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To look backward for a while is to refresh the eye,
to restore it, and to render it the more fit
for its prime function of looking forward.

MARGARET FAIRLESS BARBER

And I won’t cry for yesterday, there’s an
ordinary world somehow I have to find
And as I try to make my way to the ordinary world
I will learn to survive.

DURAN DURAN, ‘ORDINARY WORLD’

CRISIS=OPPORTUNITY

CHINESE PROVERB
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Brighton, 29 June 1981



It’s a Monday night at the Brighton Dome, two weeks before our third single, ‘Girls on Film’, is due out. It’s a week after my twenty-first birthday.


The lights go down and ‘Tel Aviv’ strikes up. We have chosen the haunting, Middle Eastern-inspired instrumental track from our new album to function as a curtain-raiser, to let the audience know the show is about to begin.


But something strange is happening. None of us can hear the music. What is going on out there? The sound of an audience. Get ting louder. Larger. Chanting.


Screaming.


And then, out onto the stage, behind the safety curtain, we go. A frisson of fear. We look to each other with nervous glances. Faces are made. ‘Is that for real?’


We plug in; bass working, drums beating, keyboards and guitars in tune.


Ready.


‘Tel Aviv’ reaches its coda. Here we go.


And the curtain rises on our new life.


The power of our instruments, amplified and magnified by PA stacks that reach to the roof, is no match for the overwhelming force of teenage sexual energy that comes surging at us in unstoppable waves from the auditorium.


The power of it is palpable. I can feel it take control of my arms, my legs, my fingers, for the duration of the opening song. It is unrelenting, waves of it crashing onstage.


There is no way we can be heard, but that doesn’t matter. No one is listening to us anyway. They have come to hear themselves. To be heard. And what they have to say is this: ‘Take me, ME! I am the one for you! John! Simon! Nick! Andy! Roger!’


As our first song grinds to a hiccupping halt, we turn to each other for support. But the next song has already somehow begun without us. We are not in control any more. Seats are smashed. Clothes torn. Stretcher cases. Breakdowns. It is a scene out of Bosch. Every female teenager in Britain is having her own teenage crisis, simultaneously as one, right now, vaguely in time to our music. The frenzy is contagious. We are the catalyst for their explosions, one by one, by the thousands.


We have become idols, icons. Subjects of worship.




PART 1


ANALOGUE YOUTH
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1 Hey Jude


I am four years old. Confident and shy. Hair blonder than it would be in my teen years. In shorts and sandals, a young prince of the neighbourhood, the south Birmingham suburb of Hollywood. How perfect.

Ten o’clock in the morning on any given weekday in 1964, and I have stepped down off the porch and wait, kicking at the grooved concrete driveway, watching as Mum pulls the front door closed, locks it up, and puts the key in her handbag; she puts the handbag in the shopping bag, and off we go. Left off the drive and up the hill that is the street on which we live, Simon Road. Our house is number 34, one up from where the road ends.

We walk together along the pavement, counting down: 32, 30, 28. On the left side of the street are all the even-numbered semidetached houses, single buildings designed to function as two separate homes (ours is twinned with number 36). Across the street, the odd-numbered houses are detached, each building a single dwelling, all much larger than ours, and so are the back gardens, which are long and tree-filled and bordered at the bottom by a stream. The driveways are slicker too, with space for more than one car.

Later on, when I started to become a little status-aware, I would ask my parents, ‘Why didn’t you pay the extra six hundred quid that would have got us a stream at the back?’

I hold Mum’s hand, remembering the Beatles song that is so often on the radio, as the incline gets steeper. We reach the crest of the hill, where Simon Road meets Douglas Road, and turn right.

We pass a twelve-foot-high holly bush, the only evidence I have found that suggests where the estate got its name. We march on, crossing Hollywood Lane in front of Gay Hill Golf Club, an establishment that will assume mythical proportions in my imagination as a venue for wife-swapping parties, not that anyone in my family ever set foot in the place. There was no truth in the rumour.

Cars flash by, at twenty or even thirty miles an hour. We make it to Highter’s Heath Lane, another main artery of the neighbourhood, which must be taken if you’re visiting the old Birmingham of nans and aunts and uncles, recreational parks and bowling greens. It gets traversed a lot by the Taylor family at weekends. It must also be used by mother and son if we are to reach our destination today – St Jude’s parish church.

All this walking. We’ve been doing it together for as long as I can remember. Mum doesn’t drive and never will. At first, I’d be in my pushchair, but now I’m old enough, we walk side by side, which must have come as relief to Mum. There’s no complaining from me, it just is and ever shall be. Amen.

She’s sweating now in her woollen skirt and raincoat, keen to get there. We walk past the Esso filling station where, in 1970, I will complete my set of commemorative football World Cup coins. One last left turn and we are on the paved forecourt, upon which sits, in breeze-block splendour, St Jude’s parish church.

