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Prologue



Lord of the Manor


Quarwood was resplendent on summer’s afternoons such as this in June 2002. With its Gothic edifices of Cotswold stone and its many windows cast in an amber sunlight, the grand old Victorian rectory house appeared truly baronial, regal even. The impression was strengthened by the immediate surroundings. Laid out in front of the house was a sweeping, immaculate croquet lawn of vivid, dappled green. Off to the rear was a verdant expanse of woodland and, beyond that, a vista of dimpled hills that rolled gently to the horizon. All of this was so wondrous that one might overlook the tell-tale signs of decay that were dotted about the fifty-five-room house and its forty acres of land. Chipped masonry, flaked paintwork, or even the dilapidated pool house, the pool itself cracked and drained of water.


On this particular day, the self-styled lord of the manor these past twenty-six years rose from his bed around noon. He was still recovering from a recent bout of ’flu, which had laid him up for several days. Also, he was likely bleary-eyed and thick-headed from indulging too much the night before, which these days was all too often the case. Lisa Pritchett-Johnson, his American girlfriend, might have invited a gaggle of folk up to the house from their local pub in the nearby town of Stow-on-the-Wold. He would have hardly even known most of their names, but all of them would have raided the fully-stocked bar he kept downstairs and helped themselves to his drugs. Like pigs at a trough, they might have gone on gorging till dawn with Lisa cajoling them, always one drink and a line ahead of everyone else. He could not have cared less for any of them, but he would have joined in regardless. It never was his style to be a bystander at a party and especially not one of his own.


Lisa would be left to sleep off her own hangover. He knew full well that if she was not, she would be in a foul mood all the rest of the day and be itching to pick a fight. Not that there had to be a reason any more for the two of them to start with each other. These bouts would escalate until they became vicious, spiteful and destructive, their raised voices and the bangs and crashes that resulted echoing around the halls and staircases.


Once he was up, he followed a well-established routine; he dressed in a crisp cowboy shirt, fresh-pressed jeans and a pair of moccasins, which would be changed for Cuban-heel boots whenever he left the house. Not a crease in sight, or a hair out of place. Hung around his neck on a silver chain was a jewelled spider, gleaming with ruby-red eyes.


From his bedroom suite on the first floor, he walked down the cantilevered staircase and the length of the ground floor to the vast kitchen. Sat there, alone at a long, wooden table, a television silently flickering in one corner, he drank tea from a double-sized mug emblazoned with the image of a medieval knight and into which he dunked one, two, three chocolate biscuits. In between, he smoked a couple of cigarettes and otherwise passed the time poring over the crossword in his daily newspaper.


It was according to this precise order of things that John Entwistle began virtually every day at Quarwood. There was, though, a variation in the usual routine today, brought about by a more eccentric aspect of his nature. He was prone to have whimsical, and usually grandiose, notions pop into his head and would then be compelled to act upon them. On this occasion, he had on impulse thought about planting a Chilean monkey puzzle tree in front of the house. With him being so wilfully extravagant, a potted sapling, such as one that could be picked up from the local garden centre, simply would not do. No, he had determined instead to plant a mighty specimen on his land, one three feet wide at its base and that towered fifteen, sixteen . . . hell, maybe even twenty feet tall. The kind of tree, in fact, that would have to be transported by a team of workmen, a flat-bed truck and a crane.


As just this combination rumbled up the half-mile driveway that wound towards the main house, Entwistle sprang into action. Bounding outdoors, he made clear his intention to assist with the planting and this was entirely out of character. At fifty-seven, besides walking his Irish Wolfhound and Rottweiler dogs, he had not undertaken any kind of strenuous physical exercise since running the hundred-yard dash at Acton County Grammar School in the distant 1950s. Even when he was onstage with his band, The Who, where singer Roger Daltrey, guitarist Pete Townshend and former drummer Keith Moon had jumped, lurched, windmilled and generally thrown themselves about, he stood stock still as their statuesque bassist. What’s more, long after the others had sworn off – or, in the case of Moon, succumbed to – excesses of booze and drugs, he roistered on. Nightly, he drank copious quantities of fine brandies and vintage red wines and he was systematically blowing his way through thousands of pounds a month on cocaine. Added to that, he chain-smoked and had a terrible diet, principally made up of red meat and deep-fried food.


Doubtless, the workmen that early afternoon could sense that he was vulnerable. When the time came for the tree to be lowered into the ground and Entwistle moved to steady it in place, in unison they exhorted him to step out of the way. He paid them no mind, or actually didn’t hear them, since years of playing extremely loud rock music had rendered him all but deaf. Either way, he still stood there, legs splayed, when the crane jerked and pitched. The tree went with it, and a single great branch, leaf spikes as sharp as needle points, was sent jack-knifing up into his crotch, near enough lifting him off his feet. Looking on was Entwistle’s grown-up, first-born and only son, Christopher, who had also been commandeered to help with the task. ‘Dad swore, threw a couple of things and then stomped back into the house,’ he recalls. ‘The rest of us carried on and finished the job off without him.’


The planting of the monkey puzzle tree is one of the final memories that Christopher has of his father. It was, too, the last of Entwistle’s grand gestures at Quarwood and an altogether fitting one. In all of its over-reaching and haphazardness, it was entirely reflective of how the twilight years of his rollercoaster life had panned out.


■ ■ ■


Entwistle’s contemporary and fellow bassist, the former Rolling Stone, Bill Wyman, once dubbed him ‘the Jimi Hendrix of the bass guitar’. This was meant as the highest compliment but, with it, Wyman also inadvertently conjured the very demon that would haunt Entwistle throughout his professional life. Indisputably, he was a virtuoso musician, easily the most accomplished player in The Who. He was also a trailblazer on the bass, playing it with a kind of boundless invention that no one else had done before, and precious few have managed since. The problem for him was that his chosen instrument was the bass guitar.


