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SCRAPE, scrape, scrape, blow and poofff! … a delicate cloud of plaster dust floats up into the air, drifts and hangs there like exhaled cigarette smoke. It’s early evening. I am scratching an image of Lowe House church into ink-coated plasterboard. Dad is dozing in an armchair next to the fireplace. My mum and my sister Linda are sitting side by side. Linda is knitting a cardigan for her boyfriend Brian, and Mum is helping her with the sleeves. Mum puts down her needles and says quietly to Linda, ‘I won’t be doing any more knitting tonight, I’m a bit tired.’


These are her last words.


I hear coughing and Linda’s voice screaming, ‘Daddy, Mum’s choking!’


Suddenly he is up and shouting Mum’s name, sounding scared, scaring me. ‘Eth! – Eth!’


I stop scraping – perhaps it’s my fault. The dust, you see.


He is holding her.


My dad is holding my mum, trying to give her his breath. I stare.


There is no phone in our house. I run with Linda to the corner shop to call for a doctor.


There are no flashing lights, there is no paramedic intervention, just two children standing on a cobbled street outside a terraced house. The light from the open door makes puppet-show shadows of the people inside. The dark shape of a large van parked outside to my left may be that of the ambulance that came to take our mum away. I don’t want to go inside; I know she has gone. Linda is crying. My daddy is crying. He hugs me, tells me Mum has gone. Uncle John arrives, says ‘It’ll be okay.’ I cry a few tears and then stop.


Our older brother Michael comes home much later. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Haven’t you heard? Mum’s died.’


Linda had already slipped into a matter-of-fact coping state; she couldn’t have foreseen the effect of her answer.


I shared a bedroom with my brother. He used to throw things into my bed from across the room in the dark, and I’d hear him sniggering under the sheets. Tonight, I hear him sobbing.


I hear him sobbing for many nights. And I hear the same word over and over: ‘Why?’


I am scared. Scared because I don’t feel anything. I feel sad for my daddy and for my brother. I feel sad for my sister and for my mum. But I don’t feel anything for me. I sense anger and injustice, but I don’t know how to express those feelings. So, I push them down. Down, down, deeper, and down.


I buried a little boy under a weight of incomprehension and left him in that room to cry quietly by himself in the dark.






1.


The Bird Man of Morley Street
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Mum died in our terraced house on Morley Street, high on a hill beneath the tallest chimney stacks in St Helens. If I put my cheek to the stone pavement outside the front door, I was eye-level with the clock face on the tower of Beechams’ pill factory in the town below. The insurance man collected our weekly premium against flood, fire and theft. Knowing that water lies level, I concluded that if our house contained an inch of floodwater, the town below would be submerged. We had a working fireplace and a gas cooker, so I suppose fire was plausible, but as far as I could see, there was nothing worth stealing apart from my brother’s Raleigh bicycle. Below my cheek and the cobblestones lay deep seams of coal, silica and lime, raw materials for Pilkington’s glass factories that employed many of the people in St Helens.


You could taste the smoke from those factory chimneys, and from all the houses, especially on cold, wet evenings when it formed a thick fog, smothering the gas lights that glowed weakly above the shiny cobbles. Before the arrival of harsh, bright electric light, everything felt soft in the street. The stone pavement was a gentle, familiar surface, evenly laid; it made for a perfect hopscotch pitch. If I ran and fell, I might bang my head, but those hand-laid blocks felt like marshmallow cushions. Neighbouring streets were undercut by disused tunnels – deep coal seams eroded by rainwater. The subsidence caused houses to collapse, but ours was solid.


I never thought we had the best house on the street, but our house was different. A glazed brick finish, common to just five houses, gave a shine to them; the others were made of unfinished brick that weathered and crumbled. I could throw a tennis ball against a knee-height ledge and the 45º angle bounced it back perfectly. I spent hours playing throw and catch games, making up rules and routines, trying to find order in the repetition of sound and movement. Like a solo game of ping-pong.


Growing up with black-and-white TV programmes made for children to ‘Watch with Mother’, my perfect family role models would have been The Woodentops. Introduced and narrated by a well-spoken English lady who sounded like Queen Elizabeth II, nothing much disturbed the wooden puppet family’s weekly routine. There was ‘Mummy Woodentop and the baby – and Daddy Woodentop – and Willy and Jenny the twins – and Mrs Scrubbit who comes to help Mummy Woodentop, and Sam who helps Daddy Woodentop, and last of all, the very biggest spotty dog you ever did see. And they all lived together in a little house in the country.’ When the programme ended, the word ‘GOODBYE’ floated above the Woodentop family’s heads, while a melancholic piano refrain filled their unblinking eyes with a look of sadness. A sadness mirrored in my own eyes, never having watched with my mother and knowing that I never would.


I have very little memory of my mum. If I recall an image of her in the kitchen, cooking or doing laundry, it feels like something I’ve made up. I never saw her in the mornings before I went to school; my dad always put breakfast on the table before he left for work. I realise that this is what I remember after she died, and she may have done everything before then, but I have little or no recollection if she did. On one of the rare occasions my brother Michael talked of Mum, and only when asked, he spoke of a healthy, active young woman who enjoyed playing tennis and golf.