I would go to many beautiful, awe-inspiring churches when I was older – St Patrick’s on Fifth Avenue, St Peter’s in Rome, Notre-Dame de Paris – but St Jude’s on Glenavon Road was the most pragmatic people’s church anywhere in the First World. Built in the post-World War II years, St Jude’s was intended as a temporary structure, not meant to last more than a few years. It’s coming up on twenty now and yawning with cold air and aching joints. Single storey, with windows every six feet along its length, and a roof of corrugated iron.

Its crude purity enhanced the idea the St Jude’s faithful had about being the chosen ones. Why else would we gather together in this cold, ugly place unless it was an absolute certainty that we would benefit from it?

Father Cassidy’s great fundraising scheme of the seventies eventually resulted in a new St Jude’s church. This was no small achievement. None of the congregants could be considered rich or even well-off. Everyone had to count their pennies. Getting the money to build a new church from his parishioners took a great deal of persuading.

Fortunately, he had God on his side.

A communal sense of readiness sends us through the small lobby where, on raw wooden tables, literature is offered; some for sale, some for free. Textbooks, Bibles, songbooks and other merchandise, including rosaries, crucifixes, and pendants of St Jude (the patron saint of hopeless cases, really).

On into the nave, where there is a smell of sweat and yesterday’s incense. It’s usually cool in here, sometimes warm but never hot. A tall redheaded man plays a rickety-looking organ, quietly piping sweet music that is barely there. Eno would call it ambient. Candles burn lazily with a holy scent.

On the strike of eleven the service begins. The priest enters smartly, followed by a pair of young men in white robes – the priest’s team, his posse – one of whom swings a silver chalice from which more incense issues. The air in the church needs a good cleansing before the good father can breathe it.

He wears elaborate clothing, a robe of green-and-gold silk with a red cross on his back. Beneath the cloak, ankle-length turned-up trousers reveal the black socks and black brogues of any other working man.

The music surges in volume and we all stand. The red-haired man leads us in a song we know well, ‘The Lord Is My Shepherd’. I open the hymnal to read the words. I like this one but, like Mum, I’m too embarrassed to sing out loud. I wish I could, I just don’t, but I like the feeling of togetherness that comes from everyone in the room singing the same words.

Once the song is over, the priest walks to the dais. He glances down at his Bible, opens his hands wide and says, ‘Let us pray.’



2 Jack, Jean and Nigel


Church just was. Like electricity, heat or black-and-white TV – something that just existed. I assumed everyone went five times a week. I didn’t know I was one of a subset, a species. A Roman Catholic.

You don’t question things like that when you’re little. I never questioned why Mum and I went to church almost every day or why, when Dad drove us on Sundays, he just dropped us off and picked us up afterwards.

My parents grew up in Birmingham’s inner city. Mum had been born in Liverpool, but when she was a toddler, her family, the Harts, moved to Birmingham, to Colemeadow Road, where they occupied a large detached family house on a corner. They needed the space: Mum was one of five, until her sister Nora gave birth to Trevor, who the family raised, which made six. Mum’s dad, Joseph, who died before my birth, spent his working life in labour relations; he worked for the shipbuilding union in Liverpool originally, but moved to Birmingham for a better job. The Lord Mayor of Birmingham would go to his funeral. Up the street from the Harts, the dwellings were smaller; tight Victorian terraced houses that were well built, small but proud, with the toilet out back.
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The Taylors lived in one of these, at number 10.

My Dad, Jack, was born John in 1920, which made him – aged nineteen in 1939 – prime meat for the Second World War. He was shipped out to Egypt, where he was given an administrative posting; clerking and driving trucks and officers around the base. One weekend, he was due to be on leave in Cairo but he traded his time off with another soldier. This good deed would not go unpunished. That weekend, the German army seized the base on which Dad was stationed and he, along with many others, was captured. The British prisoners were then transported up through Italy to Germany, where they were interned in Stalag 344.

Dad would spend the remaining three years of the war there. He was forced to live off raw potatoes, watery soups and the occasional Red Cross food parcel. At least he didn’t smoke, so he could trade in his tobacco ration for a few extra spuds.

Mum used to say to me confidentially, ‘Your father had a terrible time in the war, but he’ll never talk about it.’ Dad’s wartime experiences were the khaki elephant in our living room. No one could talk about it, but we were all living with it, still, twenty years later.

It’s clear to me now that Dad had post-traumatic stress disorder and what he really needed was some therapy – which he would get these days. The most anyone could ever get out of him on the subject, if he was pushed into a corner, would be: ‘I had it easy compared to George.’

George was Dad’s brother. Their father had died when Dad was five and George was ten, so George became like a surrogate parent. Dad idolised him. George did his soldiering in Burma and had been taken prisoner by the Japanese. George had been in a mine near Nagasaki, mere miles from the site of the atomic bomb, and felt the explosion.

When Dad got back to Birmingham after his war, amid the celebrations of VE Day, his mother, Frances, and his elder sister, Elsie, were of course overjoyed to see him. But anxiety still ran high in the household, as no one had heard from George or even knew if he had survived, and this cast a shadow over Dad’s return.

