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The Roof


IT’S A DIM, starlit night in London. The shadowy silhouettes of two daring young teenage boys clamber over the rooftops next to the Princes Theatre. Music and applause echo up from the walls within. Andy, the bigger and braver of the two daredevils, jumps confidently from a balcony overlooking the lower courtyard to the safety of the other side. His friend looks down at the dark abyss below. After hesitating and shuffling his feet a few times, he finally takes a deep breath and makes his move. He’s decided to take a different route.


Reaching out to grasp a nearby windowsill, the boy grabs the ledge and lets his body go. Clinging on for dear life, his long legs dangle as he painfully edges across, inch by inch. But the combination of eight stone of bone and flesh with the loose gravel under his painfully sore fingers causes the boy to accept an unwelcome fact: he’s slipping. Struggling to keep hold, his frantic hands cannot bear the weight any longer: he is now probably headed down to a grizzly end or worse yet – death!


Andy sees the situation and instantly stretches out to grab his friend’s arm, and like some mighty guardian angel he manages to wing him up to safety. Wow!


The now white-faced, shaken boy dusts himself off and thanks his big buddy, who dismisses it with a grunt. Then, like victorious knights returning cut and bruised from a battle, they make their way back down to street level and bid each other goodnight.


Yes, the “other boy” in that story was me.


Later, seriously rattled, back in my room above my dad’s café, I turned the lights off and lay down on the bed. Staring upwards, I practised being dead, trying to hold my breath and imagine nothingness. I realised that death could have easily claimed me that night and I might not have known anything more.


Blank, void, darkness.




“Be wise, look ahead,


Use your eyes,” he said.


“Be straight; think right.”


But I might die tonight!1
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Brown-eyed Handsome Baby


1948–52


I ARRIVED ON the full moon of July 1948. Like most newborns starting out in life, it felt that I had landed somewhere quite close to the centre of the universe. But there were some serious questions to deal with, the first being: “Who was I?” My background and origin were not very clear: Dad (from whom I must have got my black hair and dark-brown eyes) was from Cyprus, Mum was fair-eyed and from Sweden; our dominant culture and language at home were English and, on top of that, we lived above our café, which had a French-sounding name – in London!


Looking enquiringly around at the world into which I hadjust tumbled, it was clear that life was not without knocks and rather irritating experiences. Quite apart from suffering bumps on the head inflicted by wooden dungeon bars – otherwise known as cots – hunger pangs and poo seemed to haunt most of my operative hours as a babe; that’s if I wasn’t busy sleeping.


Despite this, there were some tangible upside gains too, like earning tickles and kisses just by smiling at Mummy and other big softies. My elder brother David, however, was definitely not interested in kissing. Dave was probably quite peeved by the recent intrusion into the family of this cheeky-faced baby boy who now stole the whole show along with most of Mum and Dad’s love and attention. He was irritated further by the fact that the rascal was born just one day before his very own birthday! Good thing I had a big sister, Anita, who was older than David and could usually wag a finger at him and hold him in check.


A proud red front door with the number “245” was the entrance to our colourful world. Our flat sat on the third floor of a four-storey building, atop our family café, the Moulin Rouge, strategically overlooking the busy red bus routes of New Oxford Street and Shaftesbury Avenue. We were smack-bang in the middle of a cosmopolitan business area, inhabited and run mostly by enterprising cockneys, Italians, Greek Cypriots, and Jews for whom long hours and hard work appeared to be no obstacle.


Our unique monolithic block was oddly located near Holborn and the British Museum. The neighbours were a furriers, a pub, a snooker ball company and a famous ornate umbrella shop. To add to the intrigue of the area, a large, rather bland, brown-bricked Ministry of Defence building – reportedly harbouring a section of MI5 – was situated round the corner on St. Giles High Street, just opposite the Princes Theatre.


We were situated at the northernmost tip of Shaftesbury Avenue; at the southern end stood Piccadilly Circus and the statue of Eros, daintily balancing on one foot and endlessly shooting his “love” arrows at the revolving rows of black taxis, bicycles and bowler-hatted gentlemen, rushing to and from work. At night the scene was transformed into a dazzling whirlpool of life, play, and sinful opportunities.


As I grew, it soon became clear that there were lots of benefits to living where we did in the hub of London’s West End. Like a merry-go-round in the heart of the entertainment district, it was a sort of daydreamy tinseltown scattered with theatres, cinemas, temptingly dressed shop windows, pubs, clubs, coffee bars, and red telephone boxes. Everything was seductively close to Soho, with its bright, noisy pinball arcades and sweet-smelling ladies lounging out of doorways, enticing passersby to stop, play, and pay at the blink of every alleyway and corner.


That was basically my world.


There was another dangerous, parallel underworld, too. Criminal mobsters with names like “Jack Spot” ruled the bars and joints of Soho, while their rivals hid in the shadows, ready to pounce and take over. The underbelly of the West End was a veritable hotbed of villains engrossed in crooked activities and deadly fights. The streets at night seemed to exhume thugs, thieves, conmen, drug dealers and pimps. Thank goodness, much of that was operating too deep beneath the surface of West End life for me to even notice at the time.


The Second World War was finally over and everybody, I suppose, just wanted to have fun. Over seventy million people had been brutally killed. The bloody and gruesome images of war were still present in films and TV programmes aired at the time, and it was impossible to ignore the bombed ruins that lay around us. Just fifty yards across the road, on the corner of Gower Street, was a deep, sunken crater filled with bricks and rubble, once belonging to a busy four-storey shop – it could just as easily have been ours.


My dad boasted of his own wartime involvement in a memorable photo of him toting a rifle in uniform, probably from the time he served in the British colonial army in the First World War. He was assigned to one of the flanks in Eastern Europe or Palestine in their battle against his favourite enemy, the Turks. Dad did not want to sit out the Second World War either; a bit too old to join the army, he signed up to the Local Defence Volunteers, working with the St. John’s Ambulance organisation, assisting the injured and seeing first-hand the devastation caused during the long bombing blitz of London. Dad had lived through two world wars.


