpected. I always expect – and fear – the unexpected. That’s why whenever I’m presented with a new idea, my first reaction is almost always: no. Then, later, much to everyone’s annoyance, including my own, I might be coaxed into changing my mind. You’ll see that happens a lot as you go further in the book.


My wife Eileen isn’t so sure this is all down to one kid hitting me. Status Quo PA and my good friend Lyane Ngan argues with me about it. But I know I’m right. I mean, I hate it when people say, ‘I know I’m right.’ But in this case, I know I’m right. (Smartarse.) That doesn’t mean I’m never wrong. It’s only when you discover just how wrong you’ve been about things sometimes that you learn anything valuable about yourself and the world. And what’s wrong one day might be right the next. We live in the realm of relativity. So you can never be absolute about anything, really, can you? But about this kid hitting me I’m absolutely certain.


Once on the tour bus, Rick, Quo keyboardist Andrew Bown, Dave Salt, our old tour manager, and I were reminiscing about school. Andy was saying how all he ever wanted to do back then was draw. I was saying how I’d love to go back in time and learn more, because I missed so much of it at the time through always being ill. And Rick said, ‘Fuck all that. I know all I need to know.’ Such a sweeping statement! I know all I need to know. How do you know that? And if it’s true, how dull must the rest of your life be? You know all you need to know so you never want to learn anything new ever again? But Rick was like that. Full steam ahead, no looking back. You might as well throw the towel in then and give up. I’m trying to learn all the time. Yes, many things once you learn about them, you’ve cracked it. But there’s always something or someone else ready to come along and teach you something more, something different.


This might also have something to do with the fact that I did most of my learning on the hoof, through experience. Because I missed so much of school I was never going to be an educated kid. These days the school would have held me back. ‘The silly sod hasn’t learned anything. He hasn’t been here!’ But back then because I grew up in retail, it was less of an issue. Everyone just assumed I was destined to go out and sell. I was talking to my brother Dominic about this recently. We were both the same. We grew up knowing we would have to go out into the world and make money through selling, either in a shop, or off a van like my mum and dad, or some other way.


Kids that went to university back then, they were a type of person. I’m not knocking them. They were thirsting for knowledge. Subsequently, it’s become a badge that people wear. My kids have got it. But when the youngest one, who is studying psychology, said to us, ‘I’m not quite sure about this,’ I thought, ‘Good lad!’ My attitude is, no matter how well or badly you were educated, you should never stop learning. Going to university doesn’t guarantee that, though. I’ve met a lot of very stupid people that went and a lot of very smart people that didn’t. And vice versa. The rule is there are no rules. These days, my wife’s friends are like the League of Nations. There are Australians, Americans, Kiwis, Thais, Japanese, a couple of Indians, Irish and an Iranian. I have said to some of them in the past, ‘Why are you so keen for your kids to go to university?’ They say, ‘To get a good job.’ I say, ‘Not just to be happy?’ By ‘good job’, of course, they mean money. Meaning a nice car, a nice house and all that stuff. Yet that was all frowned on when I was a teenager, under the banner of materialism.


I just wish I’d known all this when I was a kid. Instead, for much of it, I felt like an outsider, an oddball. I’m sure a lot of people felt like that at school. For me, it was partly to do with my ‘strange’ accent, slightly northern, slightly Italian, slightly cockney. I lost count of the number of times I got told as a kid I had a ‘poncey’ accent. How they worked that out, I don’t know. But then a lot of other kids thought we were rich, or at least very well off. So did the guys in the band, in fact, when we first started playing together as teenagers. Somehow people always just assumed that I had money. But we didn’t live in a mansion. We lived in a nice house. My mum and dad aspired to own their own property because that’s what retailers did, but we weren’t rich. Other kids from school would come to the sweetshop we had in Balham and go, ‘Wow! All them free sweets!’ I’d go, ‘Where?’ I didn’t know what they meant. For us kids there weren’t any free sweets. They were shop sweets that my mum and dad sold to customers for our bread and butter.