The mum I remember never exerted herself; even a short walk from the hairdressers left her out of breath. On our annual summer holiday to Blackpool, Mum was often ill in bed with a stomach ache. My dad and I would go for a walk along the sea front if it wasn’t too windy or raining. But if it was, and it usually was, we would shelter at the Pleasure Beach. Not a sandy beach, but a concrete fairground, filled with the screams from the Wild Mouse and Big Dipper rollercoasters cutting through air thick with the fragrance of caramelised sugar, toffee apples and candy floss.


I loved the amusement arcade, the ‘roll-a-penny’ and ‘skislalom’ games. But my favourite place was astride the huge galloping horses of the Derby Racer carousel – gliding majestically to the whistle and clang of a barrel-organ waltz. I would collect paper cups to feed to the painted plaster tiger, whose deep booming voice growled, ‘Feed me your litter!’ My sister Linda and her friend Evelyn used to come with us to Blackpool, but as 1967 hemlines became shorter, and the mascara and lipstick darker, they stopped. Without older people to pester, I was alone and always out of pennies. I would be secretly terrified of the tuxedoed animatronic, laughing and jerking mechanically in a glass case outside the fun house, its head split in two by rows of snapping white teeth. The sound of its crazed cyclic laughing; the fake laughter of a gameshow host, mixed with the ripping cough of a heavy smoker, would haunt me for years.


On the walk back to the guesthouse along the Golden Mile, my dad and I would stop to buy a takeaway of fish and chips. We’d eat sitting on a wooden bench, sea spray on our faces, and the crash of the waves against the sea wall below us; the taste of salted deep-fried fish and potatoes, and the aroma of malted vinegar, soaked up in yesterday’s newspaper, all combining to create tomorrow’s memories of a rare holiday together. As dark clouds rolled in over the North Sea, the Golden Mile was bathed in the glow of a million coloured light bulbs, hanging in garlands strung lamppost to lamppost. We could feel the slow-moving trams, illuminated and decorated as galleons and spaceships, rolling and rumbling on heavy steel wheels.


Back at our bed and breakfast, Dad would fetch Mum a glass of peppermint cordial from the small bar in the hallway and go upstairs to see how she was. Every day I hoped she would feel better tomorrow. If the sun came out and Mum was well, we would go to the real beach with sand and waves. I would run ahead to set up those tricky-to-assemble deckchairs. I loved to see Mum and Dad relaxing and snoozing the afternoon away. I would make sandcastles, decorated with little flags of other countries, and dream of the bigger world that I knew was out there somewhere.


The rest of Morley Street was home to characters who seemed to belong to another time. They remind me of what it was like to be a child from St Helens, the North West and working-class England in the late 1960s and early 70s. Johnny Kerrigan was Irish and saw himself as a fine gentleman, wearing a bowler hat and his Sunday best to church. He even had a walking cane and white spats. But it was all sadly faded glory, nothing was white, nothing was clean, and his suit was greasy and shiny. He’d whistle as he walked down the street, our own Charlie Chaplin – ‘there goes our Johnny’. If Johnny Kerrigan’s door was open it usually meant he needed something. I’d shout through into his hallway, ‘The usual, John?’ A distant, ‘Aye, lad,’ floated back on the foul odour from inside.


I’d run across to the corner shop. ‘Hello, Mrs Clitheroe, can I have half an ounce of thick twist, for Johnny, please.’ Mrs Clitheroe, quiet, smiling and, to me, always an old lady. She knew it was for Johnny. ‘Here you go, Peter, tell John it’s on his tab.’ The first thing that hit you as you walked through Johnny’s front door was the awful, acrid smell: overripe cheese and unwashed skin, floating on a non-specific warm, damp mix of pipe-tobacco, paraffin, grease, mouldy vegetables and cat pee. A constantly changing olfactory assault, unpleasant but familiar, almost welcoming, in small doses.


I never saw beyond the room where he sat, like a dark cave – with no electric light, his round, wire-rimmed, grimy spectacles only reflected the grey gloom. There was a fireplace with a hook to hang a pot on, and a stone for the kettle. If he was eating, Johnny fed the cats too, throwing scraps of raw bacon onto the floor. But the scraps also attracted the mice and the cockroaches, and Mrs Banks, who lived next door, had to sprinkle cockroach powder along the common wall. Johnny Kerrigan played the banjo. And as he strummed, he sang words that only made sense to Johnny in his decaying world.


Go Johnny, go, go, go!


Mr and Mrs Banks, Johnny’s next-door neighbours, owned one of only three cars in Morley Street. Theirs was the newest and ‘a classic’ before it was a classic. An American-styled Ford Zodiac, bright yellow with chrome-trim fins. Mr Banks was obviously doing well, and Mrs Banks was at home most of the day, every day, always needing to borrow an egg or something for their only child David’s evening meal. Similar in age to my brother Michael, David played electric bass guitar in a band called Chris and the Autocrats. David practised at home in the front room, and it was from his bass notes that I got my first taste of that window-buzzing, low-end rumble. I was intrigued and subconsciously filed the experience away for future reference.


Mrs Banks liked to play bingo, but Mr Banks never left her enough money to overindulge because if he did, she would still borrow eggs but never be home to make dinner. My mum and Mrs Banks must have been friendly; they’d occasionally go to the bingo together, but I don’t think they were best friends. I don’t recall my mum meeting with friends or if she even had any friends, other than Mrs Banks. Did Mrs Banks harbour ideas of being a well-kept woman? I suppose there was a lot of that, keeping up with the Joneses, or rather keeping up with the perfect housewives of 1960s TV adverts, when women saved the day with gravy powder proclamations – ‘Bisto browns, Bisto thickens, Bisto seasons all in one go’ – or washing-up liquid – ‘Now hands that do dishes can feel soft as your face, with mild green Fairy liquid’.