Stavros Georgiou Adams was a smart, handsome, courageous, and hard-working man with a perfectly trimmed black moustache. He was well travelled and had come a long way from his native village, Tala, in the hills overlooking the ancient coastal city of Paphos in southern Cyprus. Growing up in a one-room house where even a pair of shoes was considered a luxury, my father was never ashamed of his humble background. He taught us the value of having enough food on the table and discouraged waste. “Money doesn’t grow on trees!” he never tired of reminding us.


Leaving his home in Cyprus for work in Egypt early on as a teenager, Dad followed in the footsteps of his eldest brother, Adamos, proudly named after their grandfather. He learned to work in restaurants to make a living. In Alexandria, the young Stavros married a Greek girl called Katina, and they had one son, George. The memorable articles Dad kept hidden away in his cupboard from his early life in Egypt included a large crimson-red fez hat. He must have loved the culture, and might have even stayed in Alexandria, but things became tighter. As time went on there were fewer prospects open to Stavros; the whole country was politically heading for greater unrest. So he left his small family in Egypt to look for better opportunities and managed to get a job on a boat headed for the US.


Those were the “Roaring Twenties.” Dad’s stories about Prohibition, gangsters, and speakeasies were spellbinding. He would often repeat the tale of how he began scraping a living by shining shoes on the sidewalks of New York and Philadelphia. Unfortunately, the Great Depression arrived in the 1930s (so, not the best of timing); there were few jobs and scant likelihood that things would get better anytime soon.


After trying to work his way up, Dad’s situation might have improved and he nearly made America his home, but eventually he became persona non grata when he was caught while working in one of the speakeasies. We knew very little of the details of what had actually happened, but it seems he was furious with his wife and younger brother, Demetre, who had also followed his elder brothers’ route to find work in Alexandria. Apparently, they did not send the funds needed to help bail him out, and Dad was finally deported. A line was drawn, and he broke up with his family and brothers in Egypt.


Now separated from Katina and their young son, Dad travelled home through Cyprus. After a chance meeting with his father, George, walking with his mule along the dusty hillside road to Tala, Dad realised that his old village life would no longer suit him. Mind made up, he decided to try his luck and make his way to the grand capital of the British Empire: London. At that time, Cyprus was a colony, so Dad got the necessary papers together and followed his dream, journeying over by sea.


Once on Britain’s shores, via a close network of Greek-Cypriot friends and contacts in the great metropolis, he based himself in the busy heart of the West End. That’s where he met my mother, while she was sitting alone having tea one afternoon in a Lyons tearoom, on the corner of Tottenham Court Road.


Ingrid Elizabeth Wickman, my beautiful, azure-blue-eyed mother, was a gentle but adventurous soul. Hailing from the small northern port town of Gävle, Sweden, she had arrived in Britain to work as a young twenty-year-old, with the slightly reluctant acquiescence of her parents, and was employed as a nanny for a wealthy family in Richmond. Good-natured, ash-blonde, and possessing strong, characteristically Swedish looks, Mum sang more than she spoke with a melodious Scandinavian tone, while her cheeks seemed to be continuously blushing.


Beholding Stavros daringly walking over to her in the busy tearoom, she quickly changed tables, indignantly resisting his initial advances. But he was undeniably handsome, bold and difficult to ignore. In the end, she fell for his smart, sharp, Greek romantic demeanour. Although she had only come up to the West End for the afternoon, her brief outing ended up being a pretty extended one!


Stavros and Ingrid got married on 8 June, 1938.


Soon, war had broken out. Within the chaos and smoke of London during those years of battle and destruction they gave birth to Anita and David. Both children had to be frequently woken up at unearthly times of the night, sirens blaring, and rushed to the bomb shelter in Mummy’s arms, while Daddy was busy attending to the increasing numbers of killed or injured. It must have been quite an introduction to life on our suffering, war-ridden planet for the unsuspecting siblings.


Thankfully, the horrible hostilities came to an end in 1945. Peace was declared, and a new life of opportunities opened up. The husband of a lady with whom Mum had happened to share labour pangs bumped into my father in the ward and they became friends. He was a wrestling promoter and later assisted Dad in acquiring the lease on a Shaftesbury Avenue building which had ready-let flats. Not long after they moved in, the flower shop on the ground level became vacant. Mum and Dad took over that lease too and started a café. The Moulin Rouge business was on its feet around the time I arrived, playing with my own baby toes, in 1948.


The hugely successful enterprise was the nest of our family life. Lunchtime was always hectic with queues stretching from the café doors round the corner to the umbrella shop. My sister, Anita, was a first-class mother’s helper; she would butter the soft-white bread and make heaps of sandwiches before trotting off to school, her two hair plaits flapping under her grey felt beret. All of us at one time or another had to work in the shop. David was the shrewdest at managing to escape that responsibility – much to the utter disgust of Anita.


We all loved our mother so much. Loving and extremely dedicated to a life of service, she was always looking out for us. We cherished being close to her, but she was always kept so busy working long hours in the café; Dad relied heavily on Mum to run it and keep the customers well looked after. For that reason, it felt like we never saw enough of her. She looked a lot like the Mona Lisa and always wore a permanent smile, which seemed directed at anybody she looked at, melting the stone-faced customers who strolled into the café and making them feel right at home. Mum was especially adored for baking the most delicious chocolate éclairs, rock cakes, and macaroons this side of the Thames.


One of my enjoyments as a little lad was to dress up as a cowboy or bus conductor and gallantly march up and down in front of the shop to the simulated applause of grown-up footsteps as rushing workers clattered by. They were obviously amused by my serious frown and commitment to make the part look as convincing as possible. This was probably the first indication of the showman within me. The family soon noticed I had a talent to entertain.


