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FOREWORD BY BONO

Michka,

I thought I should drop you a short note on our book project. I just read it back: verbose, pretentious, immodest—and revealing. I wish I didn’t recognize myself, but I do. No full stops or commas; long answers to short questions—annoying questions sometimes, but always in the pursuit of truth.

I don’t know why I agreed to this, but I did. It probably relates to your first chapter. To be serious for a second, I thought I had gotten away from my father’s death. I thought I had escaped lightly into busyness and family. I’ve always considered myself as good at wailing—“keening,” we call it in Ireland. But, as it turns out, I’m better at other people’s tragedies. There’s no obvious drama in the slow extinguishing of a well-lived life to a common scourge like cancer, but it had a dramatic effect on me and seems to have set off some kind of chain reaction. Maybe you’re right, this is as close as I’ll get to introspection.

Ali says I haven’t been myself and should go on and talk to somebody about what must have been a complicated childhood. She says I’m angry about something, and for fear of her own wrath, I seriously thought about it, but concluded I was too busy.

You, Michka Assayas, became that opportunity to look back into the house of my various lives and tidy my room.

Your exhibitionist patient,

Bono

NICE, JANUARY 21, 2005


INTRODUCTION

What does it take to get Bono on the couch? As he confesses here, “I never talk at length with anybody who’s writing or recording. They’re usually drinking.” It’s hard for me to say exactly why I became Bono’s talking, drinking, and writing pal, but I can try to explain how it happened.

I first came face-to-face with Bono and U2 in May 1980, in what appears to me as a different lifetime. I sported a kind of bowl haircut then and wore spectacles with thick gray plastic frames. I was trying for a “new wave” preppy look—wide-striped yellow and wine polo shirt and black baggy trousers, tightened over the ankles. It was my first week as a music reporter for a Paris-based magazine called Le Monde de la musique. I was not a fraud, but I felt like one. I mean, I was twenty-one, with a degree in French literature and an approximate grasp of the English language. Le Monde de la musique was a very serious and sad-looking mag—it was printed in black-and-white and was mainly devoted to covering opera, prestigious conductors, and jazz virtuosos. They viewed rock music as a mouvement culturel, which was their way of referring to the latest musical trends coming from London. For my first assignment, they sent me there to check out the scene and suss out the Zeitgeist. The New Musical Express was my bible then. Each week, its writers Paul Morley and Ian Penman would champion some obscure band from Manchester whose first single (and choice of haircut and record sleeve) was supposed to set off an aesthetical and existential earthquake. I would write down the names of these bands and managed to meet most of them. Some were great—Young Marble Giants, especially, who made just one extraordinary album, Colossal Youth, before vanishing. Some were good—Psychedelic Furs, the Monochrome Set. Some were . . . well, interesting. U2—I didn’t know them. I hadn’t listened to a single note of their music before I set off to interview them.

The four members of U2 shared a Spartan two-room furnished flat in Collingham Gardens, near South Kensington. They struck me as incredibly warm and welcoming people. I found myself immediately under the spell of that voluble little guy from Dublin with the broad smile and funny name; I remember listening to him, dreading somehow that the music wouldn’t be as good as the talk. Most musicians I’d interviewed were kind of nonplussed by my abstract questioning, probably wondering what the hell that French windbag was sputtering about. Not Bono. He looked as over excited and insecure as I was, eager to dive into what I thought were deep subjects—the importance of youth cults in London, how U2 refused to fit into them, how the utterance of the soul had been tragically neglected in modern music, etc. To make his point, he’d try out different ideas, getting more and more heated in the process. His face would light up when he’d eventually hit upon the right one. The place was so small he’d walk and bump into walls while talking (now I remember that all of U2 would unfold their sleeping bags in the same room). I kept developing instant theories about practically everything that went through my head. What I didn’t fully grasp myself, Bono would get anyway. (To quote Bob Dylan’s words in Chronicles, “When Bono or me aren’t exactly sure about somebody, we just make it up.” So I have company.) I’ve kept other visual memories from that day: The Edge’s jeans, covered with punk graffiti, his benevolent smile and measured speech; Adam’s smile too, albeit of a more mischievous kind; and Larry, looking like a fifteen-year-old, hanging his head throughout the interview. At the end of it, they gave me a copy of their first single on Island Records, “11 O’Clock Tick Tock.” It had a navy-blue sleeve, with black “new wave” streaks. To no immediate avail—I had no turntable while in London. So I had to see them play live in order to decide if the music measured up to the talk.

That very night, U2 performed in a pub called the Hope and Anchor. Or was it the Moonlight Club? I can’t be sure. There weren’t many of us there: about seventy, I would say. I felt excited and embarrassed at the same time. When a club is half full, it looks like everyone involved—band, audience, club owners—might have made the wrong decision. Thinking back on that night, I remember this tall guy with long hair who stood in the audience right in front of the low stage, totally pissed, ranting loudly and cryptically between numbers. I watched him, wondering if he was going to attack someone, on or off the stage. But the band didn’t seem to care. A punk singer would have attacked the troublemaker, or encouraged the crowd to do so, would have fed on the tension anyway. Not Bono, not U2. They didn’t seem to see or hear that tiresome chap. Bono probably climbed on the PA stacks, or something to that effect. In hindsight, I think he and U2 were sort of blind to the people there. We weren’t a particular audience in a particular club in London, but rather a kind of makeshift template for the ideal audience, while U2 themselves were not this particular band from Dublin, but a makeshift template for the ideal band. Although they were quite aware there were only seventy of us there, they were busy focusing on something greater though invisible. I guess I was busy focusing on that too. Both band and audience felt the presence of an unborn beauty that night. We made a connection; it has been a strong one ever since.