Even the Catholic Church thought my dad was the bloke to go to for handouts. He ended up supplying free ice cream for the church summer fete, so they could keep the money for their good works. But we were brought up Catholics so we did the whole thing. Holy Communion, confirmation, confession … once you’re indoctrinated with that at two or three years old it’s almost impossible not to go to church for the rest of your life. Though in later life, I’ve succeeded. But it’s been back and forth all my life. You see so many people that went through the same thing, managed to get away from it then have it all kick in again once they have got children. Boys and girls always had their first Holy Communion separately, but I had tonsillitis – again; I had it a lot as a kid – and missed my first Communion date so I had mine with the girls from a convent school. Freud would probably say that was when Catholicism and fun with girls first became intertwined in my mind. And Freud would be right.


For anybody who is religious, let me just say: I have no problem believing in an all-knowing, all-seeing, all-loving, all-powerful supreme being. I say ‘supreme being’ because I don’t want to pick one out that alienates everyone else. I’d be happy with ‘a higher reality’, or ‘the universe’, or ‘energy’, ‘life itself’ – all fine by me. You can find the truth anywhere. Even Catholicism has good points – the importance of family, the dignity of work, taking responsibility for your actions, just basic good vs evil stuff. But what’s the rest of the shit for, Catholic or otherwise? ‘Don’t you touch that! You’re a dirty boy!’ You know what, you’re wrong. Touching yourself is lovely. We lie to kids straight from the off, telling them these things are bad or wrong and go against God. But deep down inside they know you’re wrong. So when you go out of the room they’re going to play anyway. Only now they feel guilty about it afterwards.


My mum was very religious, being a good Catholic girl, and therefore extremely adept at making the rest of us feel guilty if we didn’t go to church. She actually believed I was an immaculate conception and told me so forcefully many times. Hence being named after St Francis of Assisi. As I got older and found the courage, I would challenge her and say, ‘If I’m an immaculate conception, what is my brother then, the dirty one? And how did my dad feel about that anyway?’ She hated that. Blasphemy! Most of the time, though, she was a lovely, fairly normal sort of mum. It all changed when I was nineteen and she underwent this sudden massive religious conversion-cum-breakdown. At which point she informed my brother and me: ‘I’m not your mum. I’m Annie.’ I took it all in my stride at the time, but grew very upset about it as time went on, as I realised I’d suddenly lost my mum. But that’s all for later.


My dad was a lovely man. Born in London but very much still an Italian. Or Italian-cockney. He used to go around saying, ‘Arseholes!’ when things didn’t go right. But in that lovely Anglo-Italian voice, ‘Arsssols! Bluddy arsssols!’ I used to love being with him. He was always going off to work, that was the trouble. So I didn’t get to spend as much time with him as I would have liked. It was great when it snowed or rained because then he would have to stay home. I was very like that with my first three kids, because I was still in my twenties and like my dad always having to go out on the road for work – only in my case I didn’t come home at all for weeks and months at a time. It’s the same for everyone in show business. I didn’t mind at the time, but looking back I see the pattern. Any excuse to get out of the house and away from all the domestics. Later, as a much older dad, with more time spent at home, it was different. I loved being with my kids. It wasn’t until I was already middle-aged and my mum and dad had divorced that I got to know my own dad a little better. He was a lovely man, loved music, very proud of me. I remember playing him that Shania Twain record, ‘You’re Still The One’, and he practically got his willy out, he’d be in ecstasy. I’m the same whenever I really love a piece of music. Bluddy arsssols!


Because of my mum, I used to go to church every Sunday as a child. Then stopped when Quo took off when I was in my early twenties. Then started again a few years later. Then stopped, then started again. You could say writing and making music is an act of creation and tie it in with God. I wouldn’t necessarily put it that way, though. I don’t create religious music. But I do go into a kind of ecstasy when I’m listening to really great music sometimes. I can cry.