In both the popular perception and actual hierarchy of almost every band, the singer is seen to be front and centre of attention, the standard-bearer; the lead guitarist is the creative lynchpin, the driving force and General; and the bassist and drummer, respectively set to one side and the rear, are dutiful infantrymen. This was almost as true of The Who as any other group, save for the fact that Moon, when he was alive, was able through the wild, kinetic abandon of his playing and the careering craziness of his personality, to force himself between Daltrey and Townshend and into the spotlight. That left solid, steadfast-seeming Entwistle to fill the part of anchor, and makeweight. Next to strutting Daltrey, mercurial Townshend and nutcase Moon, it was his lot to be seen as the straight man; by comparison, he appeared sensible, reliable and, as such, dully conservative.


No matter that on The Who’s 1965 signature single, ‘My Generation’, and ever after, Entwistle’s bass was just as much the lead instrument as Townshend’s guitar. Together, indeed, they were the two primary sources of the band’s primal, inexorable power. Nor that Entwistle, proficient, too, on numerous brass instruments, came to assume the role of arranger-in-chief, most notably on Townshend’s two magnum opuses, Tommy from 1969, and 1973’s Quadrophenia. Or even that he was the only band member other than Townshend to write consistently for the band, and enduring standards, too: witness ‘My Wife’; ‘Fiddle About’; ‘Cousin Kevin’; and ‘Boris the Spider’, which for years was their most requested song on tour.


The first nickname that Entwistle had bestowed upon him was indicative of this view of him in the band. Not for him the swagger of Daltrey’s ‘Rock God’, the mystique of Townshend’s ‘Mad Genius’, or the buccaneering extremes of Moon’s ‘The Loon’. He became ‘The Quiet One’. He grew to disdain this handle so much that he even wrote a song about it for The Who’s 1981 album, Face Dances. On ‘The Quiet One’, he sang, ‘Still waters run deep, so be careful I don’t drown you,’ adding, for good measure, ‘I ain’t quiet . . . everybody else is too loud.’


Continuously, he was nagged and pained by feelings of being misconstrued and underappreciated, by the others in The Who just as much as by the public in general. Though he rarely articulated it to anyone else, the injustice of it festered and burned deep down in his gut, like acid indigestion. Over time, he found ways to compensate. Onstage, he made sure to set his bass at a louder volume than anyone else in the band. Eventually, the backline wall of amplifiers that he played through grew to be so high and imposing that it was christened ‘Little Manhattan’ by The Who’s crew. The unholy racket drove Daltrey in particular to apoplectic rages, and which only made him turn it up even more. It ruined his hearing as a consequence, but it was almost worth it to goad the preening singer to such an extent.


Among those who knew and worked with The Who, Entwistle was the best liked out of the band. Whereas Daltrey could be sullen, Townshend brooding and Moon unhinged, he comported himself with a measure of dignity, like a proper English gentleman, as many would observe. Somehow, this was even the case when he was carousing with Moon, who was the closest Entwistle had to a best friend and ally. Often as not, the bassist would be the instigator of their high jinks but, unlike Moon, who would barrel on regardless of any hurt or damage he was liable to cause, he retained an air of detached decency.


Offstage, he nevertheless resolved to live the devil-may-care life of a rock star to the absolute full. To such an end, he spent money like there was no tomorrow, as if it were sand slipping through his fingers. He bought a fleet of cars – Rollers, Bentleys and Cadillacs – even though he never bothered to learn to drive; he acquired the biggest private collection of bass guitars in the world, hundreds of them, worth a fortune; he accumulated wardrobes full of clothes, boots and jewellery; he stuffed drawers, cupboards and whole rooms with other precious ‘treasure’ such as antique weaponry, assorted gadgets and plaster-cast fish. His other appetites were just as voracious and unquenchable – for women, booze, cocaine, pills, fags and food.


Even though he carried on in this bacchanalian manner for more than a quarter of a century, it didn’t appear to have any debilitating effect upon him whatsoever. For the longest time, no one close to The Who could recall him ever being fall-down drunk or otherwise indisposed. Playing live or in the recording studio, his brilliance was undimmed whatever he might have imbibed or put up his nose. Always, his playing would be so fluid, so daring and so outrageous that it would take one’s breath away.


In due course, his iron constitution earned him a second nickname within the camp – ‘The Ox’. In this instance, he liked it enough to use it as the name for his first solo band. It became a badge of honour, an acknowledgement that he was one of the last standing of a breed of reckless souls now tamed, wrecked or dead. And therein was the trouble – he grew to trust that he really must be unbreakable, indestructible. Whereas Moon killed himself and Townshend had to dry out, Entwistle believed that he knew his own limits and it emboldened him to go on living at a relentless pace, as if, for him, there could not possibly be a reckoning. About that much, he was to be proved sadly, utterly wrong. To begin with, he just became careless. There would be the odd night when he would have to be helped home to his bed, or the rare show where he couldn’t quite scale his usual heights. Then, things became more serious.


By that summer of 2002, the toll on him from every goblet of brandy, line of coke, fish-and-chip supper, pack of cigarettes and long, long night had become all too evident. Much earlier, he had stopped dyeing his hair so it had been left to grey naturally, but now his pallor was just as ashen. He was overweight, often out of breath. Like his mother, he had for years been afflicted with high blood pressure and rampant levels of cholesterol. And he was depressed at the poisonous state of his relationship with Lisa. All things considered, he was a ticking time bomb.


That same month of June, The Who, disbanded by Townshend in 1982 and reformed by him seven years later having been elevated to rock icon status, were about to embark on their latest tour of North America. In spite of his various ailments, Entwistle was passed fit to go back out on the road and he was relishing the prospect. After all, ever since The Who had started to have hit records, when he was still living at home in west London with his domineering mother and despised stepfather, he had wanted nothing more than to be off with the band. Once in the unreal, dream-like state of being on tour, he received the attention and adulation he craved, balms for all of his insecurities and self-doubts and granted a licence to indulge his whims and vices. As it happened, Entwistle flew out to Las Vegas for the first date of the tour, but never again made it so far as the stage. Some time in the morning of Thursday, 27 June 2002, his broken, exhausted heart finally gave out on him.


The circumstances of his passing made headlines around the world, involving as it did both casual sex and illicit drugs. In these respects, he seemed to the end to be the archetypal rock-’n’-roller. Yet the truth of the matter is that much more than that – The Ox’s is a complicated, heroic, funny, dark, glorious, tragic and very human tale.