There were certainly indications of my having a rather powerful creative imagination; my mother had noticed that I was able to hold a pencil perfectly at the age of three. I used to love drawing whatever wonders I saw in my head. Mum must have made a kind of genetic connection between her elder brother Hugo and me. Hugo Wickman was one of a handful of skilled abstract painters in Scandinavia known at that time and it seemed that I had picked up similar attributes.


David was rarely seen hanging around the shop, so the inevitable day came when Dad looked over at me and noticed I was old enough to balance a plate without dropping it and promptly assigned me a waiter’s job. That is where I learned to earn my pocket money from the customers’ tips. It was also because of this work that I was first able to understand – as my father must have done – that serving the public well could often be highly rewarding. Being quite a “handsome-looking young boy” (to quote my loving sister), busily buzzing around the tables or behind the counter of the café in my new, starched, white waiter’s jacket, I certainly attracted a lot of valuable gratuities – monetary and otherwise.


Another big incentive for me to work in the shop was so I could spend more time being near to Mum and Dad; for that reason, working late hours didn’t feel so bad. Family life naturally carried on, even if it was mostly behind the counter. Sometimes I felt a bit sad that we didn’t have a mother who made us all sit down and have tea and toast with jam after school, like other kids; on the other hand, those kids were probably jealous of us – we could have fizzy drinks and Mum’s delicious rock cakes all day long if we wanted!


Looking at myself in the mirror in that little white waiter’s jacket I noticed a striking resemblance to Antonio, the famous Spanish dancer who was a frequent attraction on stage at the Cambridge Theatre down the road. I loved those hand-clapping Spanish dance performers, fired with the blood-rushing passion of flamenco guitar music, and I soon mastered the art of clicking my heels at great speed, yearning for the day I would possess my very own pair of black Spanish boots from Anello & Davide, the theatrical shoemakers. I definitely broke with catering convention when I forced Mum to dye my white starched jacket bright toreador-red. But hey! Did I look good, or what?


To rid me of my pride and imbue a satisfactory amount of guilt, it was my destiny, along with Anita and David, to attend the local Roman Catholic school round the corner, just off Drury Lane. It was run by a flock of committed Irish nuns headed by a taut-skinned, bony-nosed, fairly elderly but tough-as-nails head teacher: Sister Dominic.
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The Old Schoolyard


1952–9


MUM WAS FROM a strict Baptist background but was not confirmed, while my father was Greek Orthodox. My brother and I were circumcised, probably for hygienic rather than religious reasons. Anita, David, and – lastly – I were all enrolled in St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic primary school based on the vigorous insistence of Mum’s friend Aunty Josephine, a powerful, no-nonsense Catholic lady from Austria, who also happened to be married to a kind-faced, balding Cypriot called Michael Koritsas. They ran a café called the Anchor on St. Giles High Street, next to Denmark Street, otherwise known as “Tin Pan Alley.”


There were a lot of similarities and tight bonds between our two tribes, the Georgious and the Koritsases: their son Andy (even though he was a few grudging months older than me) became my best friend at school; Helen, their eldest daughter, was like a sister to Anita; and Aunty Josephine and Mum were kindred companions. Both families ran cafés, and both dads came from the small island of Cyprus – that didn’t make the two fathers natural friends, of course. Business is business.


The school we were all forced to attend was buried in a side street behind the famous theatre district, squeezed between some council flats and small, red-brick terraced houses. Most of the playground space for the boys was underground, dimly lit in the lower basement pit below pavement level – boys needed to know their place, I suppose.


Regardless of the physical drawbacks, the school had a very good reputation. As we were brought up in the middle of the West End, it was probably a very good idea to get us all grounded in some moral concepts at an early age. On Sundays, Mum used to take us to the nearby Catholic church, next to the green square of Lincoln’s Inn Fields – probably one of the key reasons why the school enrolled us.


Tuesdays we went to midday Mass with the class, shepherded by nuns and teachers from the school. Hymns in church, thankfully, were in English, but I really didn’t understand much else listening to the lengthy incantations chanted by the priests dressed in bright red or green-and-gold silk robes, swirling clouds of incense in all directions during those hour-long, Latin-dominated services. Even so, the rituals did help create an atmosphere of sacred “otherness,” which resonated with me. There were certain constraints non-Catholics (like me) had to suffer; we were not allowed to take part in rituals like Confession and Holy Communion. On top of all that exclusion, we were also compelled by socio-religious demands to be neatly dressed for the occasion.


Nevertheless, the spirituality of Mass made a strong impact on my young heart and mind. Even though my knees hurt when we had to kneel down on the bare wooden slats for long periods of the service, there was certainly a tangible peace I could feel inside me; a heavenly connection with what I naturally believed was sacred. When I shut my eyes, I sensed the close presence of God in my prayers. To my fellow classmates – unaware of that transcendent experience occurring within me – my non-Catholic status still branded me as an outsider.


Deep down, I possessed an innate faith of some kind, but that’s not to say I didn’t have plenty of questions. One day, amidst the screams of playtime, I boldly stopped and asked one of the more kindly faced brigade of tall, black-draped nuns, “Sister! When do the angels start writing down your sins?” my neck stretching heavenwards, anxiously awaiting a sympathetic answer. Sister Anthony leaned over and peered down awkwardly towards me from her stiff starched habit; I stared nervously at the huge wooden crucifix dangling from the leather belt tightly strapped around her thin waist. She gave me a friendly Irish smile, perhaps seeing a spark of innocence in this cheeky dark-haired little boy.


“Hmmm? When you’r-r-re eight,” she said jovially in her rolling Gaelic accent. Whew! That was reassuring – for the time being at least. Still in short trousers but rapidly approaching that dreaded age of accountability, I obviously had a serious interest in knowing how close the deadline might be.


At school I remember thinking about the choices given to me. Religion constantly made me feel guilty about nice-looking things, warning about the mortal dangers lurking in fleshly life. These threats were represented in clear pictorial terms by the Devil, depicted as a vile snake or beast with two horns; the temptation of Adam and Eve with the tree of forbidden fruit; and Jesus, suffering and bleeding on the Cross, representing the only key to salvation.