In my forties I found myself going to Sunday mass at my local church, John the Baptist, in Purley. I even had my own kids confirmed into the Church, that’s how confused I still was by the whole thing. I ended up in church one Sunday with Eileen when it finally hit me that I just didn’t believe in it any more. I looked around and thought: if there were anything really genuine going on here the kids would be riveted. Kids have those antennae. They can’t help it. Anything going on, they know about it even if they don’t know exactly what it is, they just know something interesting is happening. But they weren’t interested at all. The opposite. You could see by their faces. They were thinking: can we go yet?


One really lovely thing my childhood did leave me with was my love of winter. I love it when it’s grey and cold, because whenever the weather was bad my dad wouldn’t go out in the ice-cream van. My dad was the king of just being. You know, they don’t call us human doings: it’s human beings. And my dad could just be. He was never bored by having nothing to do. For him it was a luxury. He could just be. He was brilliant at it. So as a kid I loved having him around the house. If I looked out the window and it was snowing I’d be so happy because I knew my dad would be in the house all day just hanging around being happy. He’d still be going round the house doing odd jobs but at least he’d be home. I used to dread the summer because I’d never see him. He’d be out all day and night in the van, working. So even now I dread the summer coming – plus it gets too hot and I just don’t like it. I prefer to be indoors, rain lashing against the window, drawbridge up.


I told my dad all this before he died and he amazed me by saying, ‘I hated going out, too, son. I loved being at home with your mum.’ He used to get up and drive to my grandmother’s place in Catford early, 6.30 every morning. Go and load up, get in the ice-cream van and come back home for about 9.30 a.m. Have a wash and brush up. Then he’d come downstairs and have something to eat with my mum. Then be ready to go on his rounds. Do the schools. The playgrounds: all the streets where kids might be out playing. He said that my mum would often try to stop him going, standing there in her baby-doll nightie. He told me: ‘She was a good girl. She knew how to get her own way.’ I was listening to this, not quite knowing how to react. I said, ‘Really?’ He beamed and said, ‘Yeah!’


But that was my dad, full of life. People used to think he’d been on the booze because he was always so up. But the truth is he never touched a drop. It sounds simplistic to say but my talent for showing off on a stage must have come from my dad. That delight in making other people happy. My mother was different. She had a lot of friends, people that loved her. But there was definitely a streak of Irish melancholy there too. A weird uptightness that came to the fore as she got older – and more religious. She would break down. These days they’d have offered her all kinds of different medicines and therapies. But this seemed to be just part of who she was. Maybe that’s where I get my own propensity for gloom from: I’m the most positive person in the world one minute – then the world’s biggest worrier the next. Either that or the drugs. Maybe both …


The truth is, when I look back on myself now as a youngster, I think: oh, what a dickhead! I was trying to follow things, people, trying to fit in. That’s when I met Alan Lancaster. We were the same age and at Sedgehill Comprehensive School in Beckenham. Sedgehill was tough. All the kids from the local council estates went there and it was all about how hard you were. Anyone seen to actually be enjoying lessons was looked down on and treated accordingly. There were kids getting their heads kicked in every day. I liked learning but I did not want to have my head kicked in. So I developed a hard-nut exterior, and being mates with Alan really helped with this as he was the genuine article.


Mainly, I was obsessed with pop music, especially the Everly Brothers. I loved the sound, the songs, and I loved the look of the guitars. Alan was more into Del Shannon, the Shadows and Nat King Cole. Most of the other boys at school were into sport, mainly football. I didn’t like football, which Italians traditionally are really good at. Our sports master at school was a nutcase, yelling at us to ‘Get stuck in!’ and ‘Hack him down, boy!’ What a turn-off. To this day, whenever the rest of the band start going on about football I completely lose interest. (So does Andrew Bown.) I tried rugby and it was a complete non-starter. The pitch was frozen and so was I, and I ended up getting knocked all over the place. Horrible.