During the first half of the eighties, I would champion U2 and steadfastly review their records and concerts in Rock and Folk (a monthly magazine) and Libération (a daily). When Bono and Edge first visited Paris, I took them to Notre-Dame; it was their idea, not mine. I still have the sight of Bono breaking through the traffic, limping across like the hunchback of Notre-Dame. That was Jackass while Steve-O was still in kindergarten. I couldn’t swear to it, but I am almost certain that Bono had his first meal in a Parisian restaurant in my company. I’d go to see U2 backstage regularly. In that long-forgotten era, they didn’t apply the concept of military security to music groups. Caked with sweat, Bono looked like a groggy boxer. What I loved about U2’s music is that it had a sort of inspired clumsiness to it. They’d be daring in an unrealistic way—that was the utopian and retro part of it—but, at the same time, quite aware of their limits in a very realistic way, and determined to make the best of it by producing the biggest and most visceral noise—that was the punk and contemporary part of it. They were too unhip for the hip, and, for a while, too challenging for the unhip. They were entering a wide empty continent, still unpopulated—that long white frozen steppe you’d see them riding horses on in the “New Year’s Day” video. Lots of people would eventually follow them and colonize that wide open space, but in those days it felt lonely and bleak; you weren’t really sure you wouldn’t be left stranded and forgotten about, stuck there with those clueless Irish people and feeling silly about yourself.

In 1987, The Joshua Tree was released and went to number one on nearly every list. Some people thought U2 were the new Rolling Stones. This was ironic because with each new record they made, the band thought it was committing commercial suicide. And each time, success came back with a vengeance, as if irritated by their contempt for it. It took the arrogance of their wanting to make a “pop” record about ten years later (Pop) to bring about (relative) commercial disappointment. Like most critics, I’d enjoyed being there and being part of it, but I’d rather push the “fast forward” button on their outright colonization of the music world. Even though I thought some of their songs were great, my heart simply didn’t beat at the same pace. So I lost track of them. A sort of shyness overcame me too. These guys were becoming superstars, and that created a kind of awkwardness. The thing is, U2 didn’t need people like me anymore. So it felt natural to take a back seat. Sure, I thought Achtung Baby was great, but nobody needed to hear that from me.

A few years later, I grew out of this shyness. That unbending suspicion I had about huge success was quietly loosening. So I took a kind of ex-boyfriend initiative. In 1997, I phoned the editor of the French weekly magazine Les Inrockuptibles, and asked him to send me on assignment to interview Bono and Edge, who were then promoting the Pop album. I guess I wanted to know whether the past was somehow still breathing inside of us. Because inasmuch as I had been irrelevant to U2’s destiny for such a long time, I felt U2 had become irrelevant to my life for too many years. Unconsciously, something inside me rejected this notion and wanted to make it right. So I went back to Dublin for the first time in thirteen years. When he entered the hall of Hanover Quay studios and saw me waiting there, Bono looked flabbergasted, as though I had come back from the dead. Then he came up to me and gave me a long, silent hug. He kept on saying: “I had no idea it was you . . . I had no idea . . .” In the blink of an eye, thirteen years were reduced to a speck of dust. We walked down to a pub, and pretty soon I forgot about the Che Guevara cap and the cigarillo. I remember I confided my skepticism about the whole Zoo TV thing, and we had a bit of an argument about it. It felt we were simply resuming the ongoing conversation we had started out in Collingham Gardens. I realized that, in my mind, it had never broken off.

On my way back to Paris, I started searching for a reason to see more of Bono in the future. That’s when I thought of collaborating on a book with him. I proposed to follow U2 during the PopMart tour, keeping a sort of diary. But Bill Flanagan had already written U2: At the End of the World, and done a fantastic job. Bono and I talked on the phone, and he said that the band would have agreed to it, except for Larry, who had apparently said: “I don’t want to be in a book ever again.” When the PopMart tour stopped in Paris a few months later, I was there. The following morning, when I came home, a message had been left on my answering machine. A sort of breathy voice came out: “This is an old Irish friend . . . I called out your name during the show, did you hear it? . . . I have a terrible hangover. . . . You can call me back, I am staying at the Royal Monceau, under the name Penny.” I couldn’t make it this time. We had to wait for four more years. Not such a long time, according to our standards.

In July 2001, U2 gave a most extraordinary performance at the Palais Omnisports de Bercy, in Paris. I went backstage and congratulated Bono. He looked at me with this intense gaze of his and, completely out of the blue, just said: “We’ve got to make a book together.” Really? During the show, he’d shouted out my name from the stage (again), during the break in “I Will Follow,” when he recited a list of all the places that U2 had played in Paris. So, that’s it. The singer from the number-one rock ’n’ roll band in the world calls out your name in front of twenty thousand people. Somehow, you’ve got to answer that call.

I wrote a letter to Bono after that night, saying:



Here we are in 2001. You give one of the best performances of your career, and everything seems utterly natural to me: talking to you, linking the past and the present, etc. So an idea crosses my mind. You know, there is this tradition of books made not about, but with painters, writers, or cinematographers: some interviewer stages a series of dialogues centered on one specific aspect of their life and work (let’s say: childhood and beginnings, their relationship with a particular artist, their achievements and failures, etc.), and then it gets published as a dialogue, a conversation. I find these sort of books very enjoyable, because they are quite the opposite of typical “rock books.” Of course, one could argue that you are still relatively young to do this. But you know better than I do that 23 years of experience in your field means very old and wise. If this is meant to be, it will be. But if it’s not . . . well, you know it might still happen when we’re 60.



So here we are. In August 2001, at the end of the Elevation Tour, Bono lost his father. Months later, he agreed to start working on these interviews. While we were talking, I often felt that Bono and I resembled two elderly people in a convalescent home, with all the time in the world. Well, that’s not really true, because Bono would usually break it off with his usual phrase “I’m gonna have to run”—which he duly did. When it stopped, I always felt I was waking up from a dream, but those were deep dreams, and urgent ones. In the words Bono used to sum up my approach, “I went straight for the jugular.” I gave each conversation everything I had. I kept thinking: this might be the last one, maybe I won’t get to talk to him anymore . . . But at the same time, Bono’s words seemed to spring from a very serene and deep part of himself. He spoke with a compelling quietness and uncanny focus. The conversations were marked by an odd combination of urgency and serenity. It’s not so much a paradox as a state akin to being suspended in the eye of the hurricane. I guess some of the greatest music comes from that place. I’d love to believe that a book could come from there too.