But balancing those kinds of fearful images with what was going on outside the doors of the church after school, I felt the pull of the world mighty overpowering. I loved the thrill of skipping school to explore the streets on my own. Sometimes, during the escape, I’d wander through toy departments in large, high-street stores; not having any cash to buy anything, once or twice I actually pocketed some toys (being non-Catholic, of course, I couldn’t confess it). The British Museum was my favourite hideout; it was nice and warm in there, especially in winter. I’d expertly tread through thousands of years of human history, in and out, slipping round, past the noseless sphinxes and glass-cased Egyptian mummies, trying to avoid being caught by the sharp-eyed attendants on duty.


It must be said, there were some benefits to attending school, too. A cute little girl called Linda captured my heart; she knew it but was too uninterested to provide any more than a passing glance on the playground.




Remember the days (of the old schoolyard)


We used to laugh a lot,


Oh, don’t you remember the days (of the old schoolyard)?


When we had imaginings


And we had all kinds of things


And we laughed and needed love,


Yes I do. Oh, and I remember you.2





Come Christmastime, I remember always waiting on stand-by, frustrated and longing to be selected to fill the role of Joseph in the school nativity play. It was a chance to get close to “Mary” (more precisely: whichever pretty little girl was playing her at the time). Inevitably, I would be cast as another simple shepherd extra. Once, I believe, I managed to be appointed as one of the Three Kings – no doubt because I looked like a foreigner!


Luckily, I was not entirely alone in that respect; my best friend Andy shared my mixed background, which made me feel less vulnerable and exposed. Andrew Michael Koritsas was burlier, more extrovert, and taller than me, which made me slightly jealous as I was quite a skinny, shy young lad who couldn’t kick a ball straight to save my life. But Andy was my twin soulmate and best friend at school. Apart from sport – particularly swimming, where he always outdid me at the local Oasis baths – we both enjoyed our time together and loved the same kind of things.


The desire for adventure as street-loose lads was strong in both of us. Apart from spending hours after school on the swings and roundabouts in the solid cement playgrounds close by, daringly we would creep into the crumbling bombed ruins, delving into dark, damp, smelly rooms, clambering up derelict stairways, through collapsed brick walls and broken window glass. Our parents would probably have had heart attacks if they knew what their two little “bubble and squeaks” (cockney slang for “Greeks”) got up to.


Unfortunately, just as I was reaching the age when I could grasp what was happening, my mum and dad started going through real rough times. My father had hired a new blonde waitress from Manchester to help in the café; she was younger, a fast worker, and looked very pretty in an apron. Soon Dorothy had Dad in hand – and that’s when the troubles began.


My mother must have known what was going on, but she didn’t reveal the deep hurt she must have felt. Business in the café was going on as usual, but arguments were always flaring up. I noticed that when I was in the room, my parents cooled down and didn’t say much. Sometimes I would try to act as peacemaker; I wanted them both, and didn’t want to have to choose. It appeared to me that grown-ups found it almost impossible to say “Sorry” and make up. But I couldn’t fully understand what was going on; it was unimaginable for me to comprehend how broken Mum must have felt at the time.


They moved into separate bedrooms. They both loved me so much, some nights I’d go to sleep in Mummy’s bed and wake up with Dad. I was caught in the middle. Blinded by love, I could see nothing wrong with either, but because Dad’s passionate Greek temperament made him shout loudest, most of my childish effort was spent just trying to calm him down, which may have looked as if I was taking Mum’s side and that made him even angrier. Nothing I did worked.


The war clouds at home grew ominously dark, and it looked like they were not going to lift. It was only the café that kept the lights on and forced Mum and Dad to work together. Dorothy stopped working there – but she didn’t go away.


Mum was naturally angelic; she did everything in a dignified way. She’d had enough of Dad and his new Mancunian romance. One summer evening she simply packed our bags and herded us onto a boat from Tilbury to Gothenburg. I thought it was just going to be a kind of holiday. The boat took two nights and a day to cross the North Sea. It was an exciting new experience, but the sea air combined with the rough waves made my tummy turn, so I was glad Sweden wasn’t too far away.


We eventually arrived in Gävle, Mum’s hometown, and moved in with Gulli, our step-grandmother. She was a kind, but firm, petite lady with curly white-silver hair, whose world was radically turned upside down by our stormy arrival, as we squashed into her cramped, two-room flat in the middle of town. Life must have been quite a test, especially having to deal with David, who was a pretty uncontrollable fourteen-year-old by then!


Who was I to question the wisdom of all this? Anyway, it was a fun time; I loved Sweden and was looking forward to the snow. I had a lot of cousins and relatives there to skate and bicycle around with.


Mum quickly packed me off to the local primary school. There was a big surprise in store for me. I was the only dark-eyed, black-haired lad in town. I’d inherited my Mediterranean, Greek-like features from Dad’s side and was treated like a visitor from a not-too-distant planet.


This astronomical attention was a surprise to me. I was a novelty for most blue-eyed Swedish natives; they crowded round me at playtime as if I were a film star attending his big premiere! Chaotic scenes drove the teachers to extricate me and provide me with an exclusive play area till things settled down. Boy, was I the lucky one? They even allowed me to pick friends to join me in my own private fun zone.


Over the course of five months or so, Dad was on the phone to Mum, emotionally pleading with her to bring us back home again; he missed his children – especially “the little boy.” Finally, out of the pure compassion that came so naturally to Mum, she relented and we all boarded a boat back to London.


By the time we returned, Dorothy had moved into Shaftesbury Avenue and I had a new half-sister, Lindsay. Dad had rented us a terraced house round the corner in Holborn, 18a Barter Street, which sat about five hundred yards away. That’s where we lived for the next six months. I was happy because Mum was home most of the time. The café became a no-go area for her, but I sneaked in, and Dad would spoil me rotten with rock cakes and Pepsi, whatever I wanted. I went back to St. Joseph’s to continue my primary education.