I later discovered that there are a lot of musicians like that. They weren’t sporty so they retreated to their bedrooms and sat there practising guitar. People like Pete Townshend and Jimmy Page, Eric Clapton and David Bowie. In my case, it wasn’t just that I didn’t like sport. Outside of music, and watching a few films and reading a few comics, I really didn’t have anything else to connect to. We used to have one of those big old beige Bush wirelesses with the handy handle and lit-up dial. Tuned into Radio Luxembourg. There was something very modern about that radio, almost futuristic too. I would sit there nodding along to whatever pop song it was playing.


There were hardly any songs on the wireless I didn’t like in those days but the ones that really stuck out were things like ‘Red River Rock’ by Johnny and the Hurricanes and ‘The Young Ones’ by Cliff Richard. Cliff’s record had the same eerie effect on me that something like ‘Stairway To Heaven’ would have on a generation of Led Zeppelin fans years later. It felt profound, wise beyond its years, especially the pay-off: ‘Cos we may not/Be the young ones/Very long …’ Even as a twelve-year-old schoolboy, that one would have me almost weeping with nostalgia.


Another instrumental that always sent me into a deep swoon was Acker Bilk’s ‘Stranger on the Shore’. Sweet Jesus, as my dad would say … that sultry quivering clarinet, those seashore strings. If that came on the radio on a Sunday morning as we sat there having sausages and bacon, we would fall into a collective blush, our emotions all spooned-out and stirred slowly in front of us on the table. None of us would speak, just all plugged into the same good feeling.


Then came the Beatles and everything – everything – changed overnight. Not just music, but literally everything. Unless you lived through it you simply cannot comprehend what a big change to the world it was when the Beatles came along. It was the start of the sixties, the start of a whole new post-war world. They were on the side of the angels yet they had better tunes even than the devil. No musician alive before or after the Beatles hasn’t been enormously affected by them.


In terms of learning to play an instrument, I’d messed around on a harmonica when I was about four years old. Then I had a little Hohner Mignon accordion, those Italian ones you see with what looks like a piano keyboard down one side. But you had to have lessons to learn that and I didn’t have the patience at that age. I wanted to be out in the garden playing with my brother and my cousins. The TV was pretty rubbish back then – only two channels, which no one in our house watched anyway because they were so busy working all the time.


All this somehow went into my thinking about music too. I desperately wanted to learn the guitar but from the word go the only real way I ever had of measuring success would be in how popular what I did was. I wanted to get good but it wouldn’t mean anything if nobody liked it. All performers are like this if they are honest. The minute you put yourself on a stage and try and sell tickets for people to come and watch you, that’s how you really measure success – by how many people actually pay to see you. I always wanted to know how many people were coming to a show. How many records a certain song had sold. And how did that compare to other songs? Other crowds? My dad and his family always talked about ‘turnover’ and that’s exactly how I’ve always measured success. By how many tickets we’ve sold, how many records. How many ‘pieces’.


I imagine some people reading that and thinking I only got into music for the money. Well, that was not the only reason. But I definitely saw it as a means to an end. I was either going to make it as a musician or start driving an ice-cream van. It would have been easier to simply become part of the family business. But I chose the hard way. Learn to play an instrument, try and find a band. Then play every shithole that will have you until something big happens – or doesn’t. As is the case for most people that are crazy enough to decide to try and do something in music.


The thing that’s harder to explain is where my musical influences came from. It was the Everly Brothers that got me dreaming of playing guitar and making music with my own brother. Dominic was a couple of years younger than me and therefore completely under my command in those first tender years. Or so I liked to think. In fact, my dear brother was already his own man; he was just much nicer than me and therefore quite happy for me to make grand plans for us both, knowing full well he wasn’t going to pay the slightest bit of attention when the time actually came for action.