MICHKA ASSAYAS, NOVEMBER 2004


1. STORIES TO TELL THAT ARE NOT SONGS

This first conversation (presented here in four installments, i.e. chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4) took place in late 2002 in Bono’s house by the sea in Killiney, near Dublin.

On a gloomy November day, Bono picked me up at the Clarence Hotel (that he co-owns with Edge) in his Mercedes. I noticed that he’d apparently given up ignoring red lights and driving the wrong way down one-way streets. He owns a dentist’s car, and drives it like a dentist.

We drove alongside a gray sea through heavy rain. Bono talked about his new role as an ambassador for DATA (Debt, AIDS, and Trade for Africa). He also mentioned that he had written a play in just one week for an American director. When we pulled up to his house, the electricity was down because of the heavy rain, and the security gate had collapsed. Bono helped the caretaker shove it open. During a quick lunch, we chatted with his wife, Ali, who was busy organizing a fashion show to benefit the families of victims of the Chernobyl catastrophe. Bono showed me around the house and took me to the pavilion where Mr. and Mrs. Hewson (Bono and Ali) put up distinguished visitors: the walls were covered with letters from Bill Clinton, Salman Rushdie, Quincy Jones, and others. Though I looked far, I could see nothing from the Pope. We came back to the main house. I followed Bono to a small room that faced the sea, as an extension of his study. He took off his shoes and tucked himself up on the couch. We would be visited at regular intervals by his elder daughter, Jordan, and his two little boys, Elijah and John. Sometimes, Bono would halt the conversation to make a phone call. I remember he’d been expecting one from Prince, but got one from Bruce Springsteen instead. He was trying to organize the writing of a song to be performed during half time at the Super Bowl, so that Americans would consider it a “patriotic act” to help Africans ill with AIDS get the drugs they need. Unfortunately, I don’t think it went anywhere. We finished the day watching the MTV awards and eating pizza: U2 did not win any of the awards they’d been nominated for. Each time, though, Bono guessed who the winner would be, while Jordan and her younger sister Eve, who had arrived in the meantime, lay on the couch and sent text messages. Elijah was fascinated by Christina Aguilera’s performance. A few weeks before, enthralled by Kylie Minogue, he had suggested to his father that he invite her for dinner one of these days.

You have given plenty of interviews. Why is it that you want to reveal yourself in a book now? After all, you’ve had plenty of opportunities . . .

Well, I’m a person that actually doesn’t like to look back in my work, in my day, or in general. But maybe this is the moment. There are stories to tell that are not songs.

There is one important thing you just said off the record, before we got started, about your father, whom you lost recently. You mentioned his sharp wit and sarcasm. I was wondering: how come it never came out in your songs?

Yeah, it’s interesting. My father acted kind of jaded . . . nonplussed. It was an act, but the world just couldn’t impress him. So as a kid I wanted to be the opposite. Especially as a teenager when for periods it felt like my father had become my enemy. It happens . . . And so you reject the enemy’s weapons of choice, which was his wit, his sarcasm.

That’s a pretty tough portrait . . . What was your father really like?

As I say, a very charming, very amusing, very likable man, but he was deeply cynical about the world and the characters in it: affection for the few, a sort of scant praise on even them. As I was saying, I got to make peace with him, but never really to become his friend. My brother did, which is great. Nothing extraordinary here, just Irish macho male stuff. We never really could talk. Even in his last days, when I used to come and visit him in the hospital, all he could do was whisper. He had Parkinson’s. I would lie beside him at night on a roll-up bed. Being sick, he didn’t have to converse. I could tell you he was happy about that. In the day I sometimes would sit there and just draw him. I did a whole series of drawings of his hospital room, all the wires and tubes. Occasionally I would read to him . . . [pause] Shakespeare. He loved Shakespeare. If I read the Bible, he would just scowl. [laughs] It was like: “Fuck off!” In fact, the last thing he said was “Fuck off.” I was lying beside him in the middle of the night and I heard a shout. And of course it would have been days of whispers. So I called the nurse. The nurse came in. He was back to whispers, and we both put our ears to his mouth. “What are you saying? Are you OK? Do you need anything? Do you need any help?” And the nurse was saying: “Bob, are you OK? So what are you saying?” “What’s that? What d’you need?” “Fuck off!” He said: “Would you ever fuck off and get me out of here? I wanna go home. This place is a prison cell.” And they were his last words. Not romantic, but revealing. I really had a sense that he wanted out of not just the room, but out of his body and his skeleton. That’s classic him. He would always pour salt—and vinegar—onto the wound. He could meet the most beautiful girl in the world. In fact, Julia Roberts . . . I remember introducing her in a club, and he goes: “Pretty woman? My arse.” [laughs]


You know what it reminds me of? Brian Wilson’s father . . . Have you read about it?

A little bit, yeah.

Brian Wilson’s father dreamed of making it in the music business, like your father who fancied being an opera singer. He was a very severe presence when the Beach Boys rehearsed. Brian Wilson kept on coming up with those amazing songs, and his father would go: “This won’t be a hit. Get some proper work done.” He was abusive, both verbally and physically. So there is an interesting thread there: maybe the harsher your father is on you, the more creative you can become, sometimes.

Yeah. If you meet up with two of my best friends, Gavin and Guggi,* sometime, you’ll find that their two fathers gave them a lot more abuse than mine. The three of us grew up on Cedarwood Road: Guggi’s now a painter, Gavin’s a great performer, writing songs for a kind of “nouveau cabaret” and score for movies. But what separated them, I guess, is that they ran from the scold of their respective fathers to the bosom of their mothers. And I probably would have too, but she wasn’t around. So that created its own heat, and looking back on it now, some rage.

Rage at what?

Emptiness . . . an empty house . . . aloneness . . . realizing I needed people.

You mean you wanted friends to fill in for your mother, and that made you much angrier.