■ ■ ■


In 1990, flush from his share of the profits from The Who’s first major reunion tour which had gone ahead the previous year, Entwistle rented a stately pile in Connemara, on the west coast of Ireland. There, he meant to settle to the task of writing up his own story. He jotted down his first rush of reminiscences in books of lined A4 notepaper, his handwriting in pencil and biro neat and ordered. After that, he started to type up the actual book. He was a one-fingered typist, so the work was slow and painstaking.


Ultimately, like so many other courses of action that he embarked upon during his life, he never did get around to completing the book. Even in rural Ireland, there were just too many other distractions. Perhaps he reasoned that life was meant for living and too short to be wasted on looking back; maybe he tired of being engaged in something that didn’t bring him instant gratification, or for which at that precise moment in time he was not being well paid. In any event, he left behind just four finished chapters and a sprawl of notes. Among the latter is a brief, elliptical draft of what he meant to be his own author’s biography which illuminates the arch, sardonic side of his personality.


‘John Entwistle was born a long time ago,’ he began. ‘He spent his early years dodging dinosaurs and searching for a cave with just the right amount of echo . . . He chose the bass because, longer than the guitar, it was a much larger phallic symbol . . . When asked to sum The Who up in one sentence, he said, “The Who are to the rock industry what French films are to the movie industry: deep and full of messages. But what the fuck are they about?” John is currently sitting with his arse on the coffin lid, although occasionally when he gets up to go to the bathroom, another Who album is released . . . ’n bloody good luck to him!!!’


Also included within the random jumble of his notes is a section that he meant to use as a prologue. It never was to serve that function in his book, but now, it is as good a way as any of diving into this one:




Don’t read this first line and then flip through to Chapter One. If you do, you’ll get a completely wrong perspective of this book and what it’s really about. After reading all the other Who books, I was left with an overwhelming frustration and anger at what I’d read. This stuff belonged on the Fiction shelves in a library in the middle of nowhere; in a ghost town with tumbleweed scattering the pages to the four corners of a desert – in Hell. Boy, was I angry. I was left with the feeling that I’d never existed . . . that it had all been a dream. I’d never played in a band called The Who. That everything as I remembered it had never really happened. The realisation came over me that if I didn’t do something about it, the world would remember me as ‘The Quiet One’; the strong, silent, morbid bass player with a string of black humour songs behind him. Only my fellow musicians would have any idea of my contribution to the music and to The Who.


I had two choices: I could die in some real bizarre, mysterious way and become ‘a Dead Legend’ – the patron saint of bass guitarists. The bass guitarist that was better than every bass guitarist that survived him, because I was dead and they couldn’t prove otherwise. Aha, that would fuck ’em. Moony did it. Hendrix did it. I didn’t. It passed through my mind – very quickly.


Or . . . I could write a book; a book that would tell the story through my eyes. It was the only way I could think of to lay the spectre of The Who that had been haunting me, clouding my mind, throwing me into fits of depression for days on end, affecting my music. The Who was never The Who that these other books had been presenting, analysing, dissecting. The Who was fucking FUN. It was the best, loudest, most innovative rock band in the fucking world. We were arrogant, anarchistic arseholes and we loved it! We didn’t give a shit about anything else other than playing our music to as many people as possible. We changed the face of rock and everybody else took the credit.


Now, I’m taking it back.








PART I



The Quiet One


17 January 2002 – Entwistle flies to Los Angeles to attend the National Association of Music Merchants’ (NAMM) International Music Market, which is to be held over four days at the Anaheim Convention Centre. At the event, he meets up with his old friend, Joe Walsh, who remembers:




I spent a while with John in his dressing room and then we went out to eat . . . I noticed that he was having trouble hearing. Also, he was not making sense like the John that I had known. I didn’t know if he was just too drunk, or whatever. At one time, that’s how all of us rockers would get to be late, late at night. Personally, I went on in that same way until 1994 and, by then, I had turned into a full-blown alcoholic and cocaine-crazy person. But I hit bottom before I OD’d and died. A lot of my brothers went the other way. Once I had got sober, John and I were living in totally different worlds. I went to see him a couple of times, but I didn’t hang out all night and into the next morning like I used to – and as he was still doing. So, we had got to be a little distant from each other.


Over time, I became disturbed by how John was getting to be. But I didn’t know what to do about it. I wasn’t sure whether I should, or even could, confront him. Ultimately, I was never able to sit down with John and say to him, ‘Hey, man, you’re fucking up.’ Back in those days, I was still trying to figure out my own sobriety. Now, all these years later, I feel quite comfortable in telling someone I care about, ‘Listen up, because I know what I’m talking about.’


Those times that I did see John, I would notice a decline in his physical condition, most of all with his hearing, but also in his mental state. He would slur his words and not be as concise with his thought processes. From my perspective, Keith Moon had made up his mind that he was going to take everything as far as it would go, period. Maybe there was a bit of that in John, too. When I first met those guys in The Who back in the sixties in Philadelphia, we had all thought that we were immortal. Over the years, you get to realise that you’re not. Always with John, though, across the board, if he wanted to do something, he went right ahead and did it.


Of course, after we’d had dinner that night, he invited me back with him to his hotel, which was the Continental Hyatt House. I didn’t stay too long. I left him thinking, ‘Jesus, what has happened to my brother?’ I also left him with a very bad feeling.








1



Southfield Road


John Alec Entwistle came into a world of chaos and carnage. A war baby, he was born on 9 October 1944 at Hammersmith Hospital as Adolf Hitler was orchestrating a last, desperate bombing campaign on London. The Third Reich’s newest weapon of terror was the V-2 long-range missile, and the very first of these to be launched on the city had struck Chiswick the previous month, claiming thirteen victims on the evening of 8 September. The day after Entwistle’s birth, the hospital building had shuddered at a second V-2 strike that hit just down the road. In later life, he would point out the birthmark on his leg, which was unmistakably and fittingly shaped like a bomb, fins and all.