Almost a year later, in a scene that could have been directed by Steven Spielberg, Dad was waiting for a bus to take him to work, when he vaguely recognised a figure coming down the street towards him out of the morning mist. It was his brother George, free since VJ Day, but emaciated and exhausted not just by his captivity but also by his long journey home by way of the Pacific, then across the United States by train.

I’m sure Dad looked different to George too. But they were stoic, each with his overdeveloped sense of responsibility, and no tears would have been shed between these men. A handshake for sure, possibly a hug. Dad might have let a few buses go by, but I doubt very much that he took the day off work. Any tears shed would have been female tears.

This story was so hard for my father to tell that he didn’t share it with me until he was in his eighties and I was in my forties.

The Second World War was omnipresent growing up in England in the 1960s. It was this enormous event that had affected everybody. In spite of Dad’s reluctance to go there, nobody else could stop talking about it. It dominated TV and the movies.

Mum Jean, born Eugenie, had wartime experiences of her own, working on the Austin automobile assembly lines at Longbridge, which had been converted to manufacture parts for the massive Avro Lancaster bomber planes. Also in her twenties during the 1940s, Mum enjoyed the society and fellowship on the swing shift.

In 1946, the processes of life that had been interrupted by the war began again, and thoughts returned to the normal: jobs, marriage and starting families. Hope returned. Being neighbours, Mum and Dad had been aware of each other for years, but only on shyly passing acquaintance terms. Dad was good pals with Mum’s brothers, Sid and Alf, and one night, at the Billesley Arms, a plan was hatched by the three of them.

The following bright November Saturday morning, Dad strode down the block to the Harts’ house and knocked on the front door. Familiar as he was to the family there, he was immediately invited in. But he was not there this time to ask Sid if he fancied going fishing tomorrow, or to ask Alf if he had a game of bowls lined up later on up at the Billesley. He was there to ask old Joe Hart if he could take his younger daughter, Eugenie, out on a date.

I don’t think either of my parents had great expectations about love and marriage. They were both practical people. They each wanted a family and to not grow old alone. They would have both felt enormous gratitude to have been wanted and accepted by the other but would never have expressed it in quite that way.

From the first date, they knew they were a good fit, and all their friends and family knew it too. In their community, their partnership was a symbol of survival in the aftermath of the war: two working-class families giving up their youngest to each other. Their marriage would be a source of great pride to many.

The forty-two guests at the wedding all lived within a few miles of each other. When I was ten they were almost all of them in my life; they were the fabric that formed me. They were good, honest and loving folk. I was raised to love them as they loved me – non-judge-mentally and unconditionally. There is something about my parents’ wedding that represents the apogee of English working-class family life.

There was a shortage of new, affordable homes in the 1950s, another legacy of the war, so after Mum and Dad married, they moved in temporarily with Mum’s parents.

They would soon become part of the working-class diaspora that was moving out of the inner cities into the new housing estates and ‘garden cities’ that were being built to replace the bombed-out town centres and to accommodate the exploding population. The story would be told many times about how Dad had shown up at the site office of one new development in Hollywood at 7.00 a.m. on a Monday morning in 1954, demanding to be allowed to buy the last house available.

The new house was perfect. It was a two-up, two-down, with a pebbledash relief between the ground floor and upstairs bow windows. The living room, where we would eat, watch TV, sit, do just about everything, was 8 by 12 feet. The other room downstairs was known as the ‘front room’, and it was where the wedding gifts and the alcohol were stored. The three of us would have lunch in there every Sunday, and it’s where the Christmas tree was put up every year. Other than that, it went unused.

Number 34 Simon Road had its own garage, where my father would spend weekends tinkering with his car. There was a small garden at the front and a slightly larger one at the back.

In June of 1960, Mum gave birth to me at Sorrento Maternity Hospital in Solihull after an easy labour. I was never any trouble, she would tell me. I was soon brought back from the hospital, by which point the house was well lived-in and comfortable, perfectly snug for a newborn.

My parents named me Nigel. It was quite an unconventional choice. My second name was John.



3 Sounds for the Suburbs


Living in the suburbs was fine for Dad. More than fine. He jumped into his Ford every morning at eight, drove himself to his job in export sales at Wilmot-Breeden, an engineering and manufacturing firm that made car parts, and was back home around six. He even got to make trips abroad, primarily to Sweden, handling the firm’s accounts with Volvo and Saab. Those trips were infused with romance and glamour for me. He would return home smelling of cigars, airport lounges and expensive alcohol, with gifts of perfume for Mum and toys for me. In the 1960s, Dad loved his work and loved his life. He was living the dream.

For Mum, who didn’t drive, Hollywood was isolating. She was stuck out there in the suburbs, away from her family and friends, and had stopped working the day she found out she was pregnant. Alone with me, the only child.
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There were few local shops, and she made friends slowly. But Mum was a churchgoer, had been all her life, and that became her social life, which is why the daily journey to St Jude’s had to be made, regardless of distance or weather.

Of course, I went along with her to church too.