I think so. And I think something else as well. If you wake up in the morning with a melody in your head, as I do, it’s all about how much you compromise that melody to take it out of your head and put it into music. I’m a lousy guitar player and an even lousier piano player. Had I not got Edge close by who was an extraordinarily gifted complex musician, I would be hopeless. Had I not got Larry and Adam, these melodies would not be grounded. But it’s still very difficult for me to have to rely. Your weakness, the blessing of your weakness is it forces you into friendships. The things that you lack, you look for in others, but there’re times when you just become angry when you think: if only I could get to this place . . . These melodies I hear in my head, they’re just so much more interesting than the one that I’m able to play. Rage, there’s a rage in me that I have to rely on others, actually, even though I’m very good at relying on others. And we are, I should say, in our group, the best example I know of how to rely on others.

What’s so special about that?

It’s the thing Brian Eno always speaks about. He says: “They should study that in the Smithsonian, how the four of you get on, how the politics of it work, the accommodation of each other by each other, it’s quite something.” But at the same time, it’s uncomfortable sometimes. Think about that. Isn’t that a frightening thing? You rely on your lover, you rely on your friends, and finally you have to rely on God if you want to become whole. But we don’t like it. We do resent our lovers, especially the idea of relying on your friends to be whole. That means that on your own, you’re . . . [pause] that old Zen fucking idea. You’re the one hand clapping. [laughs]


This need to be carried by a group . . . did you become aware of it after you lost your mother as a young teenager? Or is it something you had in mind before?

As a kid I was actually not that interested in other kids.

I’m feeling there’s a contradiction there. I have to rely on my own experience in order to understand yours. Like you, I had an elder brother with whom I felt very close. I could rely on him, which gave me the freedom to be a solitary child and feel protected at the same time. Whereas, from what you’re telling me, for you it was a matter of survival to rely on your friends.

Not early on, you’re quite right. Early on, I had supreme confidence in myself, and I was probably arrogant with it. I was very able intellectually in a lot of ways. I was popular. As a child, I played chess; I was pretty good at it. I played an international competition when I was twelve. What a pain in the arse!

Did you win?

No, but I did OK. And people made a fuss over me being a kid playing against adults. But the fact that my father taught me the game meant I had to learn to beat him as soon as I could. Maybe he let me win. But it felt great, and I’ve been playing chess ever since with declining results. But . . . confidence? Yes, plenty of it. And then it cracked. Every teenager goes through an awkward phase, and that was just exacerbated, I suppose, by there not being anyone in the house. The death of my mother really affected my confidence. I would go back to my house after school, but it wasn’t a home. She was gone. Our mother was gone, the beautiful Iris . . . I felt abandoned, afraid. I guess fear converts to anger pretty quickly. It’s still with me.

What else does it convert to?

I like to be around people.

Where?

One of the things that I love to do is to go to lunch. And I like to drink. I eat well.

Yes, I’ve noticed that. And actually wondered about it.

I’ll gravitate towards the best restaurant in the city. It’s not very rock ’n’ roll! I think I go because, when I was a kid, food had no love at all in it. I really resented it. I couldn’t taste it because she . . . my mother wasn’t there.

You mean you had to cook for yourself at a very early age.

I even went as far as robbing groceries from the shops, and giving the money I was given by my father for groceries to my friends. I hated mealtimes. Remember this thing called “Smash”? It was an awful idea. You would pour boiling water into these astronaut-type tablets and they would turn into potatoes, then put them in the same pot as baked beans or something, then eat out of the pot, not even on a plate, in front of the TV.

You are describing a French chef’s idea of hell, there.

It was comic tragedy. My brother, who used to work in the computer division of the national airline, discovered that he could buy airline food at a cheap rate. So he used to bring these packaged meals home, and our fridge was full of it. So I used to come on home from school and I would eat the airline food. Then an amazing thing happened. Our high school was near the airport. They didn’t do lunches then, but they decided they were gonna do school lunches. So they bought them at the airport. So, I used to eat airline food at lunch. I would go home, eat the same fucking airline food for dinner. What happens then? You join a rock ’n’ roll band and spend the rest of your life eating airline food. [laughs] It’s enough to drive a fellow to a posh restaurant and might explain my expanding waistline. By the way, I’m not ready for my fat Elvis period yet. Stick around for the opera . . . Oh, that’s why you’re here . . . OK, back to the couch.

Time for a hamburger, here, maybe.

Seriously, I think my whole creative life goes back to when my world collapsed, age fourteen. I don’t wanna oversell this, a lot of people had much bigger hills to climb. Wasn’t it the Dalai Lama who said: “If you want to meditate on life, start with death”? Not girls, not cars, not sex and drugs . . . The first thing I started writing about was death. What a bummer this boy is! Actually, Boy, our first album, is remarkably uplifting, considering the subject matter.

And what was that?

Oddly enough, it’s similar to our new album, How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb. It’s something to do with the end of innocence. But in our first album, it was being savored, not remembered. In that period, everyone was knowing. We were celebrating our lack of knowledge of the world. I thought, No one’s written that story. No one would be raw enough. Rock ’n’ roll is rarely raw in an emotional sense. It can be sexual. It can be violent and full of bile. Demons can appear to be exorcised, but they’re not really, they’re usually being exercised. The tenderness, the spirituality, the real questions that are on real people’s minds are rarely covered. There was a lot of posturing and posing. With that first record, I thought I would just let myself be that child, write about innocence as it’s about to spoil. Rock ’n’ roll had never taken on the subject of innocence and loss of innocence before, outside of romance, that is.

What I’m interested in is how you had the idea to face this very subject you just talked about. It is interesting to go back to this part of your life, where you had only dreams, and you had no clue about how you were going to fulfill them. Specifically, I want to know if your relationship with your brother, who is seven years older than you, helped you gain confidence.

It did and it didn’t. I mean, he taught me to play the guitar. I learned to play on his guitar the songs that he had learned. As an example, he had the Beatles’ Songbook, the one with the psychedelic illustrations. That book blew my mind. In fact, that book still blows my mind.

What was the first Beatles song that you learned?

“Dear Prudence.” All the things you could do with the C chord. Neil Diamond . . . that’s another songbook he had. I loved the “Diamond.” A song called “Play Me.” [sings it] Genius . . .

So back to your brother. Did you get on with him?

Yes, but we used to fight—physically fight.

Most children fight. What was so special about this?