While I didn’t really take sides, I knew it wasn’t a good idea to tell Mum about my secret excursions with Dad, like the time he took me to Cornwall; a really long drive, but I got to know Dorothy and my little half-sister. Dad had bought a new house in Oakley Square, Euston. Once he and Dorothy moved in, Mum promptly led all of us back to Shaftesbury Avenue. Dad never lived there again, but we saw him every day, downstairs, busily working in the shop. Frankly, that was good enough for me. Mum became the heart and centre of our home, and she and Dad were still both looking after us . . . as well as the customers, of course.


The West End was full of rascally enterprises for cheeky young boys like me and my buddy, Andy. After school we were always tempting trouble; it was like a contest to do something really naughty and get as close to being caught as possible, then smartly dash away from the scene of the crime: ringing doorbells and running off, or dropping stink bombs into crowded restaurants (not ours, obviously) and waiting just long enough to see the foul expression on people’s faces – oh, we had so much fun!


One of the capers we attempted ended up being very dark and dangerous. Both Andy and I had mastered the art of bunking into local cinemas, prising open the fire safety bar on the exit doors with a coat hanger, and slipping through unnoticed. On one occasion, Andy wasn’t around – I was alone, attempting to break in through the back alley of the Odeon cinema on Tottenham Court Road to see The Incredible Shrinking Man. Suddenly, a slightly balding, bespectacled, middle-aged gent in a beige-coloured raincoat walked up behind me and swiftly pried the door open like a skilled professional. As we entered, he grabbed me and forced me to the floor. He unzipped his fly and pinned me down on the cement steps, trying to make me kiss his dick. I firmly resisted, wriggling under the weight of his knee and started to yell as loud as I could. The noise made him give up. He zipped up his trousers and slipped back out through the door onto the busy street, and disappeared.


I was only eight at the time and had never experienced anything as spine-chilling as that before. I felt numb. I just proceeded up the stairs to the cinema and watched the film. Because I had bunked in illegally, I was too scared to tell anyone what had happened. It was an afternoon show, so the cinema was pretty empty. As I sank into the velvet seat, sitting alone and comfortably surrounded by darkness, the film quickly helped me forget for a while.


Later, I saw Dad in the café. An awful feeling was still with me, so I told him what had happened. Bellowing every known curse in Greek, he went totally berserk and picked up a large bread knife and rushed out, scouring the streets for the man. David followed, searching round the whole St. Giles area. That taught me a lesson. I understood that apart from stink bombs and gangsters, there were other nasty goings-on in this city, and bad things happened if you weren’t careful.


Elsewhere on the radar, pop music was on the rise and capturing the hearts, shillings, and pence of my generation. The world was on the brink of a brave new musical takeover; Buddy Holly, the Everly Brothers, Little Richard, and Elvis were the trailblazers, leading us out of the monochrome memories and web-draped halls of history. Mario Lanza, Perry Como, Doris Day, and Vera Lynn were all about to be parked in the back garage of music collections. Rock ’n’ roll was bulldozing towards us at great speed and ferocity; the highway was opening up!


After collecting enough pocket money of my own, I bought my first 45 rpm single: “Baby Face” by Little Richard, with “Tutti Frutti” on the B-side. His soulful voice was so tight, gutsy, and amazing. Music was exploding in our hearts and on the airwaves. The growing power of radio and TV connected kids all around the world, like us, to this new, chorus-driven revolution.


I was ready to be called up. The world was about to change! Britain came up with its own sprout of imitation would-be Elvises like Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard, but they were not manufactured in America, so we knew they were not authentic – like the tight-fitting Levi’s jeans we all wanted to run around in.


My big brother was seven years older and was already quite skilled at running around. He had tasted the world outside and was intent on asserting his manhood early on in life. David got married at seventeen. It was a strange and very untraditional type of wedding, very different from the Greek-Cypriot kind I was used to; big reception parties with lots of tables, guests, and loud Greek music, dancing and wine. But Dave and his bride – Anita Tobias, a Jewish girl from Stepney – tied the knot discreetly in a West End registry office. We had a photo of the family taken in Russell Square. Dad shared a cigar with the father-in-law, and the formalities were complete. David and his wife then moved into a bedsit somewhere in east London.


Back on Shaftesbury Avenue, Mum, Anita, and I adjusted to a home without David. It seemed quieter and more peaceful – but notably emptier.


Things didn’t go so kosher over on the east side, however. After a few months, the honeymoon was over and the marriage was at an end. They divorced, and he came home. Feeling pretty disturbed by the experience, David was referred to Colney Hatch asylum for treatment. Eventually, they kicked him out after he started psychoanalysing the doctors – that was a good sign of his return to normality.


David then got involved in the fashion trade and was much more motivated – probably because of his proximity to a lot of pretty ladies (in that respect, he was a lot like Dad). “Lanky-Lazy-Casa-Dave” was my nickname for him, a six- foot, incurable Casanova. He looked like the film star John Cassavetes, and I had a depressingly long way to go to reach his kind of height or status with the opposite sex.


My talents lay in another department: I was the artistic one, following on from my uncle Hugo in Sweden. Music was not seen as a possible vocation as far as I was concerned; it was just something I enjoyed. By this time, though, my other six-foot-and-a-bit tall, half-brother, George – he was another very handsome piece of work – had reconnected with Dad and migrated to London, and he played bouzouki guitar and violin at Greek weddings and clubs.


It was David who first toyed with the idea of my becoming a singer. Laurie London had just had a massive hit with “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands.” That was an impressive message coming from a young boy from east London’s Bethnal Green. Soon after Laurie came Emile Ford and the Checkmates, who had a smash hit with “What Do You Want to Make Those Eyes at Me For?” Now, Emile was much closer to home, being someone who David had actually bumped into in the corridors of Kingsway day college, not far down the road from us.