He was to grow up at 81a Southfield Road, South Acton, the home of his maternal grandparents and where his mother, Queenie, was also living. His father, Herbert, was away in the Royal Navy, doing his bit for the Allied war effort as Chief Stoker on the HMS Renown. A Lancastrian by birth, Herbert Entwistle had in 1930 gone to sea straight out of school. War had broken out by the time he met Queenie Maude Lee. Like so many other young couples at the time, their futures unimaginable, they had rushed into marriage in 1941. Herbert was twenty-five by then and Queenie eighteen. By nature, Herbert was bluff, good-humoured and kindly, his new bride a pretty, gregarious and fun-loving party girl. The thing that they had most in common was a love of music; Herbert played trumpet in the Navy band and Queenie honky-tonk piano in the pubs and clubs around west London.


Their union didn’t survive the end of the war. Inevitably, Herbert returned home a changed man. His elder brother, who had travelled with him to Liverpool to enlist, was on the HMS Hood when it was sunk by the German battleship Bismarck in May 1941, killing all but three hands. On Renown in the South Atlantic, the crew had endured months on an enforced starvation diet which left Herbert requiring long-term hospital treatment. Apart for almost all of their first four years of marriage, when Herbert and Queenie came back together, they found that they hardly even knew each other. Their only child was eighteen months old when they separated; Herbert moved into a lodging house and would visit his son at Southfield Road every Friday night.


John and Daisy Lee’s terraced maisonette at 81a was right across the street from the Wilkinson Sword factory. In this particular part of industrial west London, the factory was a local landmark. As a whole, the sprawl of Acton was commonly known as ‘Soap Suds Island’ on account of the 600 or so laundries that operated in the area, a result of its abundant soft water resource. The Lees were a tight, close-knit family; Daisy’s two sisters, Edith and Flo, both lived within a mile radius and the young John grew up surrounded by great-aunts and -uncles. ‘We lived upstairs at 81a and another couple, Jock and Florrie Leslie, downstairs,’ he wrote of his childhood home.




Jock was an angry little Scottish bloke, on the short side with wild eyes that blazed continuously as though he was always about to hit somebody; it was usually Florrie. Ours was a three-bedroom house: two singles and a double. I slept in the single at the front of the house. Unfortunately, my very earliest memory of the room was of my great-grandmother dying in there. She was laid out with pennies on her eyes and I was made to kiss her goodbye. The bed faced the window under which sat my gran’s Singer treadle sewing machine. Behind the bed was a curtain which concealed a hanging area for clothes. I spent many sleepless nights waiting for my dead great-grandmother to crash through the curtains and leer over the headboard with those pennies on her eyes. Though in fact what scared me more was being woken by gran peddling that damned sewing machine in the morning.


The whole interior of the house was painted brown and cream, as were most houses after the war. Back then, the limited choice of paint extended only as far as either good old camouflage green and brown, underbelly of Spitfire cream, or battleship grey. Drainpipes and fences were always green. Our kitchen was split into three rooms: there was an eating area, which overlooked our opposite neighbours’ kitchen, four feet away; the scullery contained a gas cooker on which we heated our hot water. In the corner, between the cooker and sink, was the coal hole. A short corridor led to the toilet; opposite that, in pride of place, was our aluminium bath. Our back yard was a concrete path with two feet of soil on either side, leading to a wooden gate that opened on to a communal alley – my playground.


Grandad John was a gambling man till the end of his life. He was half-Irish on his father’s side and had a pretty volatile Irish temper, especially when the dog or horse that he’d backed lost. He wasn’t a tall man, about 5ft 8in, very gaunt and with a distinct Roman nose, part of which I inherited. His left eye, which he refused to have removed, was glazed with glaucoma. The old photographs of my gran as a young woman show her as tall, thin and dark-haired, but I remember her as being little, portly and grey. Her cooking was always delicious. Gran’s greatest pleasure in life was ‘nossin’’. This was the expression we used for whenever she was sat looking out of the front room window. The front room was sacred. The best furniture in the house was there. It was used for birthdays, weddings, funerals, Christmas, and Gran’s nossin’. She would sit hidden behind the lace curtains, a discreet corner moved to one side, and could tell you what the neighbours were up to at any time of day.


Gran was partially deaf and, being something of a seamstress, made herself special aprons to carry around the huge hearing-aid equipment of those days. Grandad would tease her mercilessly by cutting his voice mid-sentence and carrying on merely mouthing the words. Gran would turn up her hearing aid, thinking it was shorting out, and he would suddenly scream into the microphone. On the other hand, whenever she was annoyed with him, she would switch it off.





Each Saturday morning, Queenie would take young John shopping with her up the Chiswick High Road. On these excursions, she would allow him a weekly treat, which was to pick out a single, lead model soldier and so began the first of what was to be her son’s many collections. Being an only child, Entwistle was self-contained, something of a loner, and got used to living inside his own head. He would play out by himself in the back alley, sneaking off as he got older to enact war games in the rubble of the scores of burned and bombed-out buildings that littered the neighbourhood. Food rationing was still in effect and he was a sickly infant. By the time he was five years old, he had contracted mumps, chickenpox, whooping cough and measles, had numerous bouts of ’flu, countless colds, and suffered with catarrh which, he wrote, ‘blocked up my nose and caused strange noises in my head and a peculiar numb feeling in my body’.


According to his mother’s recollection, he showed an interest in music from the age of two. In the front room at Southfield Road, next to Queenie’s piano, was a Victor Talking Machine record player. Settling her toddler in front of the old wind-up machine, Queenie would spin for him selections from her collection of 78s, which ranged from military marches to Glenn Miller. Also by five, he had memorised the words to the Andrews Sisters’ swing staple ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy of Company B’ and was adept at performing two of Al Jolson’s vaudeville standards, ‘Sonny Boy’ and ‘My Mammy’. Not that these mother-and-son sessions passed by uninterrupted; grumbling one afternoon at being unable to hear the football results on his radio, Grandad John took revenge by fetching an old bird’s nest from under the eaves and secreting it down the horn of the machine. Thereafter, the Victor was mysteriously muffled.


Grandad John did, though, see value in his grandson’s precociousness. He started to take Entwistle along with him to his working men’s club, the Napier Sports Club. There, the old man would encourage the boy to stand up on a table or chair and sing his two Al Jolson numbers for the other patrons. As his grandson went through his act, Grandad John would have a cap passed around the room for loose change, using the proceeds to fetch lemonade and crisps for the budding singer. This routine of theirs went on for weeks until the youngster grew over-zealous during one performance, tumbling off a table and gashing his forehead. After that, Queenie put a stop to them going out together to the Napier.