For example, I’d convinced myself that Dominic and I could be like the English answer to the Everly Brothers, and so we both agreed to ask for guitars for Christmas when I was nine. I pictured us sitting there trying to sing and strum along together. But Dominic got cold feet at the last moment and asked for a train set instead. Which actually worked out fine in the end – he became an accountant. My accountant. Cheers, Dom! That is, until he decided he didn’t like the way the music business works. In fact, Dominic was very much the opposite of me in some ways. I was high-strung and nervous and always looking for the angle. He was quieter, calmer, more trusting and giving in many ways. Like I say, he was simply nicer. It didn’t always work to his advantage, like when Dom and I were adults and my mum went completely bonkers religious. I was married and the band was starting to work all the time, so I couldn’t have been there as much even if I’d wanted to. Dominic would stick with her, give in to her mad choices, hold her hand and tell her reassuring things. I wasn’t having any of it. I was off, out the door, again, too busy following my own nutty dreams to want to be held back by her. Dom, he hung on in there, bless him.


Whoever we were, or thought we were, or would one day be, my parents let us boys get on with it. They didn’t fall over themselves to push us in any particular direction, but they were quite supportive in a quiet sort of way. That helped me much more than I realised at the time. It gave me the impetus to keep going. Otherwise I might have abandoned the guitar completely. But even when Dominic decided his train set was more fun, I find it interesting that years later in Status Quo I would develop this guitar-singing ‘brother’ relationship with Rick Parfitt. That was absolutely not a conscious thing for me, but I look back now and I see it all too clearly. I also see the influence of Everly hits like ‘Wake Up Little Susie’ and ‘Bye Bye Love’. Those big strumming chords are right there in Quo hits like ‘Caroline’ and ‘Down Down’. The way the vocals blend for me and Rick until they sound almost like one voice is also pure Everly Brothers.


What’s far less obvious though are the other, much deeper musical influences that I now realise were at play. For example, an old Italian novelty song called ‘Poppa Piccolino’. This was done by loads of different singers, from Petula Clark to Diana Decker and even the Billy Cotton Orchestra. The first time I heard it was when my mum played it for me to cheer me up after I’d fallen down the stairs again. I always used to say I loved that song so much not just because it was so jolly and catchy but because of the fuss my mother was making over me at the time. I used to joke that I enjoyed the attention so much I threw myself down the stairs again the next day. Only she figured out my game and threatened to throw me down the stairs herself if I didn’t stop pestering her.


The record stayed with me though – and for far longer than I imagined. Until one day I realised how much the Quo sound had to do with that Italian shuffle beat that ‘Poppa Piccolino’ had. That very kind of singsong ta-da-de-dah beat. If you listen it’s in nearly all the biggest Quo hits. I had assumed it came from my fascination for blues-influenced British sixties bands that used that brush-and-pan shuffle too. It was at the heart of my love of American country music as well – which, if you want to get really deep here, is derived from traditional Irish music. Hello Mum!


Whatever the origins – and like most music, I suspect it can be found around the world – the fact was I fell in love with that shuffle rhythm. You could say it’s in my blood.


When I was eleven, I joined the school orchestra. Not as a guitarist but as a trumpet player. That was when I first met Alan Lancaster, who I would go on to form Status Quo with, and another kid named Alan Key, a laidback boy who played the trumpet like I did. Lancaster played the trombone.


Alan Lancaster was a short-arse, but he was the guvnor. He made that clear from the off. Always had plenty to say for himself. A born leader, you might say. I quickly became a follower. I was strong on the outside, but Alan was the real deal. He probably saw the group as his group, and no one was about to argue with him. He was known to be handy with his fists, put it that way. Eventually, as my confidence grew, I would challenge him. Remind him that no one was the leader of the group; that we were all in it together. But Alan wasn’t the kind of bloke to back down in an argument and we ended up having a lot of rows about it. It didn’t change a thing. Alan never backed down about anything. That said, democracy in a group never works. You have to have leaders or the whole thing just never goes anywhere.


Early on, though, that suited me because I was not your typical alpha male. Having Alan as your schoolmate meant you were safe from all the other hooligans, the ones who told me I had a girl’s name in Francis and that I spoke funny. Even Alan, when I first met him, told me: ‘You talk fucking poncey like, doncha?’ But I started hanging out more and more at his house. I loved his mum and dad. That expression: salt of the earth? Alan Lancaster’s mum and dad really were.