Because you would have this sixteen-year-old little Antichrist who resents the house that he’s living in. As I say, I’m sure I was a pain in the arse to be around. My brother would come home from work, I’d be sitting there with my mates and be watching TV. I wouldn’t have done the washing up or something I said I would do. He would say something or he’d slam the door; we’d end up in a row. [laughs] There was literally blood on our kitchen walls, years later. I mean, we could really go at it.

But when your mother died, I’m sure he supported you. He had turned twenty by then.

He’s a great man. My brother couldn’t tell a lie. Back then he was trying his best. I remember once we had a big fight, and I threw a knife at him. [laughs] I didn’t throw it to kill him; I just threw it to scare him. And it stuck into the door: boing . . . And he looked down at it, and I looked at it. And I realized: I didn’t mean to, but I could have killed him. And I think both of us wept, and both of us admitted that we were just angry at each other because we didn’t know how to grieve, you see . . . Because my mother was never mentioned.

How do you mean: never?

After she died, my father didn’t talk about her. So it never came up. So that’s why I don’t have any memories of my mother, which is strange.

It is strange, because you were fourteen. I read that she died after she came back from her own father’s funeral. Is that so?

She collapsed at the funeral of her own father, picked up and carried away by mine. She never regained consciousness. Well, actually, we don’t know if she did or she didn’t. My father, at his most fetal, when he was losing it or we’d been having a big row, would say: “I promised your mother on her deathbed that . . .” Then, he never finished the sentence. These and other things, I would have liked him to have coughed up at the end.

Do you feel there are questions you wanted to ask your father that remain unanswered?

Yes.

But why didn’t you ask them?

I tried to. He didn’t want to answer them.

Like what?

I wanted to get into the conversation where I could actually ask him why he was the way he was. I have discovered some interesting family history since, which is extraordinary. It’s not something I want to talk about now. But no, he would disappear into silence and wit.

What is it exactly that you wished you knew about his way?

So closed, I suppose . . . And so disinterested, in a certain sense. As I say, my father’s advice to me, without ever speaking it, was: “Don’t dream! To dream is to be disappointed,” which would be a pity, wouldn’t it, never to dream . . . And, of course, this is where megalomania must have begun. To never have a big idea was his thing. That’s all I’m interested in.

But how was he trying to put you off?

“Why would you want to go to university?” I mean, he was confused, but in the end he said: “Yeah . . . go to college. Sure, I’ll help you . . .” He’d eventually pay for guitar lessons, but it didn’t come easily to him. And yet the thing he regretted the most in his life is that he hadn’t become a musician and a singer. I mean, that’s very hard to figure out. I am now the father of four children, and I cannot imagine thinking like that. But his way of guarding you from being disillusioned was by not letting you have illusions in the first place. At some point he stopped reaching outside of himself. I think he maybe had to cut off something, and he didn’t want his kids to go through that. Either that or he was just perverse. I can’t figure it out. I mean, what else? What other explanation is there?

So what did he think would become of you?

Hmm . . . I think . . . either join the civil service, like he did, which was a safe job, which you couldn’t be fired from . . . or a traveling salesman. A lot of our family were traveling salesmen. And of course that is what I have become!

In a way, possibly.

Oh no, in more than just a way. I am sure of it. I am very much a traveling salesman. And that, if you really want to know, is how I see myself. I sell songs from door to door, from town to town. I sell melodies and words. And for me, in my political work, I sell ideas. In the commercial world that I’m entering into, I’m also selling ideas. So I see myself in a long line of family sales people. I really do. Thank God for my Uncle Jack!

So there were success stories in your family, on your mother’s side.

One of her eldest brothers was very successful in the insurance business. He went away to London, and then all over the world. They all did very well, but he did extremely well. I think that was another thing they thought I could become—an insurance salesman. For a circus performer who never looked for a net, that’s pretty funny, isn’t it? Anyway, it’s a wonderful thing—I have to tell you—to come out of an environment where you really didn’t have to achieve anything, isn’t it? It’s usually the opposite from that. But, God bless them, I was a very unruly kid. And when my mother died, that turned into rebellion. So I can’t really blame my father for not seeing my future as being bright, because he saw me setting fire to myself. I wasn’t interested in school, though I was pretty good at it. It’s really funny, you know, my grades were at the top of the class, until this period. Also, most of the people I was hanging around with weren’t interested in school. So I don’t want to hold him to too much blame.

Because you were trouble.

Yeah, that was really it.

Eventually you went to university, though.

Yeah, I did. Because my school friends were going. I was even interested in ideas then—I’ve always been interested in ideas. I mean, I was in university for two weeks, doing an arts degree in English and history. I would have loved that.

How do you mean “two weeks”?

I had falsely matriculated, they told me. In the National University, you are supposed to speak the national language, and I didn’t. I had flunked Irish, and they found that out. They threw me out of college, even though they had accepted me on my other results.

How did your relationship with your father evolve after your mother died? I guess you’ve gone through various stages until his recent death.

After my mother died, I think I tortured my brother and my father. There were three men living alone in a house. There were some awful times that we shared, really, about as low as you can get for three men. I remember, physically, my father trying to knock me out. I never returned fire, but it was hard. Mostly, they were comical moments. He worked out some of his own anxieties by so-called “worrying about me.” I’d be seventeen, and I’d be going out to punk rock gigs, and coming back. He’d be waiting for me at the top of the stairs, with some heavy artillery. [laughs] It was like an obstacle course for me and my gang of friends: how to get back in the house without waking him up.

I guess you gave the poor man many a sleepless night. Do you remember a particular episode?

I used to climb up the two floors on the drainpipe, and then I would reach over to the bathroom window, cross to the window—quite a tricky maneuver—put my hand in the window, open and get in, and go down, and let my friends in, so we can hang out some more. I remember, like, four in the morning, just as I’m making the most difficult part of the maneuver, my father wakes up and goes [impersonating]: “Is that you? Is that you?” And I’m outside his bedroom window, hanging out over the housing estate. I’m going [mutters, putting his hand over his mouth]: “Mmmmh. Yeah, it’s me, yeah.”—“Hurry up! And go to bed”—“Mmmh. Yeah, OK . . .” And he doesn’t know I’m actually hanging outside his window like, fuck, I’m about to fall off and break every bone of my body. [laughs]


You make it sound like he frightened you a lot.