■ ■ ■


In the summer of his fifth year, Entwistle was packed off to Southfield Road Primary. The school was a five-minute walk from his grandparents’ house, but to such a singular boy it must have seemed like an entry into another, more forbidding world. The old, red-brick Victorian building was imposing with its looming bell tower and iron railings; similarly intimidating was the school’s headmaster, Mr Healey, a stickler for discipline who wielded a wicked birch cane.


At home, there came about an even more jarring and unwanted interruption to what until then had been the gentle ebb and flow of life. On Saturdays, Queenie would go out dancing at the Hammersmith Palais. One night there, she was whisked on to the floor by a tall, rail-thin suitor who bore a passing resemblance to the American movie star, Clark Gable; this was apt, since Gordon Johns was working at that time as a cinema projectionist. To Queenie, the good-looking, fleet-footed Johns seemed quite the catch and, in time, she agreed to let him walk her home one night from the dance. These trysts soon became a regular event and, on the occasions that he missed his last bus home, Johns would stay the night at 81a, where he slept under Queenie’s piano. Eventually, he moved in completely.


To Entwistle, Johns was ‘Gordon the Lodger’ and an instant adversary. ‘Like most kids separated from their father, I resented Gordon,’ he wrote. ‘He wasn’t my real dad and he had no authority over me. That was my opinion and I bloody stuck to it – for years. Every Friday, two buckets of water went on to the gas stove and the bath was ceremoniously carried into the scullery. Being the member of the family that needed the most cleaning, I had the first bath. Two people had to bathe in one load of water and Gordon usually followed me.’ Knowing as much, before he got out of the bath, Entwistle would never fail to take a pee in the water.


With Johns’ arrival on the scene, the young Entwistle grew more reserved, as if he were seeking to escape into the background. For companionship, he had his grandparents’ dog, an ugly little Yorkshire terrier with a sour temperament and few teeth that the old folks had named Scruffy. Grandad John also began to take him out to the pictures twice weekly, and he would sit rapt in the dark of the Acton Odeon or the Gaumont cinemas. ‘Films affected me in a huge way,’ he wrote. ‘After seeing Ivanhoe and Knights of the Round Table, I developed a passion for armour and weapons that is still with me to this day. Though I also lost count of the times my Grandad and I were thrown out of the cinema. He had a nasty habit of shouting out during the films. “Look out behind you!” was his favourite, or else grabbing someone in front of him during the scary bits. The inevitable would then happen, a torch shone in our eyes and, “Excuse me, sir . . . we’d like you to leave.”’


From the age of seven, a less welcome distraction was introduced by Queenie who decreed that he should take piano lessons. Each Tuesday evening after school, she would drag him a mile down Acton Lane for tutoring by Mrs Jones, a severe, round-shouldered lady in her seventies whose house was overrun with cats. At their first meeting, the formidable Mrs Jones informed Queenie that she didn’t teach lazy little boys, and Entwistle was set the additional task of practising the piano for a minimum of one hour every night. ‘I remember thinking, “My mum’s giving me a witch,”’ he recalled of the old piano teacher. ‘I have been suspicious of the motives of old ladies owning cats ever since and Tuesdays became the blight of my life. I hated the piano. I had begun to hate music. It had come to mean practising boring pieces, the freezing cold of Mrs Jones’s house and, above all, the smell of cat’s piss.’


However, this weekly dose of unpleasantness was nothing next to the outrage he felt when Queenie and Johns’ relationship progressed in 1953 to marriage. Gordon the Lodger was now Gordon the Stepdad and, from that moment on, the extent of their mutual antipathy only ever deepened. In so far as he could, Johns shunned his stepson. But also, he would never miss an opportunity to carp and gripe to Queenie about the boy’s idleness and general no-goodness. For his part, Entwistle went right on peeing in the interloper’s bathwater.


Herbert Entwistle, too, was remarried that same year, taking for a bride his landlady, Dora. A widower, Dora had two children of her own from her previous marriage, Bernard and Linda, and so the now nine-year-old John gained a stepbrother and stepsister who were respectively three years and a month his seniors. Herbert had got himself a good engineering job, and continued to call at 81a every Friday night, roaring up on his Norton motorbike. Now, though, he would often bring Bernard along with him. Entwistle looked forward to Herbert’s visits as the highlight of each week. When, later in 1953, Herbert was able to move his new family out of London and into the Buckinghamshire countryside, he sorted out visiting rights to have his young son come and stay over with them at appointed weekends.


‘John would visit us every couple of months,’ remembers Bernard. ‘Things would get a bit fractious sometimes between Bert and Queenie. If Bert was late arriving at Acton, Queenie would have a go at him. For his part, Gordon didn’t seem to like or want anything to do with anyone. Gordon would pass me on the stairs without so much as uttering a word. Most often, though, if they knew Bert was coming to pick John up, Gordon and Queenie would make sure to be out.


‘John and I bonded quite well. He was such a thin, straggly thing . . . all fingers. It’s funny, but his fingers made you think of nothing so much as spider’s legs. I used to breed budgerigars in my bedroom. Up to then, I don’t think John had ever seen a budgie. He would put his hand in the nest box and pick up these tiny hatchlings. They would only have been hatched about a week and he would bring them out on the end of a finger. Most of us would have cupped them in our hands.’


Across the country, the pall of post-war austerity was being lifted from over Britain. A million new homes had been built since 1945, and the average national wage rose as the moribund British economy at last started to soar. By the end of the decade, 75 per cent of households would have a television set and Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was emboldened enough to tell the British people that they had never had it so good. Within the confines of 81a Southfield Road, the knock-on effect of these good times was two-fold. First, Johns was able to get a better-paid job as an estate agent. Second, like millions of their fellow Brits, as a family they found themselves able to take an annual summer’s holiday. In their case, this was a two-week jaunt out to the Coronation Holiday Camp on Hayling Island, a twelve-square-mile blob of land off the south coast from Portsmouth.