I still remember the music. St Jude’s was where I would get a handle on the Catholic songbook; ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, ‘The Lord Is My Shepherd’, ‘Faith of Our Fathers’ formed the daily fare. But they saved the real megahits for Christmas: ‘We Three Kings’, for example – not even I could resist singing along with that one; it was a real ‘manthem’, a manly anthem, proud and forceful – or ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’, which could be sung in Latin as ‘Adeste Fideles’ if the priest was feeling confident.

Some of those hymns, like ‘Away in a Manger’, they have to be amazing. They’ve been written to grab the imagination of people aged from five to ninety-five. Some of the arrangements had been appropriated from titans like J. S. Bach so, without even knowing it, I was being exposed to some of the greatest music ever written. The organ would be cruising those major-to-minor moves, and the hairs would be standing up on the back of my neck.

Most European pop music is based on Christian church music, in the same way that so much American pop is based on gospel church music, which is more call-and-response. Le Bon turned me on to that idea. The experience of church music in my childhood has never gone away and continues to be a deep influence on any songwriting I am involved in.

Mum’s other saviour from her suburban exile came by way of technology and her transistor radio, which was always on, tuned to the BBC Light Programme. My waking memory of any new day was the sound of that radio. I would hear the radio before I saw or heard any parent.

Mum adored popular music. She had been a fan as a teenager, a stage-door Jeannie, idolising the bandleaders of her day: Harry James, Artie Shaw. I found a little black book of hers recently in which she had transcribed, in her always elegant handwriting, about sixty hit songs of the day, with titles like ‘My Foolish Heart’, ‘Come with Me My Honey’ and ‘Boy of My Dreams’.

All of this passion built to a crescendo for her – and almost everyone else in the country – when the Beatles came along in 1962, when I was two. They were, in equal measure, romantic, cheeky and adventurous. And they were from Liverpool.

All those new mothers in love with the mop-tops – while we were learning to walk, some of us still in our cots – would be singing to us, ‘Love, love me do’, ‘All my loving’ or ‘She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah …’

Oedipus, kick up your heels.



4 The Catholic Caveat


When I reached the age of four, church was replaced by school. I was happy to go. If I had known what was in store for me, they would have had to drag me there.

I now look back, somewhat wryly, on those preschool years as idyllic. It was my first experience of being at the exclusive centre of a woman’s attention.

Mum and Dad had signed me up for a Catholic primary school, Our Lady of the Wayside. Despite Dad’s agnosticism, he was all for it. The theory was there was a better quality of education to be had there than at the local school.

The first morning, Mum dressed me in my new school uniform – yellow-and-grey tie, grey flannel shorts and a tiny blazer – fed me and walked me up the hill to join the other half-dozen victims waiting for the bus.
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I was perfectly relaxed about all of this. Confident, excited, keen. Mum and Dad had done a good job of preparing me for this day. I must have exuded a certain calmness, as the boy who was causing the most trouble in the classroom, screaming and shouting, was sat next to me.

The best aspects of the primary-school classroom were the sandbox and the ‘tuck trolley’ that delivered Jammie Dodgers at eleven o’clock sharp. My clearest memory of first-year infants is of the Monday I showed up wearing my new National Health standard-issue thick-rimmed glasses, at age five. The teacher suggested I stand on the desk so everyone could get a good look at the new me. It was like, ‘Hey, just call me four-eyes, guys!’ I’m sure Mrs Gilmore hadn’t meant it to be humiliating but, for a five-year-old, it was.

Jammie Dodgers were not the only religion handed out at Our Lady of the Wayside. Catholic dogma was high up on the curriculum, with religious knowledge – or ‘RK’ – nestled cosily next to maths, history and geography. Two plus two equals four, the Battle of Hastings was in 1066, the capital of France is Paris and Jesus turned water into wine at the wedding in Cana.

Despite all the hours I had spent at church, all that ceremony, all those readings, the music, the incense, I still didn’t get it. Intellectually, it never made sense to me.

Like a member of the crowd at the feeding of the five thousand, I sat there, scratching my head, trying to figure out how on earth Jesus could have made all that food out of five loaves and two small fish. How? Why? Because he was Jesus? Because he was The Man? What was I missing?

But one thing you learn early on is that asking how or why is frowned upon in the Catholic Church. Not for us the intellectual rigour of the Jewish religious people. Or the spiritual curiosity of the Buddhists.

For us, ignorance is a matter of pride.

It’s what I call ‘the Catholic Caveat’, and it’s a minor stroke of ecclesiastical genius, because what it says is this: if you have to ask, then you don’t have faith, and if you don’t have faith, you are totally fucked, because lightning will come searing through your bedroom window that very night and BLOW YOU OFF THE FACE OF THE EARTH!

It can be a scary and confusing world to grow up in.



5 A Hollywood Education


Dad smuggled in some coded messages that there may be life outside St Jude’s and Our Lady of the Wayside.