“You could do that, easily,” David told me, semi-jokingly.


However, I didn’t fully believe him at the time. Though I was clearly acknowledged as the “entertainer” of the family, especially when it came to dressing up, everybody admired my illustrative skills and knew that’s where my heart was. It even earned me special privileges and elevated my status at school, where the teachers would ask me to draw scenes from the story readings and display them in class. Mum was especially proud of my talents and encouraged me by providing lots of watercolour paints and paper. My ambition was firmly fixed on becoming a “famous” artist like my uncle.


Art was my gateway to freedom; it took me to a place where I could envisage a world of my own choosing and gradually became a means of communicating my thoughts and bright Technicolour dreams to those who stood outside my private walls. It was the gift of looking at things more closely and seeing something not necessarily spotted by others.


Apart from Uncle Hugo’s cubist abstract style, my vision swung to the great Impressionists and I soon fell in love with the bold colours and brush strokes of Vincent van Gogh. One evening, Mum read some pages of his biography as we sat round the tiny gas fire in our front living room. During the emotive story I started crying, hearing how he cut off a part of his ear in a moment of manic frustration. For some reason I innately empathised with how difficult it must have been for him to contain such brilliant, bursting visions that caused him to be labelled a mad social outcast.


Being born in the middle of the twentieth century meant I saw that art and the visual media were changing how we perceived things, in a totally new way. Pictures, once silent and imprisoned, were now breaking free of their shackles, yelling loud and coming to life using a technique called animation – and I soon became a huge fan of this new, alternate world of cartoons and characters. Walt Disney was the absolute sovereign master of this cinematic magic, and I became a devoted subject in his kingdom. Fantasia introduced us kids to enchanting full-length films, creating incredibly powerful epics like Snow White, Bambi, Pinocchio and Dumbo, the flying elephant.


Weekly I would trot off with my sister to the local Tatler cinema on Charing Cross Road, buy an orange popsicle and watch Laurel & Hardy, the Three Stooges, Flash Gordon, and the latest cartoons. Heaven! When back home, I began to invent my own characters and storyboards, and dreamed of seeing them one day bouncing onto the screen. Everybody admired my little doodles and encouraged me to go forward and make a name for myself.


Cartoons became my favourite form of art through which I could create my own band of heroes and villains. The duel between good and evil is a never-ending feature of life – children’s cartoons not excluded. No one should doubt that violence played a vital part in the spectacular success story of animation studios like Disney’s. At the end of the cartoon, the victim (a cute, timid mouse) would always wreak his bloody revenge on his tormentor (a nasty cat): justice was done. Walt had no qualms at the end of Snow White about striking down the wicked Queen with lightning, making her sizzle and fall to her death and die. We loved it!


Today, times and techniques have moved on, yet it’s still the same essential old story. Modern action movies, using ultra-powerful digital effects, have created new worlds full of extraordinary saviours, all busy with the job of slaughtering evil mutants and saving our endangered planet. These have gradually replaced the need for the saints of the age-old religious narrative and guided us towards a more visually entertaining and instant version of divine justice – and (commercially speaking) are considerably more lucrative than the customary collection boxes that were passed around the congregation during Mass. Truth was, churches were rapidly emptying, while cinemas were cramming them in.


As a growing lad with fast-developing male tendencies, I naturally gravitated towards any danger-filled subjects of a magnetic, action-driven nature involving as much violence, destruction, and death as possible; images of wars, ghoulish monsters, horror films, and bloody revolutions became frequent favourites of mine.


After seeing a film of Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, my fascination with the French Revolution even drove me to build little guillotines out of balsa wood late into the night – to the visible repulsion of my sister, whose stock of LPs provided the soundtrack to my new, “boyish” pursuit. I soon developed a permanent attachment to her shiny mahogany Philips record player – a gift from Dad on her twenty-first birthday. Dad must have really loved my sister Anita a lot because, previously, on her eighth birthday, he had bought her a little black baby grand piano, which occupied a good quarter of our upstairs living room. It was probably my mother’s suggestion, as most proper, high-bred Swedish homes possessed a piano for family members to entertain themselves on. It certainly looked rich!


Anita’s new record player was much more practical for me. I could load up a small stack of her LPs, then switch on and watch the automatic stylus arm swing into action as the twelve-inch black discs dropped one by one onto the turntable. It was magic! Background music spurred my creative process. I squeezed my eyes and focused, as I delicately painted uniforms of model toy soldiers in my poorly equipped little army of “desert rats,” or carefully assembled the fearful French execution machine, staining the head-hole with red enamel paint to add a touch of bloody realism.


Stirring melodies from a range of classical composers provided a potent means for transportation towards soaring, exciting new aesthetic thresholds. Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess became one of those LPs I played over and over again. Anita had some truly inspirational black vinyl, and I would spend hours levitating my artistic imagination: Tchaikovsky, Beethoven, Rodgers & Hammerstein, and Gershwin, so masterfully revealing their musical genius – compared to crooners like Frank Sinatra and Nat King Cole, who happened to occupy a romantic “girly” space in my sister’s LP library too. But I didn’t mind them, either.


Alongside Disney’s animation, action comics were also super-sized influences in my young life, until my attention gradually turned to realism and contemporary conflicts that dominated the news, such as the Cold War between the West and the Soviet Union. I became drawn to a new and more serious form of illustrative reporting: political caricatures.


Nikita Khrushchev, Harold Macmillan, and John F. Kennedy were perfectly mutable faces and figures for this purpose. In a drawing of Khrushchev, the communist leader of the USSR exposes his spiky, atom-bomb-shaped teeth, about to devour Cuba with one ravenous bite, while Kennedy threateningly stands on the sidelines. That’s how I pictured things at the time, poised – as we were – on the brink of a nuclear war which would probably see the annihilation of the world as we knew it, if no one had the guts to back down.