The sickly sweet melodies of advertising jingles, sung by voices reminiscent of the ubiquitous Mike Sammes Singers, were perhaps my first musical training. I was a good listener, and unfortunately I can still remember them all. The men in TV adverts, meanwhile, were like aliens to me. Beer drinking, cigarette smoking, bristle shaving, ‘Tetley Bitter men – if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em’. I preferred ‘Tetley make tea bags, make tea’. We even had a Mrs Jones down the street at number 124, a quintessential Mrs Jones. She was ‘Mrs Jones of Morley Street’ because you had to keep up with Mrs Jones and I used to play with her only child, another David. We rarely saw Mr Jones, who was very quiet, tall, glasses, stern-faced.


Mr Banks, Mr Jones, even my dad, were working men who were mostly absent. They came home from work, went through the hall into the living room and you never saw them. If you did, any words proffered would be curt and cautious. Mrs Banks never invited us in, but Mrs Jones did. She was always well made-up, her hair in a beehive twist, full make-up every day, a tightly fitted pencil skirt, stockings with a seam down the back and high-heeled shoes, even in the house. I imagine she was dressing to be looked at. There she goes – Mrs La-de-da.


There wasn’t much interaction between adults – children played outside in the street, the parents were presumably indoors, but rarely seen together. It wasn’t a gossipy street. There wasn’t a lot of leaning on the garden fence because there was no garden fence to lean on. Garden fence gossip is suburbia. David’s mum was not a semi-detached suburban Mrs Jones.


On blue-sky summer days, the sun reached its zenith and began peeping over next door’s roof and chimney stack into our narrow back yard at about two o’clock. My mum would place a wooden chair against the back-yard gate, to sit and sunbathe. She sat fully clothed, with just her face, neck and arms uncovered. Even in summer the sun’s arc was low, and by about four o’clock it had dropped below the roofline of our house, which then cast a growing chilly shadow over first the north wall, then the chair, then my mum and finally over the stone lintel above the back gate. I was sad that her enjoyment of the sun was so brief. I would have moved the roof for her, if I could.


I more than liked Mrs Jones; she was the closest we had to a schoolboy fantasy-pin-up in make-up and red lipstick. I don’t think we knew of other mums like Mrs Jones. David wanted for nothing and whatever he needed, he got, including friends. If we weren’t out on the street, we’d be playing at Mrs Jones’s house – David’s front room – and she would supply us with soft drinks, pop, crisps, sandwiches, enticing us in because she wanted David to have friends. David could buy a game a week and his front room was our hive of activity after school. But he could be quite fickle and some days he didn’t want you to come into his house. He’d say, ‘I’m playing with Alan.’


‘But you never play with Alan!’ Until he did.


This was my first brush with a door policy, and it was quite cruel, because if you didn’t get into David’s front room, there was nowhere else to go. So you’d wander the streets, kick a ball around, try to keep warm – and try to avoid the older lads who lived in the streets down the hill, where the people and the pavements got rougher. There were late-night games under the gas lamps, played from wall to wall across the cobbled street, catching games, invented games and even a pissing game round the backs of the houses where the coal was delivered. Whatever it was, we’d play until it was dark – nobody really bothered shouting for you to come in.


The church provided something to do and seemed to connect everyone. On Sunday mornings, before Mum died, my dad and I would walk to Holy Cross church near Shaw Street railway station. On the way home we’d stop at the newsagent between Pocket Nook and Finger Post; there might be an old Superman comic I could look at while Dad was getting cigarettes. On cold winter evenings I’d walk down to Lowe House church hall for choir practice wearing my favourite and only warm coat – brown nylon, three-quarter length, tight and fitted, with those little plaited leather buttons which were probably plastic, but I didn’t care. I loved that coat. I’d been going to church since the infants’ pre-school days, when we were taught by nuns. They were like holy grandmothers to us, like an extended family.


We were always aware of the church – it was a little daunting, feeling the overshadowing presence of God. You were judged on how good you were as a morally upright little Catholic boy, but it wasn’t all hellfire and damnation. Mrs Price, our class teacher, slipped me creamy-tasting butter-mints, and because I was a choirboy, encouraged me to sing harmony in music class. We sang along to a TV programme for schools called Making Music. Notes on a music stave lit up as a simple melody passed over them; the single note repetition of ‘Old Abraham Brown is dead and gone’ has never left me. We were given a chime bar, a triangle, or a tambourine to play. Sometimes they were even played in time with the lights on the TV screen.


I have always had a love of tuned percussion. At the end of every Siouxsie and the Banshees’ recording session, just before final mixing, I would run off to raid the dusty depths of a percussion warehouse in London’s Wapping Wall, or spend an afternoon in Chinatown’s catering stores, fingertip-tapping aluminium cooking pots and salad bowls, listening for notes and resonances with which to create percussive melodies.