At Christmas 1966, when I was six-and-a-half, he brought home the Wilmot-Breeden works calendar. It was not to be hung in the kitchen, this calendar, or any of the other ‘public spaces’ in 34 Simon Road. What Dad did was take the scissors to the thick, shiny pages and separate them, creating twelve images from around the world: Red Square in Russia, Sydney Harbour Bridge, an ancient village of red brick and tile sitting on an unimaginably blue sea and another, of the most gorgeous raven-haired temptress, dressed in red, atop a black horse that matched her hair.

Dad mixed up some wallpaper paste and glued the pages to my bedroom walls, alongside and over my bed. Above my pillows there already was the ubiquitous Jesus on the cross, the crucifix that no self-respecting Catholic is ever far away from. Now he had some competition for my imagination.
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Jesus: tortured; blood dripping from the nails that had been so brutally hammered home through his hands; the crown of thorns. It was a nightmare vision, and the intention was to give Catholics a conscience. All it gave me was guilt.

Dad’s presentation of beauty and adventure, of what could be found across the seas and oceans, seemed to be saying to me, in a whisper, ‘There’s more to life than this, lad. It’s not just about Hollywood, Him and school.’

Gazing up at those pictures, illuminated only by the streetlight that filtered in through the curtains long after my lights had been turned out, night after night, was where all my dreams of romance, travel and escape began.

The next step in the home education that Father introduced was to begin drilling me on geography; capital cities, rivers and flags became favourite subjects of mine, and I fast became an expert. It’s a useful interest to have when you are on the road six months a year.

I would beg, plead to be quizzed on my geographical knowledge on weekend mornings, when I would climb into bed with Mum and Dad.

‘Ask me some rivers,’ I would say excitedly, eyes popping out of my head.

Dad would fold up his Daily Sketch, saying, ‘Can’t you ask him, Jean?’

‘I don’t know them, Jack, no good asking me,’ Mum would say.

Dad would smile resignedly and say, ‘Amazon?’

‘Brazil!’ I would snap back like a piranha. And we were off.

It’s a pretty cosy life, the life of an only child, especially when both parents are present and love is not in short supply. I had a good thing going.

We had three neighbours in the adjoining house, number 36, over the years. The worst of them were police officers. I knew the seventies had arrived when I saw that pale blue police car roll up onto

the drive.

They were fascists, man – that was clear from the uniforms.

They didn’t have kids so they were like, ‘Turn the music down!’, ‘Turn the TV down!’ and ‘No, you are not going to get your ball back if you keep kicking it over the fence!’ I thought the husband was a real blockhead and the sight of him shouting at Dad, eyes popping out of his head – ‘If you don’t sort that son of yours out, I will!’ – terrified me.

All I was doing was being a kid. As I got older and music took over, I wanted to listen to music all the time, ideally when no one else was in the house so I could turn it up really loud. To be fair, I had no idea what it must have been like for them on the other side of those paper-thin walls.

My parents hated these confrontations with the neighbours. Mum was very timid and Dad wasn’t up for another fight. Given that he was a soldier, a hero, I couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t just weigh in there with his fists flying. It was an early lesson in the limitations of my parents’ power.



6 In Between and Out of Sight


I enjoyed learning and acquiring knowledge, but it was a habit rarely manifested in the classroom. Only in the privacy of home, in the snug, close-fitting world of Mum, Dad and me, did I have the confidence to let fly.

Intelligence needs training, and training includes making mistakes. I never felt judged in my parents’ world; at school I felt nothing but judgement. At school, being an only child had its drawbacks; I have never liked sharing my toys.

And I didn’t like the rating, the constant comparative system that was going on. Who is good at this, who is the best at that? The best and the worst. Always.

‘Games’, that ironic synonym for sports, was the worst. In contest after contest, you could find me and my four eyes faring not too well on the playing fields of Our Lady of the Wayside. Never once was I to get the call-up: your school needs you. Not once would I represent my school at sports. I would develop some nagging self-doubt about that.
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Is there anything worse than being laughed at? I’ll take surgery every time. I couldn’t stand it – still can’t. Thank God my friends and family know me well enough today to do it out of earshot, but back then, coming last meant getting laughed at. That had to be avoided. I began to take myself out of the race.

I didn’t like coming first either – what was a boy to do? – because that meant walking to the front of class or, worse, the assembly hall, to receive a prize and maybe even having to say, ‘Thank you, sir,’ out loud in front of all those hooligans. Stepping forward to receive my Bobby Moore gift token from Mr Lahive for my work on ‘The Lives of the Saints’ was the most humiliating moment to date. All those eyes burning into my back, the sniggers of reproach. No thanks, I’ll pass on the prizes too. I set my sights on being in between and out of sight.

By the age of ten, in 1970, I had become a less frequent visitor to Mum and Dad’s bed (although I still remember crawling in between the two of them to read about the breakup of the Beatles. It was as unbelievable to us as the sinking of the Titanic), so I needed to find other ways to get their approval.

Particularly Dad’s.

Military model-making was the hobby du jour, supremely popular with boys of my generation and a terrific father/son bonding pursuit to boot. More sons and their fathers of the late sixties bonded over Airfix models of Centurion tanks, Spitfire planes and Victory ships (‘featuring life-like Nelson with amputated arm’) than anything other than a leather football.