Not really. I guess it was just a combative relationship. We were very unusual, our community. Not every father has two kids calling for their son, wearing Doc Martens, sporting a Mohawk and an occasional dress. Or sometimes Guggi would call to the door on a horse. Because we were surrealists from a very early age, we thought this was very funny. Once, when we fell out, in my twenties, my mates came to wrap my car in tissue paper—the entire car—with dozens and dozens of eggs, turned it into papier-mâché, to seal it like in a cocoon of tissue and eggs. And when I woke up, they were firing eggs at me. Only problem was my father woke up, and he slept with a weapon under his pillow.

You mean a gun?

No. It was like an iron bar. So the two of us, myself and my father, were running down the road after my mates, both of us armed to the teeth. I mean, it was comical! And he was [impersonating his father running out of breath], “I’m having a heart attack . . . I’m having a heart attack . . . Those fucking bastards! I’ll get them . . .”

Why did you keep living with him, then?

He gave me a year at home, bed and board, free of charge. He said: “You got one year. If at the end of this year, things aren’t happening for your band, you gotta go and get a job.” Pretty generous when you think about it. He started to mellow. There was one extraordinary moment I remember when he really helped me out. This big shot came over to see the band, and offered us a publishing deal. It was a big moment for us, because we were really flat broke. And with the money that he was offering, we booked a tour of the U.K. We still hadn’t got a record deal. We said: “On that tour, we’ll get a record deal.” But, on the eve of that tour, the publisher rang up and halved the money, knowing that we had to take it, because we’d already hired the van, the lights, the whole thing. The stories you hear—right?—about the music business as full of bottom-feeders are of course true. But we told this man to shove it up his own arse. We went to our families, and asked them for five hundred pounds each. My father gave it, Edge’s father gave it, and I think Larry’s father gave it. So the mood of the relationship, as you’re asking me about, starts to improve.

Did your father eventually tell you he was proud of your success?

Uh . . . Yeah, I think he was proud, in some ways. I took him to the United States for the first time in the mid-eighties. He’d never been there, and he came in to see a U2 show in Texas. And I thought this would be amazing for him to see this. I got Willie Williams, our lighting designer, to have a Super Trooper focused on the sound platform, and at the right moment, I told the audience: “You know, there’s somebody here tonight that’s never been to Texas”—they scream and hoot—“that’s never been to the U.S.”—more screaming—“that’s never been to a U2 show in the U.S.”—they’re going bananas—“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN OF THE LONE STAR STATE, I WANT TO INTRODUCE YOU TO MY FATHER, BOB HEWSON. THAT’S HIM THERE!” The light comes on, and my dad stands up. What does he do? He starts waving his fist at me. It was a great moment, really. Then, after the show, after coming offstage, he came back. I’m usually a bit dizzy and walking into walls for ten minutes. Normally no one would talk to me—I just need some moments to climb down a few gears. I heard footsteps. I turned round. It was my father, and he looked . . . almost emotional. [laughs] I said to myself, “God, he’s actually going to say something. This is the moment I’ve waited all my life for . . .” I think there’s tears in his eyes. He’s putting his hand out to me, I put my hand out to him, and he looked at me with those red eyes. He said: “Son . . . [big pause] you’re very professional . . .” [laughs]


Professional?! That’s not quite the impression you made on me then.

That’s fantastic, isn’t it? I mean, especially if you came from punk rock, the last thing that’s on your mind is being professional. But no, he was proud. I think he always probably found me very pretentious, which is probably right. I think he still found me a little preposterous, which I think is probably right. I think, like a lot of fathers with their sons, like no one else they know where to finger you. And he had a very, very wicked sense of humor.

Are you implying that he taught you valuable lessons for your life as a rock star?

He took the Dublin position of “My son, the fucking idiot.” That was the whole thing. So when he walked into that kitchen, you see, downstairs, where there were those presses [Irish and Scottish for cupboards]—they’re still there—he went: [shouting] “Ha! [claps hands] Did they see you coming, or what? You big eejit! Antiques . . . Ha! They’re rabbit hutches. You wouldn’t keep animals in them. You probably paid a fortune for them, haven’t you? You fool.” Any risk you were taking, he’d just look at you with his eye raised and would just shake his head in disbelief at your stupidity. “Oh dear, oh dear . . . You really didn’t see that one coming, did you?” So, after years and years of things not utterly falling apart as he was expecting, he became kind of bemused at his own bad weatherman. My brother was always very industrious, a very innovative kind of a fellow, very savvy in business, knew how to make a buck, and ambitious in that sense. But I never showed any of that interest in making money at all. So my father thought this was very funny that I started to accumulate some cash.

He was right, I would say.

He was right. He thought: “God must have a sense of humor; he has given my son who never had interest in cash far too much cash. Now let’s all have a bit of a laugh watching him flitter it away, because this boy obviously is going to blow it on all the wrong things.”

What was he like with your kids?

He loved kids, loved his grandchildren. His big thing, of course, was, when I would have children, I would find out what it was like to be a father. The pain, the torture, et cetera. So when I went and told him that Ali was pregnant, he burst out laughing. He couldn’t stop laughing. I said: “What are you laughing at?” He said [very low voice]: “Revenge.”

So was he right? Has your experience of fatherhood been as difficult as his?

No. There’s rarely a raised voice in our house. Ali’s mood prevails. It’s kind of serene in comparison.

And how did your father get along with Ali?

Oh, very well. Women loved him. He was completely charming and he was great company. And as long as you didn’t want to get too close, he was happy. I think he could reveal himself to women a lot easier than to men, which is something I probably have in common with him. I think he was a very great friend. He had a lot of woman friends. And I do too. So there must be something there.

Did he give you any advice on how to handle your money?

“Don’t trust anyone.”

Did you follow him on that?