The church gave me a little of my musical tuition. It’s where I learned about intervals, harmony and structure, even sight-reading. Father Gibbons was one of the older Jesuit priests, a very gentle man, but not a very accomplished pianist. He’d play simple chords and single-note melodies, and we listened and learned how to sing and to memorise. Once we had the music in front of us, we’d be able to equate the memorised melodies to the notes on the stave. All the words were in Latin, so the meaning and emotion had to be found within the cadences of the melodies. Latin was a language that for us only existed in the church, and to sing in such an ancient tongue made us feel like members of a secret society. It created a sense of something exclusive, something closer to wherever God might be, what you might call an ‘occasion’. I loved the acapella sung service of the Compline mass. It was singing in its purest form, akin to the lowly sound of reverence I imagined echoing through the cloisters of an ancient monastery. The choir would glide into the church, each boy dressed in a white alb, a full-length white cotton robe, tied at the waist with a rope belt, a face-hiding hood, and a small wooden crucifix hanging on a string necklace. We may have resembled a shifting snowdrift, but that serene image was sadly undermined by the scruffy shoes and tatty hair poking out beneath hemline and hood. It was rough and ready but with a lot of ceremony, and for one night every year, we felt special. It was a performance, and perhaps there was a sense of privilege that accompanied a feeling of being a little closer to the heaven that we Catholic children had been told so much about.


The pinnacle of my choral career was singing at the blessing of Liverpool’s new Catholic cathedral, known locally as Paddy’s Wigwam. This was a typical Liverpool reference to the many Irish Catholics in Liverpool and to the stained-glass turret topping off the cathedral’s tepee shape. A bold concrete construction, greeted with a reaction of either love or hate, its other nickname was ‘The Mersey Funnel’ – a rhyme with the tunnel under the river upon which the famous ferries cross.


On 14 May 1967, presided over by Archbishop Beck, the cathedral was consecrated. Choirs from many local churches and schools were gathered and assembled as the massed choirs of North West England. After many weeks of rehearsal in our own church halls, the consecration ceremony was the first time we’d heard the result of all our practice. We sang an assortment of classic hymns, ending with a stirring rendition of Handel’s ‘Hallelujah Chorus’. It was huge, it sounded wonderful, and it was joyful to be a part of local history in the making. Performing on such a grand scale affected me deeply and made a lasting impression. But, sadly, it was the beginning of the end of my relationship with the church.


Dad turned his back on religion and the church on the night Mum died. On another dark night, that same week, a group of lay preachers innocently collecting for the church knocked at the door and rubbed him up the wrong way. It was the worst time to have come calling, as my dad, usually so easy-going, felt that they had shown a lack of respect. They couldn’t have known. Dad was angry with God, angry with the church, angry with everything. And that was it. The end of his concern for the church coincided with my own departure from caring about God or Him caring about me. The nurturing feeling the church had given me, and the peace that came from believing that God was always present, abandoned me that night. This was when trying to fill the pain of the absence began. Music would come later. First, there were Budgerigars to attend to.


It probably began with the film Birdman of Alcatraz starring Burt Lancaster. I was always a bit of a nature boy, and I was really drawn to the central character of that film. After Mum died, it was a way of bonding with Dad, especially as his way of coping seemed to be by constantly immersing himself in work. My dad was a joiner in the building trade. My dad’s boss, Mr Williams-Rigby, kept a collection of delicate, yellow canaries in rows of specially constructed cages housed in a purpose-built shed. Encouraged by my dad, I started a Saturday job.


I would go into work with him on Saturday mornings and earn a bit of money by cleaning out the canary cages. That’s when I twigged. I remembered pub entrepreneur of rings and watches, ‘Diamond Jim’, and ‘Shotgun’, the steeplejack. Shotgun also trapped greenfinches and sold them to canary breeders to develop a hardier strain of bird, better equipped to survive cold northern winters. I did some research and discovered that Australian budgerigars seemed fine with the British climate. Budgie breeders instead focused on their ideal-looking bird, and through that process they came up with many different colours and types. My friend Tom kept pigeons. They’re big, dirty and boring. Pigeon fanciers transport their pigeons by car to some place far away from home, release them and then delight in them returning home. We didn’t have a car, and I didn’t fancy being a pigeon fancier. I thought I’d like something more exotic – but being as it was cold up north, and exotic was expensive, I opted for budgies.


My dad took great pride in building two large outdoor aviary-type cages called flights, with doors for access and a thick concrete base to keep the cats and rats out. Inside the shed, rows of wooden cages provided a safe space for courtship and nesting boxes for little budgie eggs to hatch.


I was fascinated watching Dad create all of this in our small brick-walled back yard. The cages were beautiful, black gloss outside, clean white on the inside, heated in winter, almost more luxury than we had indoors. I had such admiration for my dad’s skill. Together we visited established breeders to buy good birds to breed with. The pride of one breeder’s aviary was a Lutino cock, red eyes like an albino, only with yellow pigmentation. He was expensive, so being friendly, the breeder also gave me a skinny little bird of undefined gender that he called a ‘Rainbow’. He said, ‘You can have that one, it’ll help you on your way.’ So, we came home with two birds for the price of one expensive variety.