Dad set the bar for me when he constructed my eighth birthday present, the Short Sunderland flying boat, to such a degree of perfection that I knew I had to get up to speed pretty quick.

Which I did. I became addicted to making models. Maybe there was something in the glue, the ‘construction cement’ and the enamel paint?

Planes, boats, trucks, cars; I built ’em, painted ’em and stuck them in little landscape surroundings known in the modelling fraternity as ‘dioramas’.

Every week my pocket money would go on something new to add to my collection. By Saturday afternoon I would be disturbing Dad in the garage. ‘Look, Dad, what do you think? It’s Monty on the road to Alamein.’

‘That’s very good, lad,’ he would say. ‘Fancy a trip to the off-licence to get some pop?’

Victory!

My tastes in model-making had no nationalistic allegiance. I was as happy building a Japanese Zero fighter or a Panzer tank as I was General Montgomery’s Humber staff car. The Graf Spee or the Ark Royal, Grummans or Messerschmitts, I didn’t care, it was all of a piece, all part of the great game: war, a battle of uniforms and battledress, crosses versus roundels. The Airfix catalogue was an astounding education, and gave my generation a great primer in industrial design, as well as developing our hand–eye skills. It was as good as anything I got taught in a classroom, and it cannot be done on a Game Boy.

It was an almost exclusively masculine world. Airfix’s only concession to the female form was their Joan of Arc, which did not interest me. The only human models I built and painted were of men. Manly men doing manly things. Like killing each other.

Around about now, I had a first thought about a future career, a pilot in the Royal Air Force. I wondered to myself after lights out, did the RAF still fly Spitfires?

The relentless construction of RAF fighter planes and Panzer tanks and ships of the Royal Navy was also a way of scratching at the surface of the great unspoken subject: Dad’s war years. We couldn’t communicate about the subject directly, so I just kept building. Shit, we English kids had it easy; what were the German kids of my generation talking to their dads about? Not a lot, I would find out later, but it did provide impetus for all the great and profound German art and music of the seventies and eighties.

My obsession moved up a notch when I began collecting and painting models from Napoleon’s vast Grande Armée. I particularly coveted bona fide rock stars such as Marshal Murat who, arm outstretched and sabre poised, rode into battle on his leopard-skinbedecked steed.

I needed more cash to feed my habit because these figures and their smaller-scale cousins cast in lead and imported from France cost a lot more than the Airfix guys. Dad inadvertently gave me another life skill; I became the neighbourhood car washer.

Painting all those uniforms in intricate detail on three-inch figurines left its mark on my aesthetic sensibility – the epaulettes, the braids, the sashes and the boots. You can still see an Airfix influence onstage with Duran Duran today. I just can’t seem to shake it off.

I was also crazy about cars, another passion I inherited from Dad. No one took greater pride in car ownership than Dad, and his relationship with his various cars was almost erotic. Every spare hour he had, he spent it alone in the garage with the car, tweaking, messing, customising. And if, while driving, the car developed the slightest rattle or vibration, he would go nuts, and as soon as we got home would disappear, taking the car apart until he found the cause of the noise and silenced it. He invested his entire working life in the British car industry, and any sign of imperfection he considered a personal affront.

Over twenty years, Dad had earned the reputation as the family’s designated driving instructor, having taught many uncles and aunts, nieces and nephews how to become drivers. Ironically, his most famous failure was his own wife, Jean, my mum.

One evening after school, Dad decided it was time to teach Mum to drive. Mum wasn’t sure that was a good idea, and she was nervous about getting behind the wheel of Dad’s prize bull. She knew how attached Dad was to his car and how easily he could get mad. However, we all climbed into the maroon Ford, Dad behind the wheel for now, and drove to a designated lay-by spot out in the country, a few miles from home.

Dad pulled the car over onto the roadside. In front of and behind us were ten-foot piles of gravel. The space between was maybe two hundred yards. Mum and Dad switched seats.

They are both edgy, and I must be picking up on that energy because I am bouncing around in the backseat restlessly, squeezing my body between the two front seats, as I always do, to really get an idea of what is involved in the ‘lesson’.

First thing Mum does is to push the gear stick into first, not taking into account the use of the clutch (these are the days before automatic transmission arrived in the UK), and the sound of screeching fills the cockpit.

‘Christ, Jean! Don’t crash the gears!’

Mum looks terrified.

‘Oh Jack … I don’t know, what am I supposed to do? Nigel!’ – that is me – ‘Sit back!’

‘You have to push the clutch in, Jean, before you go into gear. Use your left foot,’ says Dad.

Once again, Mum tries to engage the gear, but not only do we get the screeching again, this time the car leaps forward in clumsy bounds, bumpa bumpa THUD!

The engine stalls.

‘Christ, Jean, what is the matter with you?’ Mum’s on the verge of tears, her face beet red.

‘Forget it,’ she says stubbornly. ‘I don’t want to drive, let me out.’