The Giles cartoons were the only reason I’d pick up a copy of the Daily Express; they portrayed a British working-class family commenting on the headline news of the day – I just loved the wild grandma who rode a motorbike and was blissfully oblivious to whatever was upsetting everyone else.


But powerful satirical magazines like Private Eye and Punch would soon take over and became my favourite sources for dry humour and inspiration. I drew my own cartoon sketches with a new ambition to one day be an illustrator and join the ranks of cartoonists such as Gerald Scarfe, Ronald Searle and Ralph Steadman, whose sharply grotesque and demonic ink characters were now overshadowing Batman, Dennis the Menace, Bambi, and even Grandma Giles. Get back into the trunk, you lot – I’m grown up!


Drawing people’s faces and characters was my speciality, so I decided to make a business out of it; Trafalgar Square and the National Portrait Gallery were only down the road and seemed like an ideal spot for me to set up my stall. So one Saturday I strolled down Charing Cross Road and put up my easel and A2 white cartridge pad with a sign, “Portraits 2/-” (two British shillings, that is). In no time I had my first customers, which led to a huge crowd, tightly gathered around me, watching avidly as the portraits gradually materialised. I sketched people’s faces, handing them over, neatly rolled, in exchange for hard cash.


It was all going splendidly until a sweet young couple approached to have their portraits done together. I sweated profusely over this particular work of art until it was complete. As I finished I went to peel the page and roll it up for them – ripping it right down the middle! The crowd of spectators gasped . . . and then laughed. I blushed a tomato red, grabbed my tools, and hurried home. That was the end of that brief enterprise.


Andy and I were advancing in age together and shared a relentless fascination for thrills – and heights! Our new escapade was to go out late in the evening and scale the local buildings, climbing dangerously high up onto the rooftops in our area. From those dizzying heights we’d gaze at the noisy city below, undeclared champions of London’s skyline. Nothing could beat the full-body tingle we both felt climbing up through escape hatches, overlooking the streets of the city, surveying the open horizon under the black night sky, trying to spot the glowing face of Big Ben between ranks of chimneys. Skilfully defying fear and gravity, we conquered the lofty, inaccessible plateaus of mountainous tiles – like explorers of a highly secret, nocturnal world.


To my utter astonishment and disbelief, this unworldly experience was totally captured in a hit single by the Drifters, called “Up on the Roof.” Incredible! When I first heard that song I realised how music could seize my feelings and emotions more powerfully than any other medium – even art – preparing me for what was to come.


Providentially, “what was to come” might never have happened, and events could easily have taken a terrible turn for the worse that night when I nearly fell climbing the roof of the Princes Theatre. I was possibly just an inch or two away from knocking on heaven’s door – or something much worse awaiting me down in the scary basement of God’s great mansion. Potentially, there was a defining moment where death looked at me – and blinked. Thank God!
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Jesus vs. Superman


1959–63


EVEN THOUGH IT was terrific to be born in an age where TV had arrived and comic fiction – even shiny white spaceships – was coming true, it was odd how the human spirit still seemed as deep and mysterious as the vastly uncharted universe itself – equally borderless.


The war to define the soul of man was on. Out on the battlefield we heard the explosions and saw opposing camps, all violently clashing, contesting with each other to make credible sense about the object of human existence and how on earth we all managed to be here in the first place.


The prize fight between Adam and the Apeman was a life- or-death tournament conducted within the vast Colosseum of public opinion, as the robed philosophers and historians gazed down, making bets on the outcome of the homicidal spectacle.


The materialist vision – at least from the predominantly scientific, Western vantage point – seemed to be winning: church and religion were looking fairly antiquated against the massive advances science and technology were making. The idea of self-replicating molecules, living and driven by some innate survival-gene factor, leaping and branching into multifarious species, supported by lifelike images of hairy apes gradually stretching their backs and walking upright into the shape of a clean, white-skinned man, was very convincing. Billions of years certainly provided scope for many things to possibly happen in terms of time and space, didn’t it?


Death, in the meantime, was still lurking, awaiting everybody, and science didn’t seem qualified or prepared to hypothesise what happened to us after that. One of my earliest childhood awakenings to the mysteries hidden in the boundless depths of the universe took place one night while I was leaning out of my bedroom window gazing up at the starry sky: “Where does the night end?” No answer ever came back. This was probably the genesis of my future probings into metaphysics. Death was the greatest and most frightening frontier facing us.


There were lots of puzzles to life that needed to be solved before my time ran out. But they would all have to wait, as I had an urgent issue pending. Unfortunately, like Andy, I had failed my eleven-plus [exit] exams. That meant I was doomed to attend a common high school, not fit to remain with the saintly intellectual class any longer. I was thus packed off to Northampton secondary modern, just off Old Street in the City, while my best buddy Andy got shunted elsewhere.


Making new friends was virtually impossible. I looked for someone to play with but the clan of pure East End kids dominated the turf, full of cold, hard-faced rockers (Mile End was only round the corner), and I was a West End lad, still hopelessly useless at football. It was a time of fear and isolation.


Having a foreign-sounding name was already bad news: “Steven Demetre Georgiou” was just as unpronounceably damned as it could get. Eventually, I was lucky to make friends with a short but tough Greek boy called Demetre who, as well as sharing my middle name, was easy to get along with. We began to hang around together a lot, especially outside school hours. He introduced me to pornography; I still remember it was an old Victorian erotic picture book and pretty difficult to put down – like the ghastly feeling of guilt that came with it.


The pull of the world continued to get stronger and, by then, the church at Lincoln’s Inn seemed a long, long way away. I had gradually stopped attending Sunday Mass, increasingly making decisions for myself as to where I went or what I did with my spare time. My parents were quite open-minded in that way, and I suppose they trusted me not to do anything daft. I had it quite easy; Andy had a much harder time coping with his heavy-handed, strict Catholic mother.