When the cages were ready we released the budgies into them. Unfortunately, the yellow Lutino was a totally self-obsessed male, uninterested in anything but himself. It turned out the undefined little Rainbow was a hen and she was off to the races – she became an egg machine. We bought more birds to join them, including a proud handsome grey cock who took to the rainbow hen and sired many handsome grey chicks, with a hint of their mama’s rainbow colouring. I joined the Junior Bird League and the British Budgerigar Society. I began to draw budgies in my school art class, most memorably and mischievously a watercolour of two birds in a 69 position, not a Kama Sutra 69, more a pop art composition of two perfect birds. It wasn’t completely terrible, and I did learn how to draw the ‘ideal’ British budgerigar show bird, with perfect plumage, markings, the preferred head and beak shape, and the correct colouring of the ‘cere’, denoting gender. Sex education too.


At weekends in the shed I enjoyed preparing the birds’ food – a mix of canary seed, millet seed, cod liver oil and yeast. A fortified feed that kept them strong and healthy. Usually, caged birds need supplements like iodine to boost immunity, but the mortar between the bricks in our back wall was high in lime and the birds thrived pecking at it. They got all their nutrients, but the wall began to crumble.


We eventually started selling budgies, advertising ‘Baby Budgies for Sale’ in the local paper. The going rate for pet budgies was about 25 shillings – just over an old British pound apiece. I’d pack them in little cardboard boxes, just like a professional budgie breeder. Doing the maths, we would have had about twenty breeding pairs, each pair might have two batches of eggs in a season, with an average of three eggs per batch. So, at 25 shillings a bird, that brought in around £120 a season.


It was hard work, but it could be quite lucrative. My dad helped a lot, but half a hundredweight of bird seed wasn’t very expensive, and after just a year of breeding budgies, I had money in my pocket so I put some towards the first stereogram for the family and some clothes. Most importantly, though, budgies would later give me my nickname and also help pay for my first proper drum kit: a five-piece Beverley finished in a gold wrap. My dad put down the deposit and I tried to keep up with the instalments. This was the kit I played everything on up to and including the Slits’ opening slot for the Clash on their ‘Sort It Out’ tour, and on their debut LP Cut in 1979. I think that warrants a celebration as a jolly good investment. And it all came about because of budgies. Cheers!


Sadly, the budgies would eventually fade into the background, probably because of the long hours I had to sit with all the budgie breeders in meetings held in a tiny upstairs room in the Clarendon Hotel pub, in some godforsaken part of old St Helens. Old blokes in flat caps, drinking pints of beer, smoking ciggies like Pilkington’s chimneys. I was the only youngster in the room, but I thought that’s what you had to do to become a good budgerigar breeder and to win a rosette at a show.


The next morning I’d wake up with a bad cough and have to go to school with weeping red eyes, looking like a panda with conjunctivitis. Dad had put so much effort into building the cages, encouraging me, taking me on the bus to bird shows in and around the North West. But I lost interest. That’s when the drums took over.






2.


The Young Ones
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Like the smoke from the factories, music drifted in and around Morley Street. The constant roar and hum of the factories soothed me to sleep, and so did music. Victoria Park was a couple of hundred yards away, and on summer evenings, from the bandstand in the park, I would hear rhythm and blues bands playing the classics of the time: Beatles covers, Cliff Richard and the Shadows. I could never really hear the vocals, but I could hear the drums and bass as they floated intermittently on the summer breeze and in through my open bedroom window. This distant beat music and the constant drone of the factory furnace were the only things that would block out my recurring nightmares.


In one I was constantly running as the ground fell away behind me into a chasm of flame, a fiery inverse of that feeling I had with my cheek to the cobbles of Morley Street, imagining St Helens consumed by water.


In my other regular bad dream everything was too big, my thumbs and fingers grew enormous and clumsy. I was too large to fit into the world and everything smelled of burning and tasted of rubber. I dreaded drifting off to sleep and would lie awake listening to these musical fragments, soothing rhythms and drones floating over the rooftops and chimneys of St Helens. These sounds entered my dreams with their comforting repetition and ignited my desire to play drums.


In the summer of 1970, David Jones’s front room providing the setting once again, board games like Mousetrap, Cluedo and Monopoly stopped when Alex Peachey arrived with a record player. David and I were maybe twelve years old, but Alex was a few years older and had left school and got a job at the local glass factory, so he was making good money. It wasn’t an auspicious start – the first records we played were borrowed from David’s dad. Holst’s The Planets suite comes to mind. Alex’s dad’s collection offered up bawdy army songs. Enough said, really. But I had an older brother and sister, so plentiful access to classic hit records from the Walker Brothers, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. My personal collection started and stopped with Mandy Miller’s ‘Nellie the Elephant’ (still a classic), but Mrs Jones let us play her copy of Simon and Garfunkel’s Bridge Over Troubled Water and drums came pounding out of the most surprising places.


I’d always loved reggae, and the Upsetters’ ‘Return of Django’ was the first single I bought. I knew the beats, but oddly never thought of playing reggae. I liked the early reggae hits like Desmond Dekker’s ‘The Israelites’, and Jimmy Cliff’s ‘You Can Get it if You Really Want’. Trojan was the label, and later Island, but I didn’t particularly like Bob Marley, when reggae became more mainstream. I liked the fun and silliness of the Upsetters and Lee Perry’s material, which was considered ‘off the cuff’ and not to be taken too seriously. It wasn’t until the arrival of heavier dub reggae from Jamaica in the early to late seventies, as punk was happening, that the memory of that early music came back to me.