Alan’s mum, May, was an absolutely lovely and decent woman. I always assumed she had Spanish blood because she was dark and passionate. She used to make a big fuss of me. His dad, Harry, was really nice to me too. He was an ex-boxer. One of those blokes who used to come home from work every evening, take his shirt off and have a wash at the kitchen sink in his string vest and a shave for the evening. He wouldn’t have a shave for work.


I was there one day waiting for Alan to get ready. His dad said: ‘You’ll wait forever for that boy, you will.’ So we’re watching the telly and there’s some bloke on there who’s reasonably well spoken and Harry calls out: ‘Here, May! Look, it’s like Ross on the telly!’ Ross was what he used to call me. She came in the room, had a look and went, ‘Naw. He’s one of us now.’ I was so proud to think I’d become more like them, more like that working-class south London Jack the Lad. The kind that would frighten the shit out of people. ‘Don’t you fucking try it with me, boy! I’ll fucking have ya!’ I knew I couldn’t really be that, I was far too wimpy to frighten anybody. It just felt so good to be accepted.


Even when I’d got the other kids at school to stop making fun of my name – now Mike or Ross – and my accent – now cor blimey guvnor – they still found ways to pick on me. They said Italians always stank of garlic and ate worms – spaghetti. So I would put on this tough kid facade. I learned to swear a lot and pretend to be this macho Jack-the-Lad funny guy. Like Alan Lancaster: except he didn’t need to be funny. He was genuinely tough. I had to be funny because that was my best defence, always. But I never felt like I was being myself. I knew it was all just an act. My eldest son, Simon, was somewhat similar when he was growing up, though under different circumstances. Just being hypersensitive. Simon now works in musical theatre and opera – he’s an incredible singer – and he told me that when he finally got into that world he really felt happy, that he had found his true element in which to thrive. What I’ve got, I’ve had to fight for every step of the way. Putting up a front, while secretly peeking out from behind the mask waiting for it to be safe to come out and play – as myself and no one else.


Where we lived in Balham, it was a world apart from Forest Hill, where we’d lived with Nonna. It was rough. Prostitutes didn’t wait for night: they just stood on street corners asking passing motorists if they wanted ‘any business’ in the middle of the afternoon. More than once my mother went outside to try and break up some fight the working girls would be having in our shop doorway. I knew they were ‘bad girls’ but even if you’d explained to me precisely what they did I wouldn’t have really paid much attention. I was eleven when we moved to Balham and though I’d been fiddling around under the blankets for a while, the world of sex was not something I had given a lot of thought to. I didn’t equate playing with myself with having sex with a member of the opposite sex. When some of the older kids in the neighbourhood told me and my mates about some barber in the high street who would give boys a fiver if they let him give them a wank under the barber’s sheet, we all talked about it for a few days.. A wank was just a wank. But being given a fiver – that was a fortune to us back then. We soon came to our senses though. Our brains were catching up with our bodies and going down the barber’s didn’t seem like such a good idea.


Meanwhile, as a teenager I did more or less become part of Alan’s family. For better or worse. The Lancasters were an archetypal hard-as-nails old south London family from Peckham. They had a black cat called Nigger. But they were an amazingly close loving family, and I was so happy to be considered part of it during those years. It made me feel for the first time as if I belonged somewhere other than at home. It made me feel safe. But I look back now and see it as a failing of mine. A real weakness of character that I could be so easily led as a kid, that I was so desperate not to stick out from the crowd. They were good people but they weren’t my people. I was just happy to be allowed to be with them. Not a good foundation for any healthy relationship.


There are lots of areas of my younger life I look back on now and cringe. I’m sure a lot of people do. I think that’s a good thing, because it shows you’re learning as you go, through your mistakes. It’s often the ones that look back on their childhoods and see no mistakes at all that are the ones to watch out for. Rick Parfitt was like that. But Rick was an only child and a lot of only children are like that, in my experience.