As Entwistle wrote thirty-five years later, it was at the Coronation Holiday Camp in August of 1955 that ‘something happened to rekindle my love for music. Because the camp was so self-contained, I was left to my own devices and, when I wasn’t emptying my favourite penny machine, I’d hang out by the ballroom, sucking on a banana milkshake, and listen to the resident dance band. The normal foxtrots and waltzes the band did hadn’t interested me much but, one night, they played something that made my ears prick up. It was a trumpet solo titled ‘In a Persian Market’. The piercing sound of the trumpet impressed me so much I just had to learn how to play it.’


With the trumpet being Herbert’s instrument, this discovery also allowed him to forge another strong bond with his dad and, by extension, to make a symbolic and defiant stand against Gordon the Stepfather. Once they were home in Acton, Entwistle badgered his mother to let him take up the trumpet. Queenie finally relented, but on the condition that he continue with his piano lessons. In the event, Queenie’s resolve in this matter held up for just two months. By then, Herbert had loaned the boy his old silver trumpet and, in the course of his once-weekly visits, coached him to blow a full, though somewhat shaky, scale C.


Required to practise out of his disapproving stepfather’s sight, Entwistle alighted upon the toilet as his makeshift music room. Upon entering the loo one day, he discovered his own particular reason to trust that things would get better – the belated arrival at 81a of toilet paper. ‘I found the usual knotted squares of newspaper to be missing,’ he wrote. ‘Anxiously, I shouted out, “Where’s the paper, Gran?” “It’s the white stuff on the roll,” she replied. No more newsprint on my bum. We were on our way up!’
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The Hockey Misfits


The divided state of things carried on at 81a Southfield Road. In equal measure, Queenie fussed about and nagged at both her husband and son. Whenever he was in the house, Gordon would be in a scowling mood, although he increasingly absented himself down the pub. Entwistle, meanwhile, went right on blowing his dad’s old silver trumpet in the loo. Come the following summer of 1956, he also started at a new school. Against his own expectations, he passed the eleven-plus examination which, rather like the Hogwarts’ Sorting Hat, was the means by which the British education system separated out supposedly more academically-gifted children. Entwistle’s success in this regard meant that he escaped the stigma of being seen to go to either of Acton’s two comprehensive schools and, instead, was elevated to the giddy heights of the local grammar.


Opened in 1906, Acton County was the first purpose-built grammar school in the county of Middlesex. As was the nature of such institutions at the time, it operated to rigid strictures and conservative tradition. In 1956, it was still an all-boys school, although a new headmaster, Mr Kibblewhite, had just recently been appointed to prepare Acton County for the shock of admitting its first intake of girls the very next year. The masters, male for the greater part, almost exclusively middle-aged or older, would sweep about the place in their billowing black gowns, like great bats, administering discipline to unruly pupils with a sharp clip around the ear, or else a well-aimed board rubber.


To go along with their navy-blue caps, blazers and jumpers, and red-and-black striped ties, first-year boys were required to wear short trousers. Entwistle’s mother had already graduated him to long trousers the previous year, so this last imposition was a blow to his self-esteem. In total, the first year at Acton County seemed to him a slow and joyless grind. The formalities of the school were unbending; each day would begin at 9.00am precisely with the whole school gathered in the hall for a morning assembly of hymns and a Bible reading. In one class after another, masters would direct the boys to work from the blackboard in strict silence, sat side by side at their fold-up wooden desks.


‘I had the new problem of homework to suffer with, and also the never-ending harassment of the older boys,’ Entwistle later wrote. ‘This latter happening was called fag-baiting – “fag” being the term given to boys just starting at the school and which dated from the previous century. Still, I earned myself a reputation for being difficult to harass as I got into the habit of fighting back. At that time, I was the second biggest kid in my year, and taller than all but two of the second-year boys.’


However, one particular morning his attention was roused by a new initiative at the school. In assembly that day, the music teacher, Mrs Holman, stood and announced the formation of a school orchestra, encouraging budding applicants to report to the music room at the end of the day for try-outs. At final bell, Entwistle rushed to the designated venue, but not quickly enough. He arrived to be told that the brass section was over-subscribed with aspirants. Unbowed, he protested to the officious brass teacher, Mr Barnes, that he was already proficient on the trumpet. This was not entirely true, but it got him an audition. Mr Barnes, he wrote, ‘beckoned me past eight pupils gathered round an ancient tenor horn wrapped in Sellotape to seal the leaks in the pipe work. I smiled as the first four produced deafening silence, whilst going red in the face. “Fuckin’ thing don’t work,” number four said under his breath as he headed past me to the door. I knew something he didn’t. You don’t just blow into the mouthpiece; you have to produce a raspberry and vibrate the lips. Thank God my father had given me those lessons. I produced the first note of the evening and was told to stand to one side. I was feeling very smug and pleased with myself, but my thunder was immediately stolen by another late arrival, Middleton. He brought the house down by playing of all things a whole piece of music on his very own trumpet. Anyway, three of us were chosen: Middleton, Merriweather (the only boy in my year taller than me) and me. Middleton, of course, was delegated first trumpet, while Merriweather and I were given two ancient tenor saxhorns.’


In spite of their being a semi-tone lower, out of necessity the saxhorns had to fill the role of French horns in the orchestra. By the time the parts meant for French horn had been transposed to take into account the key difference, they were all but impossible to render on such archaic instruments. The gangling Merriweather quit the orchestra in frustration; Entwistle stuck to the task and was rewarded when the school eventually coughed up for an actual French horn – matt, silver-plated and procured from a brass band.


His dedicated approach to the trumpet also reaped dividends at home. Soon after the acquisition of his French horn, his mother and Aunt Flo clubbed together to buy him his first trumpet, a Boosey & Hawkes Model 78 coated in gold lacquer. Entwistle recalled: ‘The shop assistant remarked in passing, “The first valve needs a bit of oil.” Lying bastard – that first valve had a mind of its own and the Entwistle temper caused it to fly across the room.’


The troublesome valve was replaced soon enough and, in the first report that Entwistle received from Acton County, he was awarded an ‘A’ grade for music, Mrs Holman remarking that he was ‘most enthusiastic’ and ‘making splendid progress on trumpet’. The rest of the report was not quite so glowing. He got a ‘C’ in English and a ‘D’ for both Mathematics and PE. Even still, his form tutor, Mr Paulin concluded, ‘He is a good pupil and has done a good year’s work.’