Back in Morley Street, we had developed a structure to our sessions. We’d sit with the record deck, diligently listening to each other’s choices. It was both educational and extremely trying, especially when we discovered progressive rock. There were strange records from artists like Amon Düül II, Neu! and Faust, none of which made much sense to us at the time. The album covers were brilliant, but where was the music? What was going on? I always remember hearing Amon Düül’s ‘Race from Here to Your Ears’, from their album Dance of the Lemmings, and thinking, Wow, this is amazing – what is it? It’s apparent now that all these little things would be filed away for future use, to become a common language when I eventually met up with Steven Severin and John McGeoch in the Banshees.


David, Alex and I had the Beatles as a common reference point, but mostly we were buying records because of the artwork and band names, not a particular style or genre of music. We were not led by the charts, which I suppose was the key. It was a trip of mutual discovery and probably one-upmanship. How long can you tolerate this noise?!


Like Doctor Who’s Tardis, David’s front room landed us in tomorrow’s world. A Marconiphone portable cassette player with a microphone arrived – it was a revelation. At first it was used to tape music from the radio, but then we thought, okay, it’s time we made music of our own.


We recorded everything first take – how else were you supposed to do it? We had bongos and a guitar, but no lyrics, so nobody sang. Alex landed the job of making noises with his mouth and he was strong, so he also played the bongos, fast and hard. I played one string at a time on a guitar given to me by Brian, my brother-in-law. We were called Leather Dog, Furry Boots – that was my clever title – and we made one cassette and played it to Mrs Jones, who said she liked it. We took photographs for the sleeve and, as I thought my new skinhead haircut with shaved partings was the wrong look for the band, I wore an aluminium dog bowl on my head, which admittedly made me look more like a commando than future new wave legends Devo, but it was all very innocent.


Leather Dog, Furry Boots was heavily influenced by Kevin Godley and Lol Creme from 10cc, who had a side-project (I must have noted that idea for future use) called Hot Legs. They released one song, called ‘Neanderthal Man’, which consisted of a beat, a bit of a drone, a middle eight played on recorders, and a very repetitive refrain. Maybe they too lived near a factory? T. Rex and Medicine Head were also influences and a bit more rock ’n’ roll, but we soon realised that with very simple instruments you can make a lot of good noises. Medicine Head were zipping up the charts but not making it big, and that was cool, cooler than being Sweet. David wanted a haircut like singer Brian Connolly, but we didn’t want to copy Sweet – they were Led Zeppelin wannabees, with cute poppy lyrics. Without realising it, we were already prejudiced against popularity and chart acceptability, but we had no ambition to play live or be ‘a band’. I don’t think we knew what that really meant. Perhaps we were punk before punk?


My spell as a one-string guitarist didn’t last beyond Leather Dog, Furry Boots. And although it had been the sound of distant drums and rhythms from the bandstand soothing my nightmares that had made an impression on me, the impetus to start playing the drums began with something more tactile: a love of music stands.


At primary school, I’d been the only one allowed to sing harmonies and the only one allowed to put up the music stands in the class. It was a bit like setting up those tricky deckchairs on Blackpool beach, frustrating and sometimes impossible. If you got it wrong, the music stand would get bent out of shape. Mastering the screws and telescopic pole of the stand made setting up cymbals child’s play. As a kid, I loved my brother’s Meccano construction kit and Lego bricks. I loved building things. I would simply look at drums in magazines and in the shop window of Novello House, and I used to draw them in the back of exercise books.


At home there was an old banjo with no strings, a circular rosewood body and a stretched calfskin head. I loved the feel of it, my first drum. Some months later, I bought a second-hand bass drum with a mounted tom-tom and a floor tom from The Magpie’s Nest second-hand shop on North Road. I just added bits to make up a kit. Inspired by Hawkwind, I got a second bass drum with more toms and put them next to each other. All totally different. For a while, all I did was put drums together and simply look at them.


I started by playing along to chart records. I hate to admit it, but it was probably the Bay City Rollers track ‘Keep on Dancing’ that got me going. It was like a drum challenge – how do you play that fast? There was also ‘Wipe Out’ by the Surfaris, which simply made my hands seize up! I had to play quietly so I acquired brushes, thinking that they were made for playing drums quietly, which they are, but obviously for a different style of music using a different technique. I didn’t know about either, so I’d just use brushes like sticks – quiet sticks.


There was an old carpet-slipper factory round the corner on Windle Street. The waste bins outside the factory were a good source of offcuts – fake-furry slipper fabric offcuts. The colours were outrageous, strips of pink, blue and a vivid, garish green and yellow. I would fix a piece of furry fabric to the metal hoop of the drum with Sellotape, letting a flap rest loosely on the drumhead – to act as a dampener. When the drum was hit, the furry fabric flipped up, letting the drum ring for a second, then flopped flat again to dampen the sound. This flipping and flopping is ingenuity at work, I thought. My ingenuity followed me through to my first live gig where an older drummer came up to me and said quietly, ‘What on earth have you got on your drums?’ My kit was also tied together with lengths of coloured rope. I’d noticed that Ringo Starr had two steel anchor points at the front of his Ludwig bass drum, presumably to stop it skidding across the floor when he hit it. My kit didn’t have any of those, so I passed a thin rope around the back of my three-legged drum stool and tied it to the two tuning lugs at the bottom of the bass drum. I did the same with the hi-hat cymbal stand. Connected in this way, my weight would hopefully hold them all together, except I wasn’t very heavy and so wherever the drums went, I would go too.