Even though Alan was the leader when we were kids and could be very intimidating, he used to like the idea of us being pals and being so different. I was tall and he was short. Years later when we were still trying to get Quo off the ground, Alan showed me a picture of Simon and Garfunkel. He said, ‘Look, that’s you and me, that is.’ One tall blond one; one short dark one. I was like, you’re right! But inside I was thinking: that’s not how I see us at all. But Alan was happy and that’s all I really cared about when I was young, keeping other people happy, so that they wouldn’t take against me. And I could fit in. Didn’t matter into what. Just so long as I wasn’t left outside in the cold.




Chapter Two


Happy Campers


I learned to play guitar by listening to records and trying to play along. First just pop records that I happened to like, then anything and everything. Guy Mitchell, who was my mother’s favourite, I remember trying to play along to. Connie Francis and ‘Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool’ was another one I seemed to pick up easily. Mind you, I had a thing for Connie Francis as a kid and imagined meeting her and bowling her over with my uncanny ability to play her hits. I loved her voice: that catch in it that made it incredibly sexy to a pre-pubescent boy – plus, she was Italian. It was only much later when I looked back I realised I was listening to a sort of pop version of American country. I’ve loved country music ever since.


I was never going to be a virtuoso guitarist. I only ever went for one proper guitar lesson and that was from some dodgy geezer at Len Stiles Music on Lewisham High Street. This was a record shop that also sold musical instruments including electric guitars. Len Stiles was the place where you hung around smoking your Nelson cigarettes and yacking about music. This guy gave lessons there and I thought this must be the place to learn. But when I asked to be shown some Everly Brothers tunes this old fellow looked at me with scorn. ‘We don’t do any of that rubbish here, laddie!’ Calling me ‘laddie’ also put me right off. It sounded so old-fashioned. I walked out never to return. It was two lessons in one: my first and my last!


After that, there was this feeling that even trying to learn an instrument was somehow out-of-date. It didn’t help that all the teachers usually offered were old dance tunes or ballads. I wanted to play the Everlys’ ‘(Till) I Kissed You’, not some old waltz. It seemed like you had to learn on your own if you wanted to learn how to play the modern sounds you heard on the radio. There was a real disconnect in those days between the older and younger generation, particularly when it came to music. The music teachers objected to showing younger players like me how to play such ‘rubbish’ as the Everlys or the Beatles, who I’d also fallen for, just like everyone else in 1962. They were like the Everlys in that they played guitars, had really catchy songs, and this brilliant vocal harmony thing going on, where the voices all sounded like one.


Now there are some smartarses out there who will be sniggering at this info and thinking how this explains the, in their eyes, ‘limited scope’ of Status Quo’s music – the old heads-down-three-chords-no-nonsense-boogie label. And I will concede they might have good reason – up to a point. But while I was never going to be able to play guitar to the same jaw-dropping level as an Eric Clapton or Jeff Beck, I was determined I was going to become a bloody good songwriter. Besides, if you listen properly you’ll discover that whether it’s me playing something relatively straightforward like ‘What You’re Proposing’, which was a huge hit for us in 1980, or Clapton on fire in Cream, we are both playing the same bunch of chords. It’s not about how many – or how few – notes you can play or how fast, it’s all about whether the music touches your soul – or your groin.


There are only so many notes and chords you can play on a guitar and it’s all about the way you play them. Which means it’s all about who you are, not what you are. There’s a story I like about the great American guitar player Chet Atkins. Chet could play anything from country to pop and all points between. He was known as Mr Guitar. Well, this story about him might be apocryphal but it says it all really. He was sitting in a chair playing one day, just for fun, in some guitar shop or somewhere. And one of the customers stopped to listen and said to him: ‘My-oh-my, Mr Atkins, that guitar sure does sound pretty.’ Chet looked him over and said, ‘Yeah?’ Then got up, put the guitar back on its stand, and said: ‘How does it sound now?’
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