■ ■ ■


At the outset of Entwistle’s second year, girls arrived at Acton County. The ‘cruds’, as they were referred to by the senior boys, initially made up just one half of the new first-year intake. However, the total numbers of boys and girls was intended to balance out exponentially over the ensuing three years. This was a prospect that delighted Entwistle, as he later recorded: ‘I had already worked out that by the time I was sixteen there would be two-hundred little cuties looking goo-goo-eyed at us older boys. The string section of the orchestra would also finally be up to strength – none of us boys would dream of learning to play the sissy violin.’


In fact, he might well have thought that things in general were looking up. Around this time he made his first public appearances as a jobbing musician at a series of Saturday night dances in Acton. A local big-bandleader, one Teddy Fullager, lived a couple of doors down from 81a on Southfield Road. The carrot-haired Fullager was a drummer and unfortunately afflicted with a nervous twitch. Before the war, he had played in a trio with Entwistle’s mother. Queenie took it upon herself to persuade him to take her son on as second trumpeter in the Teddy Fullager Band. For these occasions, Entwistle was attired in an old tuxedo that was donated to him by Fullager’s father, who so happened to be squat in stature and to have a tin leg.


‘Fortunately, the audiences were there to dance and not to listen,’ Entwistle recalled. ‘The singer would announce: “Ladies and gentlemen, kindly take the floor for a foxtrot,” and a few bars into every song, the guitarist would break another string. For a long time, I thought this was just a natural occurrence, one of the things guitarists had to put up with, like my sticky valve. Later, I realised he had been using cheap, shitty strings. He would even try tying knots on some of the broken ones.


‘I would spend the whole Saturday dance looking down the front of my oversized dress trousers at my underpants, praying that no one else could see. I learned two things from the experience. If you’re underage, you’re underpaid . . . and how to drink rum and blackcurrant.’


Being a second-year at Acton County, Entwistle was now permitted to wear long trousers to school and able to ‘carry a briefcase instead of the stupid little shoulder satchel that first-years had’. He also struck up the first binding friendship of his young life with the lad he was sat next to in their new form class. Mick Brown had been born just a day apart from him and also at Hammersmith Hospital. The two boys quickly found that they shared a mutual love for horror movies and the American comic, Mad. For his part, Entwistle was also admiring of Brown’s flattop haircut.


‘We laughed a lot together,’ recalls Brown. ‘It was all terribly innocent fun. He would scrunch his features up into a funny face, which cracked me up every time he did it, and he would occasionally talk in that same deep voice that he later on used for “Boris the Spider”. I always called him “Ent”, never John. Whenever he came round to my house, my parents would remark on how Ent was a very nice and polite young man. Interestingly, though, I don’t remember ever going back to his house.’


One of the principal attributes upon which Acton County prided itself as an institution was its excellence at sport. In this arena, Entwistle proved himself to be a capable sprinter. That year, he went on to compete at athletics events for the school over both 100 and 200 yards and equalled the county record at the shorter distance. He stood out, too, on account of the bright-red running shoes that he wore. By disposition, though, he was not a natural athlete and this commitment to running soon petered out.


At most other sports, Entwistle was either disinterested or else plain hopeless. Along with ten other boys, he found himself banished from football and cricket sessions by the PE master, Mr Yates, and instead ‘stuck in our very own game – hockey. Mr Yates called us his “Hockey Misfits” and, after teaching us the fundamentals, left us to kill each other. Not a month went by without one of us being carried unconscious to Acton Hospital, conveniently sited next door to Acton County. The rest of the school came to regard us as a bunch of violent crazies and we developed a kind of macho pride at being members of the Hockey Misfits.’


Also included in the Hockey Misfits was Brown, even more ungainly than his new friend; a Welsh lad named Gannon; the three smallest boys in the year, Bird, Godsmark and Carr; and a rather withdrawn character with piercing blue eyes and a large nose, Pete Townshend. A late arrival to the school, Townshend was born into a family of musicians and entertainers. His father, Cliff, was a professional on the saxophone and clarinet, and mum Betty a singer. Entwistle’s first recollection of Townshend was of him being ‘6in shorter than me. Then, suddenly, during a matter of months, he shot up the extra inches, causing him to stoop as if he didn’t know where to put the additional half foot.’


In due course, Townshend, by dint of his own regard for Mad magazine and compatibly sly sense of humour, was welcomed into the Entwistle–Brown clique. After school, the three of them would now gather in Brown’s bedroom, where their attentions were chiefly occupied with the new reel-to-reel tape recorder that Brown had been bought by his parents. Inspired by the two principal forces in British comedy of the time – Tony Hancock and radio’s The Goon Show – they began to make their own loosely scripted comic recordings, the ripeness of their satire perhaps suggested by Brown’s and Entwistle’s teaming up in one sketch to play the superhero characters ‘Fatman and Robert the Boy Blunder’. A keen drawer from an early age, Entwistle was also becoming adept at sketching out caricatures, signing off one pen-and-ink rendering of Brown as a trench-coated, trilby hat-sporting spiv as ‘Jet Entwistle’.


The other passion that united them was for music and particularly the new and eruptive sounds that roared into and reverberated around Britain at that moment in time. From across the Atlantic had come rock-’n’-roll, a frenetic bastardisation of three strands of American folk music – blues, R&B and country – given voice and cocksureness by such rebellious-seeming practitioners as Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent and Bill Haley. At thirty-three, hangdog-eyed and overweight, Haley in reality was hardly a vision of renegade youth. Yet the first UK tour that he undertook with his band, The Comets, in February of 1957, had nonetheless prompted scenes of unrestrained bedlam at town halls and ballrooms across the land. A home-grown upsurge was under way, too, and this brought about by a revival of yet another form of American folk music, the so-called ‘jug band’ sound of the pre-war years. Re-branded as ‘skiffle’, it was pioneered by a wiry, unprepossessing-looking Scotsman named Lonnie Donegan, who went to Number One that same year with his version of a traditional Appalachian folk tune, ‘Cumberland Gap’.