I absolutely didn’t. Trust is very important to me. Let me digress. You know, in the supermarkets, they have a way of pricing. It’s a digital read out: price-coding. So now, when you bring your food, you put it up and they just read it. Edge was telling me about this guy who recently did a study in MIT: ten percent of all accounting through this system is erroneous. Except the ten percent works both ways, which is to say . . .

. . . that sometimes you win . . .

Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. And it’s completely even. So no one has really bothered about the system’s problems. Therein, in a way, is a lesson about trust. If you trust people, you are going to be burnt ten percent of the time. I’m quite a trusting person; however, ten percent of the time, you’re going to find yourself in situations that you wouldn’t have, had you been more cautious. I mean, you’re gonna find yourself in very good situations that you wouldn’t have, unless you took the risk. I think, that’s the difference between myself and my father.

What are the things that you feel most guilty about now regarding your relationship with your father?

Mainly, I just think he was dealing with a precocious child. Can’t have been easy, and especially when he found himself trying to do it all alone. I just feel . . . I’m angry about . . . there was a sort of father-son tension, that I probably just let go of in the last few weeks. Ali said to me that since his death, I haven’t been myself, and that I have been a lot more aggressive, and quicker to anger, and showing some of my father’s irascible side. The Italians take a long time to grieve. You see them wear black for a year. When my father died, I went on a short vacation, which turned into a euphemism for “drinks outing.” I don’t like to abuse alcohol—anything you abuse will abuse you back. But it’s fair to say I went to Bali for a drink. With my friend Simon [Carmody, screenwriter], we just headed off. I wanted to blow it out a bit, get the monkey off my back. But when I returned, funnily enough, it was still there. I think it’s been around with me a lot. And so just on Easter, I went up to the church in a little village where we live in France, and I just felt this was the moment that I had to let it go. An emotional volcano had gone off during the week before Easter, and I just wanted to find out. I wanted to deal with the source of whatever it was. In this little church, on Easter morning, I just got down on my knees, and I let go of whatever anger I had against my father. And I thanked God for him being my father, and for the gifts that I have been given through him. And I let go of that. I wept, and I felt rid of it.

Once and for all?

I think How to Dismantle . . . also allowed me to vent all that stuff. The atomic bomb, it’s obviously him in me. Yeah, “Sometimes You Can’t Make It On Your Own” is my swan song for him. I sang it at his funeral [recites, but does not sing]: Tough, you think you got the stuff / You’re telling me and everyone you’re hard enough / Well, you don’t have to put up a fight / You don’t have to always be right / Let me take some of the punches for you tonight / Listen to me now: I need to let you know you don’t have to go it alone / Sometimes you can’t make it on your own. It’s like a Phil Spector kind of a deal, very fifties. There’s a verse I left out of the recording: When I was a young boy in the suburbs of Cedarwood / I wanted to be great because good would not be good enough / Now that I’m older, I don’t see things any clearer / We’re closer now but still a long way off / I need you to know you don’t have to go it alone / Sometimes you can’t make it on your own. And then it goes into this middle eight which is amazing. I scream and it goes: Sing, you’re the reason I sing / You’re the reason the opera is in me / Still I need you to know a house don’t make a home / Don’t leave me here alone / Sometimes you can’t make it on your own. So it turns around at the end. It’s a sort of simple song, but it’s, I hope, the last song I will be writing about him.

So what did your father really see in your work, do you think?

I’ll tell you what I think. The spiritual journey was interesting to him. Because he wasn’t a believer; he didn’t believe in God towards the end. He was a Catholic, but he lost his faith along the way.

Was there a specific event that led him to lose his faith?

I don’t know what it was. I think the Church wore him down, all the scandals, and all that stuff. I would give him a Bible, or I would offer up, if he was interested, any kind of insights I might have had to some of the Gospels, or the way they were written, or the context of a particular passage. But finally he didn’t buy into it. Yet he seemed to think this was the most important thing I had to offer. In fact, it was what he liked best about the band: our faith. He didn’t understand some of the work of the nineties, because he felt it was irreligious.

Some of your fans had a hard time with the records you made in the nineties as well.

That’s right. They didn’t see it. On Pop, I thought it was a tough relationship with God that was described there: Looking for to save my, save my soul / Looking in the places where no flowers grow / Looking for to fill that God-shaped hole. That’s quite an interesting lyric, because that’s the real blues—that comes from Robert Johnson, it happens through the machine age, through this techno din, but there it is: the same yearning. But he didn’t see it. A lot of people didn’t see it, because they wanted to feel it, not think it. That’s the difference. That was a thing that he seemed to think was important. My father used to say to me: “Have you lost your way?” I said: “Who’s asking? What about you? You didn’t have a way to lose!” We used to go down to the pub on Sundays and we would drink together. We drank whiskey, Irish whiskey, of course. Occasionally, he would ask a real question, meaning I had to give him a real answer. It was always about my belief in God: “There’s one thing I envy of you. I don’t envy anything else,” he said to me one time. But think about it: I was singing, doing all the things he would have loved to have done, had a creative life. He said: “You do seem to have a relationship with God.” And I said: “Didn’t you ever have one?” He said: “No.” And I said: “But you have been a Catholic for most of your life.”—“Yeah, lots of people are Catholic. It was a one-way conversation . . . You seem to hear something back from the silence!” I said: “That’s true, I do.” And he said: “How do you feel it?” I said: “I hear it in some sort of instinctive way, I feel a response to a prayer, or I feel led in a direction. Or if I’m studying the Scriptures, they become alive in an odd way, and they make sense to the moment I’m in, they’re no longer a historical document.” He was mind-blown by this.

So . . . did he find you pious?

I wish I could live the life of someone you could describe as pious. I couldn’t preach because I couldn’t practice. It’s plain to see I’m not a good advertisement for God. Artists are selfish people.


2. NEVER TRUST A PERFORMER

It’s hard to say that we saw the sun setting on that day, for the light had remained unchanged since my arrival. The mood had become so peaceful we might as well have started working on a jigsaw puzzle by the fireplace. If there is an overused word in music writing and writing about art in general, it is “inspiration.” Since U2’s music has spiritual overtones, it’s often been called “inspired” or “inspirational.” It’s a myth I’ve often bought into myself, and I wondered what Bono makes of it after all these years. Was he still buying into it himself or was he ready to debunk that notion? Regardless, he was eager to puncture the myth of celebrity.