She can’t get the door open, and Dad now has his dangerous, furious look on, fit to burst. Then he’s out of the passenger seat, stomping around the front of the car, opening the driver door for Mum to get out. She climbs back into the passenger seat, Dad gets back behind the wheel.

‘And you! Sit back! Sit back in that bloody seat!’ he says to me. The car exits the lay-by with an uncharacteristic wheel spin.

And that’s it. Mum’s one and only driving lesson is over. Every time it gets mentioned in the future, my role is slowly but surely magnified until I have become the principal cause of the disaster.

‘With you jumping around in the back, how was I supposed to concentrate?’



7 Junior Choice


On Saturday mornings, the three of us – Mum, Dad and Nigel – would gather at the kitchen table for breakfast. On the radio at eight would be Ed ‘Stewpot’ Stewart’s Junior Choice, another terrific bonding opportunity for kids and their parents.

From up and down the country, folk would write in. Ed would begin, ‘We’ve a letter from Edith Baker in Accrington: “Dear Ed, it’s our Jimmy’s eighth birthday on Saturday, and for his party he has asked for a cake with a picture of you on it!”’

Chuckling to himself, Ed would continue: ‘I can’t imagine anyone wanting to eat that cake, Edith, are you sure it’s a good idea? She goes on, “We never miss the show. Could you please play him something from Jungle Book?” I would be most happy to oblige,’ Ed would say in his friendly, nasal tone.

[image: image]

And off we would go, with ‘I Wanna Be Like You’. Keith West’s ‘Excerpt from a Teenage Opera’ was a popular selection on Junior Choice, as was ‘Puff, the Magic Dragon’ and anything from Mary Poppins. We were all putty in Ed’s hands whenever he played ‘Super-califragilisticexpialidocious’.

At 10.00 a.m., the show was over and we would dress for the weekend shopping trip. On Sunday, we would dress for church. Strangely, even though Dad was not working Sunday, he still did not come into St Jude’s with us, preferring to sit in the car and read the paper. Would this mean Dad would not be accompanying Mum and me to heaven?

Back home, it was the afternoon radio broadcasts that really caught the family’s ear. Dad had broken down and joined the hi-fi-set in the early 1970s, which was a necessary development, in my view, like adding a vinyl roof to the Ford or buying nylon shirts. This meant we could now play music and listen to the radio in the TV room.

The hi-fi, or stereo, for this system had two speakers, had been put on a purpose-built shelf to the left of Dad’s easy chair, so it was clearly meant to be his domain. He started buying albums: Dvorak’s Greatest Hits and the great Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade. Mum and he would get together on some purchases, like the Max Bygraves Sing-Along-A-Max series – Max doing then what Rod Stewart would do later with The Great American Songbook. This was great party music for when my aunts and uncles visited and drinks were being served.

But the truth was, the Taylor household was a radio household, and we were a radio family.

After the boredom of Dad’s Sunday cricket had been suffered and slept through by all, including him, the Radio 1 ‘Top 30 Chart Show’ would begin at 5.00 p.m. Dad and I – and visiting Nan – would gather around the living room table as Mum brought in our tea of sandwiches, cake and, if we were lucky, her unequalled trifle. There wasn’t another event in the entire week that brought the three generations together with quite as much enthusiasm as the Top 30 show.

Let me qualify that. It was actually Mum’s and my enthusiasm that really got the party started; Dad and Nan could have taken it or left it. But they went with the flow, and it felt, at least, as if we were all as excited by the ups and downs of the pop world as each other. It was one of our few family pastimes.

The highlight came at five minutes before seven o’clock when ‘the nation’s number 1 hit song’ was played in full, unless it was a song as popular as George Harrison’s ‘My Sweet Lord’, which sat at the top spot for seemingly months, in which case they just played a few bars of the song. After weeks and weeks of overexposure, this was a blessed relief.

I was beginning to notice that the songs I really liked rarely made it to ‘the top spot’. Mostly the number 1s were a little too cheesy for my developing taste: ‘Chirpy Chirpy Cheep Cheep’, ‘Welcome Home’ or ‘I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing’. Talent-show winners or songs from TV ads. The cooler songs seemed to sit a little outside the Top 10. After the number 1 song had been played, Radio 1 switched off and it would be time for the Shipping Forecast – that curiously interesting lesson in weather and European geography. What was Dogger Bite? – and after that, the airwaves were back in the hands of the controllers at BBC Light Entertainment for ‘Your Hundred Best Tunes’, all that maudlin stuff like ‘In a Monastery Garden’ and ‘Songs My Mother Taught Me’. Dad would settle down in his seat, maybe with a drink of something from the front room, and Nan would doze off again, maybe singing along gently after a glass or two.

Number 34 Simon Road was a musical house, but not in the von Trapp family sense. Nobody could play a note and there were no instruments to be found anywhere. And other than Dad in his cups, no one had the nerve to sing out loud.

In addition to Mum’s transistor radio and Dad’s stereo, there was the trusty oak-panelled gramophone player, which had been sitting on the floor in the front room for as long as I could remember. It was an heirloom, something from my nan’s house, and rarely used by Mum or Dad other than as a tabletop for a drinks decanter and some whisky glasses. Stuffed into the shelves beside the turntable was a selection of scruffy 78s, remnants of the ‘dancing years’ – Connie Francis, Frank Sinatra, Peggy Lee – parent toys that had been discarded long before I came along.