Looking back, I now realise that I could play the drums at home only because Linda, Michael and my dad were at work – my mum was absent.


I didn’t try to play jazz beats and I didn’t try to play any of the music I’d been listening to. Instead, it was a whirr of things like Black Sabbath, Deep Purple and the band Budgie from Wales. Ray Phillips, Budgie’s original drummer, certainly had a subliminal influence on me. He used two bass drums in quite a unique way. It was simple, heavy music. Nothing complex, just rock ’n’ roll heavied up. Nor was it like Black Sabbath or Led Zeppelin, which had bigger productions. But, for a young self-taught drummer, it was like the key to unlock a mystery – I could visualise what I was hearing. I thought, I get it, I understand this.


For all the appeal of Mrs Jones, David’s front room wasn’t big enough to accommodate the next wave of experimenting. Again, 138 Morley Street being so empty meant that we could get away with so much more, especially as most weekends Dad was away in North Wales, working on a retirement house for his boss Williams-Rigby. Our house originally had the same two downstairs rooms as all the other houses in the street, a sitting room and a living room. Nobody ever sat in the sitting room, except on special occasions, like a christening or a death. So, Mum and Dad decided to knock down the dividing wall, and our living room doubled in size. It made me think of the Beatles’ four terraced houses with one interior in the film Help! And of course, it meant we had a bigger space to play in.


Alex had a projector and he’d got hold of an early black-and-white ‘blue movie’, which he projected onto my bass drum. David was a little embarrassed, I think, but John, a guitarist who wanted to be Jimi Hendrix and had joined our original trio, was a bit more worldly (his dad probably had ‘nudie’ magazines at home) and was into it.


By this stage we were heavily influenced by Hawkwind, and the idea that they had a naked dancer on stage – it was all a bit of a mystery to us – was exciting; soft porn films were the next best thing. They came in a brown paper bag from under the counter at the local newsagent. The script would usually follow a set-up routine. In the first scene there would be a bowler-hatted gentleman and a woman in high heels casually walking along a street, and the next thing you know, they’re in the front room taking their clothes off. We knew what was going on, but there was a sense that we shouldn’t, that our parents wouldn’t approve. But, of course, they never knew.


While the cavorting figures flickered on my drums, we’d play space rock jams with John Dutton from Chapel Street playing Black Sabbath riffs. He said he was into the devil and wanted to set his guitar on fire like Hendrix, but he only had one guitar, so he didn’t. He did kick his amp off the dining table, however, which made a great noise. There’d be attempts at songs from the catalogue in my head, the Shadows’ ‘Apache’ and Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Albatross’. We were pushing the boundaries of our small world, testing the boundaries of what was deemed ‘permissible’.


I was only thirteen the day Chuck Richardson knocked on the front door of 138. That was the day everything changed for me. My sister answered and Chuck let himself in. ‘Is Peter in?’ he asked. ‘We want him to be the drummer in our group.’ Chuck must have heard about me from John, who was already in the group. Chuck had blue-black hair, which was certainly and obviously not natural, and a suntan that came from a bottle: a composite of Cliff Richard and Elvis Presley. He had all the moves and affectations and spoke like Cliff Richard with an Elvis drawl. Chuck Richardson, we never knew his real name, was probably in his late twenties but seemed older. My sister really didn’t like Chuck because Chuck really liked her. Chuck liked all the young ladies.


Chuck had an idea for a cabaret act called Chuck and the Young Ones, inspired by Cliff Richard and the Shadows. We were all extremely young, and in Chuck’s mind this was the novelty that would secure us bookings. Colin on rhythm guitar, John on lead, and Salvatore Capostagno, son of the ice-cream man of the Italian family three streets over, playing bass. Salvatore was the same age as me, but had a moustache, and I mean a full one. He couldn’t play very well, but his dad sold great ice cream and his mum made a lovely spaghetti Bolognese.


Colin and John had already got the instrumentals down, and I just had to learn the drumbeats. There was also a structure to a setlist: slow songs first, then mid-pace and finally a rock ’n’ roll third set. I might have been listening to Amon Düül and reggae, but Chuck wanted me to play the music that my parents’ generation would have been dancing to. The slow songs would be waltzes or ballads from the late fifties and early sixties pop, which for me meant ride cymbal, snare drum, bass drum and fills. They were all very simple. The song ‘The Young Ones’ was, of course, a big hit for Cliff, and we would open with that as an instrumental, and then Chuck would make his big entrance with Elvis Presley’s ‘Don’t Be Cruel’. We’d play some Shadows tunes, the songs I used to sing myself to sleep with. I realised I knew the drum parts before the drum kit came along. I’ve always found that very strange.


The plan was to play the local cabaret circuit, the working men’s clubs and perhaps the occasional small theatre. Our first gig was an audition, on a Sunday afternoon, in an empty club, to see if they might want us to play the following weekend. I was on the stage setting my drums up with the string to hold them together and the little bits of carpet-slipper material on the heads. I’d just about got everything ready and then I heard the music start, the organ chords boomed and the curtains opened. I was mortified, paralysed with fear, but at the same time thinking, Ah, here we are, on stage, playing. Chuck was easy-going but had tried to instil some kind of professionalism into us. I was shy and had my head down, but Chuck knew that it was about projection – he turned to me and said, ‘Peter, look to the front and smile.’ I had to watch him, that was the key. I looked up and saw him performing and moving, doing all these Tom Jones moves, and it fed into me. I knew instantly that I was responding – responding to him. From that first audition to today, this is how I’ve always played the drums, in dialogue not with the bass or the conventional idea of the rhythm section, but in connection with the singer.