I never believed in channeling spirits, but I have always had this very naive idea that some musicians are actually able to hear voices.

Yeah, but you want to be careful who you’re listening to. That’s all I’d say. [laughs] But, you know, you’re right, the world demands to be described, and so, painters, poets, journalists, pornographers, and sitcom writers, by accident or by design, are just following orders, whether from high or low, to describe the world they’re in.

So you’re suggesting that the ideas that come to you are often cheap ideas, not even thought out?

That’s right. In fact, often, the music that’s the most eloquent is the least serious. That’s the thing that intellectuals don’t like. Think of the music of the seventies. It’s become a kind of folk music now. The music in the seventies that lasted was a lot of the pop and the dance and disco music. And the supposed serious music of the seventies, fusion, progressive rock, et cetera, played by so-called great musicians, has dated so badly. You are right, Michka. The soul will be described, but God might not use the people that you expect.

Where does it come from? Do you start hearing a melody?

Yeah, I would hear some melodies in my head. I have no idea where they come from.

With the words?

Sometimes melodies, and sometimes words . . . [gets up and comes back with a tiny sheet of yellow paper from a Post-it pad on his desk]


What’s this? Is it something that you’ve just written down?

I’m trying to find a recent example. This is the middle of last night. Apropos of nothing. [reads] If your heart was hard, that would be better / You could only break it once or twice / After that it would be rid of blood and you could let it turn to ice . . . I don’t know. [makes a dubious face]


Not bad . . .

Yes . . . Whether they’re dreams or overheard conversations, I don’t know. [laughs]


I know what you’re saying.

You’ve had that.

Yes, I’ve had that experience, in a way. Sometimes I see pictures that are greater than any pictures I have ever seen.

But you can’t get them out.

No, because I’m not a painter, and that makes me very frustrated.

That’s how I feel with melodies.

But, melodies, you do hear them, and you do have the ability to reproduce them.

Yes, it’s just that I can’t get them out, you see? Words, you can write down, but melodies are difficult because you compromise them with chords.

Yes, but you have Edge, you have the band.

Yes, but by the time I get to the band, they might have gone. [stirs his spoon inside his cup of tea] Strange . . . I haven’t done that for years.

What?

I’ve put sugar in my tea. I don’t take sugar. We keep on talking about the past, next thing I’m back there. Where were we? Oh yeah . . . melodies, I do have an ear for them. It’s like spotting a good idea, because a great idea has a lot in common with a great melody: certain inevitability, certain clarity, a kind of instant memorability. It can be philosophical or commercial, or a political idea, like Drop the Debt. As I told you before, I do think of myself as a salesman of melodies and ideas. I come from a long line of salespeople on my mother’s side.

That’s what my relatives did, going back a long way on my father’s side. They sold clothes.

Funny. That’s the rag trade, right? That’s the Jewish side. Great salespeople, the Jews . . . Someone suggested to me that my mother’s side of the family may have been Jewish. Rankin is a Jewish name. A member of the family came up with some interesting stuff researching the name.

I have to tell you this. I saw this one picture of you from when you were younger, and I was completely flabbergasted because you looked like my father.

All my mother’s side of the family have that taxi-driver-from-Tel-Aviv look.

Yes, the dark hair, or something. The first time I saw you, there was something familiar about you, like: “I’ve met this person before . . .”

You must have taken one of our cabs.

Yeah, and someone in my family sold you a pair of boots. Do you believe there’s such a thing as folk memory?

Maybe there is sort of a DNA pool. You inherit a cough or a bad back from your father or grandfather, maybe other cultural preferences, interests. Though I haven’t found myself studying the Kabbalah just yet. That said, I can lose myself in the Scriptures . . . and have well-known messianic tendencies. [laughs] It’s true I have an interest in most things Jewish. I would take it as a great compliment if I turned out to be Jewish. I’d be very flattered.

So that’s a possibility.

I don’t know, but romantically I hope it’s true.

How far back can you trace your mother’s ancestors?

They just sort of turned up at one point.

How did your parents meet?

Well, they grew up on the same street.

In the northern part of Dublin?

Yeah. A working-class area, a district called Cowtown. Cowper Street. That’s where the cattle market was. The farmers would come up from the country and bring the cattle into the city. The Dubs, as they were known, the inner-city people, would sit there with their nose turned up at the smell of cow dung, slagging off the muckers, the culchies, as the farmers were known, they’d think they were better.

What was your father’s first job?

He was taken out of school at fourteen. The Christian brothers who taught him begged my grandmother not to take him out, because he was the best student they had had in years, but he was put into civil service at fifteen, which was a safe, pensionable job. He stayed in that job until he retired. Fear was a big part of his life, fear of what might happen, what could go wrong, that was one of his dynamics. And fear, as you know, is the opposite to faith. And I’m sure he got that from his father, who had TB, or the Depression of the thirties, or whatever. TB was a source of shame years ago in Ireland. It was a poverty disease. And his father had it. Obviously a lot of people used to have it. They used to lose weight. And people wouldn’t admit to TB. So they used to weigh them at work. And my father told me that his father used to put lead in his shoes, so that when he was weighed, he didn’t give away the fact that he was dying of TB, so he could keep his job. It’s just the most disgraceful picture of where I guess Dublin and a lot of other places around Europe were, back then. But I think his aversion to risk probably came from that sense of jeopardy he grew up in.

Was he from a big family?

He had an older brother, two younger brothers, and a sister. Tommy, Leslie, Charlie, and Evelyn: the greatest people you could ever meet. Played cricket, listened to the opera. Working-class people who all broke the mold.

Did he have to support his younger brothers and sister?

Yes. That’s true, but he was a Catholic, my mother was a Protestant . . . or a Jew. [laughs] That was a big deal back in those days, because they weren’t really allowed to be married.

So they had to hide?

No, they didn’t have to hide, but their marriage was disputed in some quarters and not recognized in others.

But, obviously, the area was Catholic. Why did a Protestant family like your mother’s live there?
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