Two aspects of this old piece of furniture fascinated me. The first, since I was a toddler, was the turntable itself. It had been fun using it as a test site for my Matchbox cars, holding the tiny toys over the spinning felt, lowering them until the wheels bit into the madly spinning surface. I would duck down to get a close-up view of the tiny tyres, accompanying the visual with some voice-activated sound effects: gears changing, engines growling.

The second element of the ‘radiogram’ that would fascinate me in later years, as a boy, was the wireless radio, powered by tubes that took over a minute to warm up. It picked up signals from all across Europe, places on the ‘wave band’ such as Hilversum and Luxembourg that had an exotic allure, places I vaguely knew of from my home-school geography class. Sounds would come in spurts, sometimes consistent and soothing, sometimes loud and barking, stuttering in and out of reach. Was that a spy network? I loved the sounds of the out-oftunedness almost as much as the broadcasts. The crackles, pops and fizzles were sounds from other planets.

I would press my ear to the single speaker and turn the dial slowly, like a safe-cracker, hoping to make a stronger connection. Music of all sorts; some pop, but more often soaring symphonies and brittle, rhythmic music I would come to understand as jazz. Foreign languages spilled into the room, weather reports of storms, floods, and blazing heatwaves.

It was as if the entire universe was being funnelled into the front living room of our house, which was exciting, and it went on twenty-four hours a day, every day of the week. A room that measured 8 by 12 feet had become a space of infinite size, like Doctor Who’s Tardis. This room was no longer going to be used only on Sundays and at Christmas. I needed to stay close to this thing.

Sunday evenings would always end with Dad saying, ‘You better get ready for school tomorrow, lad. Get in the bath.’

‘Right, Dad, will do,’ I would respond, but instead of going upstairs straight away for the compulsory cleaning of the body parts, I would quietly sneak into the front room, leaving the lights off, and click on the old radio, the low light that emanated from it not enough to give me away. ‘Now where is that Radio Luxembourg on the dial?’ I would ask myself as the tubes began to warm.



8 My Moon Landing


At the age of eleven I took the compulsory eleven-plus exam, which would determine whether I would go to a ‘grammar school’ or a ‘secondary modern’. The grammar school, traditionally, was where it was at. My dad, in an unusual show of educational insight, made me sit a special exam for King Edward’s, Birmingham’s finest grammar school (where they had taught J. R. R. Tolkien), but I failed that after mucking around on the playing fields between the two tests left me covered in mud, which caused Dad to have such a fit that I never quite relaxed enough during Round 2 to make any sense of the paper.

Despite not being the most diligent student, I did, however, pass the regular eleven-plus exam and left the Catholic confines of Our Lady of the Wayside for the greener pastures of the County HighSchool in Redditch, a sixty-minute bus ride from our home in Hollywood. I never really settled down there. Again, it was a highly competitive system, and the classes were larger, so getting the attention I would have liked or needed was impossible. After a few years of questionable successes (‘Worst second-year class of all time: 2F3’; ‘Worst third-year class in the history of the school: 3F2’), I started skiving off.
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It began with me just skipping sports, and then whatever class came after that. As time went on, it just got harder and harder to stay interested in what school had to offer. I wasn’t a star on the playing fields, I wasn’t getting the work done, I wasn’t in the orchestra and I wasn’t connecting in any of the classrooms. Mostly, I spent my time obsessing about Julie McCoy, whom I would spend at least an hour with on the telephone every night. The fact she had a boyfriend didn’t stop me phoning, but it did stop us from going any further.

The school gave up on me in the end. I thought I was being so clever and getting away with it, but really the teachers probably thought, ‘Why should we bother with him when we have all these other kids who want what we have on offer?’

My parents had no idea what was going on. They were even less engaged in my schooling than I was. If ever a letter from school was written to them to tell on me, I could smell it in my hands and it never made it home. I became an accomplished forger. I could do a perfect imitation of both of my parents’ signatures, and it was easy to change a report card ‘E’ into a ‘B+’, which was odd if you considered the accompanying comment: ‘He has had a very poor year and continues to disappoint, B+’.

As school became less important, music became a bigger and bigger force in my life.

At the age of twelve my cousin Eddie, who was five years older than me and was the neighbourhood newspaper boy, took over from Dad as my primary male role model. Right on target, according to all the books on raising boys. He had three sisters, which may have added to the appeal that sent me on my bike to his house every chance I got.

Eddie also had a burgeoning record collection. Not just a record collection, an album collection. Pretty much every artist worth their salt in the early seventies, I heard them first in the company of cousin Eddie: Bowie, Rod Stewart, Elton John, Cat Stevens, James Taylor, Melanie … okay, maybe not every artist was all that significant, but boy, he loved his music. And he had the posters on his wall. Eddie bought into the rock myth, totally.
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