The effect of all this was to open up a yawning generation gap between, on the one hand, grandparents and parents who had lived through two world wars and, on the other, their offspring, for whom a new, collective noun could now be applied – teenagers. It was now possible to choose between the more genteel, inoffensive world of big bands, trad jazz, easy-listening crooners and Vera Lynn; or opt for the leering, swaggering tilt at convention represented by Presley’s swivelling hips, the inherent menace of the self-styled ‘Killer’, Jerry Lee Lewis, and a predatory black man, Berry. At thirteen, Entwistle and his two cohorts happened to straddle both sides of this ever-widening divide.


Brown it was who bought a 78 of Lewis’ exultant ‘Great Balls of Fire’ from Ewin’s music store on Acton High Street. Afterwards, the three of them gathered around the record player in Brown’s bedroom to marvel at its sheer impudence. Entwistle adopted a slightly longer version of Brown’s crew-cut, and got himself kitted out with a pair of luminous, odd-coloured socks, then the rage among Britain’s nascent Teddy Boys, a vivid red on one peg, lurid yellow on the other. Every Sunday evening, each of them would tune into the Top Twenty countdown show on Radio Luxembourg. Yet, in spite of the invasion of the British charts by this rock-’n’-roll advance guard, the two biggest selling singles of that year in the UK were much milder confections: Paul Anka’s saccharine ‘Diana’ and ‘Mary’s Boy Child’ by Harry Belafonte.


The first, hesitant musical steps that Entwistle took together with Townshend were just as wedded to the conventions of their parents. Towards the end of 1957, and with Entwistle on trumpet and Townshend having taught himself the rudiments of the banjo, they cobbled together a shaky-sounding trad-jazz band with a pair of other Acton County boys, Phil Rhodes on clarinet, and a drummer, Chris Sherwin. Weekly on Thursday evenings and Saturday afternoons, this four-piece practised together at the so-called Congo Club, which was the youth club run out of the Acton Congregational Church. In time, they worked up a set that included selections by such British traditionalists as Acker Bilk, Kenny Ball, the Chris Barber Band and Ken Colyer. Billing themselves ‘The Confederates’, they even managed a solitary public performance. An inauspicious event, this was at the annual staff dance at the local Corgi Books factory. Entwistle wrote of it: ‘We played the interval in between the audience dancing to records and we were awful.




This was even with the help of another, older lad, Rodney Griffith, who had an old tuba. Griffith wasn’t able to actually play it, but he could hum very loudly through it. Sherwin had fixed the date up for us and had been very evasive when asked how much we were getting paid. Rightly so, as after the dance had finished, the organiser pointed to a huge pile of books stacked against a wall and told us, ‘All right, lads, take as many as you can carry.’ We threw Sherwin out of the band.


Phil Rhodes and me were into real jazz – Bix Beiderbecke and Jelly Roll Morton – and gradually became proficient enough to play it . . . or at least a semblance of it. Rodney the humming tuba player had a couple of banjo-playing friends who attended the local technical college and, after jamming with them a few times, and as it was Christmas, we decided to go busking round the pubs. Pete asked if he could come along for the ride. We hoped to take advantage of the Christmas drunks, and we did, passing round the hat. We had done three of the best pubs in Hammersmith and were having a well-deserved drink using our ill-gotten gains when Pete nudged me: ‘Isn’t that your mother and stepfather over there?’ he asked. I jumped. Oh fuck, they were coming over. I shrank down in my chair. They had witnessed our whole performance. My stepfather proceeded to reel off a list of the pubs we weren’t to go to. ‘That’s where I drink and I don’t want any bloody noise while I’m doing it,’ he instructed.


We made about a fiver each that night, with Pete receiving a quid as he was a late-comer. Walking home with him afterwards, he told me that he was giving up the banjo. ‘There’s too fucking many of them,’ he said and, from that point on, he switched to the guitar.





By the end of that school year, The Confederates were no longer a going concern. Briefly and without much enthusiasm, Entwistle, along with Rhodes and the errant Sherwin, threw in his lot with another neighbourhood collective being run by one of the technical college banjoists and inaccurately named Alf Maynard’s New Orleans Jazzmen. Increasingly, trad jazz seemed old hat to him and, in any case, he had a troubling issue to contend with at home. Herbert had been offered a promotion at work, but it would necessitate him relocating again, this time to south Wales. To Entwistle’s dismay, his father decided to take the job and moved his second family to Newport. The Welsh town was 140 miles to the west of London, which, in 1958, may as well have been on a far-off continent. Effectively, Herbert at a stroke had all but vanished from his life. With Gordon barely acknowledging him, his father’s absence scarred Entwistle and in ways that would never fully heal.


A sense of Entwistle’s turbulent mind can be gleaned from his school report for that year. Once again, he was deemed to have excelled at music, having scored 83 per cent in the second-year exam, and he was awarded another ‘A’ for the subject. This was, though, an isolated instance. He scraped a further ‘C’ in English, but had managed just 28 per cent in his Geography exam and, worse still, 24 in German, bad enough for him to be graded ‘D’ in both subjects. His form teacher, Mr Lyons summed it up: ‘[His] exam results confirm the impression I have received that he is making very little effort.’


Going into his third year, Entwistle did at least find a new, albeit still very regimented outlet for his music. At the urging of ‘Rodney the humming tuba player’, he was enlisted in the Acton Congregational Boys’ Brigade and joined its band. From its inception in 1883, the Brigade had sought to instil in boys ‘habits of obedience, reverence, discipline, self-respect and all that tends towards a true Christian manliness’. Entwistle’s thoughts on the matter were rather less pious. He wrote: ‘The church that the company was affiliated to had twelve of the most beautiful girls I had seen up to that point in my life. They were all in the Girl Guides and two years older than us, but that didn’t matter.’


The tantalising presence of these Girl Guides was reason enough for him to troop dutifully along to the church for band practice every Tuesday evening and drill parade on Fridays, kitted out in his navy-blue uniform. The Brigade’s resolute marching repertoire was hardly a challenge for him and he caught the ear of the company captain, a certain ‘Horsey’ Hughes who elevated him to lead bugler. As such, he was the focal point for the Brigade parades, which were undertaken one Sunday a month and with the whole company marching through the streets of Acton, all of them lined up behind the band and their star soloist. Overall, this was, he considered, ‘the first time that I had used my musical ability to attract the opposite sex’.
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