Back on that first day, I think there was one guy out in this empty club with a pint watching. That was it. We were the entertainment between the bingo and the dancing. The audience would be sat at Formica-topped tables in rows down the side of these long halls lit by fluorescent tubes the whole way down. It was very spartan, all pints of lager and bitter and crisps and pork pies and pickled eggs and bingo cards, and a real routine.


Once the bingo started, it was SILENCE except for the bingo caller: Legs 11, Two Fat Ladies 88, Knock at the Door number 4, and Downing Street number 10. Then somebody’d shout, ‘Line!’ Ahh … mass exhalation. You’d hear someone else squirming, ‘I’m sweating on number 9.’ Doctor’s Orders number 9, ‘House!’ and there’d be a massive gasp, and everybody would get up and go to the loo or go to the bar. It was mostly the old ladies who just came for the bingo and everybody else joined in later. The clubs made their money selling bingo cards and booze and paid us from that. We did private parties and weddings too – they were terrible. There would always be a punch-up at Liverpool weddings and Christmas parties; there was always trouble, but they paid well.


Chuck would pick our outfits. We had to wear bow ties and a white shirt, black corduroy trousers and blue stack-heeled boots. We each had a different-coloured velvet jacket, and Chuck had a red corduroy suit. We’d go to Liverpool to audition for TV talent shows like New Faces or Opportunity Knocks. We were never successful in our bid for TV stardom, but we were invited back to play the clubs; we even had promotional photographs to sign and hand out. (Fast forward to 1979 and imagine my surprise when I discovered that bands still had the same glossy promo photographs.)


We were precocious. The other Young Ones’ parents were loud and keen – they’d come to cheer us on and get the atmosphere going. We started to get fans, people who would come to the club just because we were playing, but mostly once they’d had a few drinks it didn’t matter who was on. We were just giving them what they expected to get. We were not testing the waters.


We started with soda pop and music distilled from Mrs Jones’s record collection, but Chuck and the Young Ones started my long, three-way relationship with alcohol and music. My grapefruit crushes and dandelion and burdocks became lager with lime cordial, and lemonade-bitter shandies. I’d have a half of lager, but always mixed with something so it didn’t taste like a real drink. We were underage so the clubs had to be careful – we were never served spirits – but those half pints of lager and their soft drink disguises were an initiation into the drinking culture. The adults’ pint pots used to collect on the end of the table; by the end of the night they were stacked ten-high. When ‘last orders’ was called, everybody would get up to buy a round of drinks, so there’d be a table full of pints of lager to be consumed within the next five or ten minutes.


It was total alcohol overkill and no wonder people got a bit lairy. Inevitably, while I was packing up my gear there’d be a drunk staggering up to me asking to have a go on my kit. I might have only been fourteen, but I could manage a ‘No, bugger off!’ There were fights, and some of the families of other members of the Young Ones were fighting families. If somebody was looking at somebody’s wife in the wrong way or their daughter had joined them for the first time and somebody was on the dancefloor with her and getting a bit too close, they wouldn’t think twice about getting up and ‘lamping ’em’. This often happened to Chuck because he was very popular with the women, and once they’d had a few drinks, they didn’t hide their affections, despite his wife Maureen being there a lot of the time.


My sexual awakening arrived through Maureen. She was petite, angular and stick-thin. Red and white patent leather coat. Block heels, on plastic knee-high boots, and a go-go dancer’s mini-skirt. Her blonde hair was lacquered into a bob – a sort of fallen beehive. I suppose it was that 1960s Mary Quant look with a hairband and a curled and back-combed bob. I liked her because she was tough and she stood up for herself. I don’t know what background Chuck came from, but although he was a lot older than his years, in many ways he was very immature.


Maureen got pregnant young, and they had a little boy. It seemed as if they were in the wrong place together. They argued a lot. She was left at home on a rough estate with the boy, and when she was allowed to come out with us, she got really dressed up. The dads of the other Young Ones would nuzzle up to her: ‘All right, Maureen, love, you wanna drink?’ Their wives would be going, ‘Oi, stupid, come here!’


It was often cold on the drive home from the club when they dropped each of us off at our homes. One night, a tipsy, giggly Maureen and I were both under a blanket. It was touchy-feely under the woollen blanket, something that I wasn’t really expecting. It was like a game and that’s perhaps what the first adventures are – when some girl was chasing me round Morley Street one day I’d been horrified, scared stiff because she looked like she really meant it.


But that was pre-Maureen. Maureen was a woman. She had a child. This was different. In the driver’s seat Chuck was clearly getting angry, but Maureen kept saying, ‘Peter’s such a nice boy.’ She was flirting with me, and I wanted it to go further, but I didn’t know what I was doing, and she knew she was safe. She was teasing me to get Chuck’s attention. She’d probably picked me because I was giving off that invisible sign that says ‘need’. I need somebody. I need you because you’re going to let me be nice with you. I didn’t know how to do what was required, I had no experience. But I was needy, and I thought it was love. I suppose that was my first experience of something secret, and from then on I was always drawn to secrecy, the taboo and power of sex.
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