Dad wasn’t around much, apart from shop working hours, and Mum, fortunately, was much softer on me. Though she had a strong ethical character from her own Baptist upbringing, she never hit me. If she frowned, that was enough! My sister, however, was another thing. Anita would threaten to lock me in the toilet if I said something naughty or got out of line. One time she actually did it; that was enough to teach me not to expose any of my private sexual thoughts to my big sister. She was pretty off-limits regarding that stuff.


My early days at St. Joseph’s also had some effect on calibrating my moral barometer. Though my hands were not red-sore from being caned by nuns anymore, my conscience still hurt whenever I fell into sin; it felt uncomfortable – but not too distressing, I hope, for the “scribbling” angels who had not yet moved into overtime.


As per the rules of nature, the age of my sexual awakening had well and truly begun, and I was on the lookout for girls, desperate to get more acquainted with the opposite sex. My brother had always been a role model for me. Roaming around in his suave, Burton-tailored suits, big Dave’s confident charm was in stark contrast to my shy and awkward approach to “birds.” In some way, he replaced Dad as a father figure. I looked up to him and sometimes he’d stop and lecture me. “You’ll never find a woman better than your mother,” was one of his wisdoms I never forgot.


David’s age, experience, and victories with the ladies made him an exemplar for Andy and me. He was able enough to do exactly what he wanted. Tall and attractive to girls, already married and divorced, he was even plucky enough to go out with a couple of beautiful South African cast members from a musical running at the Princes Theatre, which made me crazily jealous! His late-night destinations were the Whisky A Go-Go on Wardour Street and the Empire Ballroom in Leicester Square, where the minimum age for entrance was eighteen – I was eleven! It was going to be impossible for me to compete with big brother and his buddies; I was going to have to establish my own personal scene. It was time to create some action of my own.


Lots-O-Fun was my favourite hangout; it was a neon-lit “palace” full of colourful pinball machines, in Cambridge Circus; I’d pour all my hard-earned tips into the cash-hungry monsters, doing my utmost to win another desirable five-pack of Player’s Weights cigarettes. After the café, that was where I’d be. The ching-chinging of bells as the shiny chrome pinball shot out, bouncing around the colour-flashing rubber rings and targets as the scores rolled higher and higher, was pure heavenly music to me.


There was always something going on in our groovy part of town: hanging around Soho one day with Andy and another pal – Eddie, who lived round the corner – I got my first part as a film extra. Anthony Newley was making The Small World of Sammy Lee on Old Compton Street, and we happened to be standing on the pavement by a lamppost as the film crew with heavy cameras arrived. The scene involved Newley running down the taxi-bustling street. As he passed us, I put on my best cool, nonchalant look, trying not to glance at him. It was over in a flash.3


They never paid us a penny, of course. The movie was just another cheap black-and-white British film of the late fifties; extremely grey in nature and nothing like the dazzling drama and excitement found in Hollywood’s epic productions. I never even went to see it, probably because it was X-rated with quite a few topless scenes. (Mightily frustrating!)


Beyond those “underage” teeth-gritting annoyances, I was a fully liberated youngster and had a chance to stay out till late. I’d meet my friends outside school hours at twilight and got familiar with some local girls in the nearby block of flats off Southampton Row in Holborn. That’s where I met Anne, a plain, dark-haired English girl who became my first “steady”: wow! The first kiss in the lift was really something. In those days, if a girl let you kiss her, that was a pretty strong indication of your “going steady.” Not much else required. Just a brief time together after school, sharing sweets or cigarettes – and having to put up with friends and outsiders pointing and making fun of the two lovebirds.


Regrettably, the grounds outside Anne’s flats became the scene of a battle with a brassy boy from the area. We picked up splintered wooden bars as a crowd of kids shouted and egged us on. Untrained in the art of wielding a caveman club, I was instantly struck on the head, and the duel was over in seconds. Feeling around in my hair, I could see blood pouring through my hands! Luckily, Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital was only a few hundred yards away. David heard the news and came rushing to the hospital. They fixed me up good. But after this, my interest in Anne faded away. I was probably too embarrassed by the incident and lost contact. But the scar remained.


Looking for new things to connect with, fashion seemed to point the way. These were the days of Cuban-heeled pointed shoes, called winklepickers, and tight, drainpipe trousers. At school I was an outsider who envied the smart local lads. To compete I would spend ages in front of the mirror dipping into a bowl of Dad’s Brylcreem, trying to perfect my spiffy hairstyle. My local barber had direct instructions (under the threat of death) regarding the exact length and shape of my hair, so that I could resemble as closely as possible my favourite film idol of that time, Tony Curtis.


Mum was always there, sympathetic and ready to serve my fashionable whims. When I dictated split-end trousers, she would patiently update my wardrobe, running all my favourites under the sewing machine. No one was kinder to me than my mother, always giving me whatever I wanted. She probably didn’t realise the pressure I was under at school. Similarly – in some ways – being caught up in my own adolescence, I never spent a great deal of time trying to imagine what my mum’s life must have been like. She kept her feelings quite private, always caring for others but never revealing what may have been hurting her inside.


In an effort to fit in with local “hard nuts,” I tried to look tough and quickly learned my next art: smoking in the toilets without expelling my guts. The boys’ urinals were as foul-smelling as one can imagine. It was all part of the process of needing to appear as cool as possible. A new brand of cigarettes, Salem, had just come onto the market. They were mint-flavoured, which probably made them slightly easier for me to inhale and keep down.


Movies did a prime job of promoting the lifestyle and image of what most youngsters wanted to mimic, and the blockbusters imported from the US almost always displayed handsome stars casually puffing away on the big screen, fearless of censorship (or death). Mystery movies and glorified gangster films absolutely billowed with smoke, as the audiences in the cinema watched on with reverence.


Marlon Brando and his student, James Dean, were probably more responsible than anyone else for iconising the moody, loose-cigarette-toting, introverted, restless, anti-establishment hero. Dean’s influence on me as well as on my brother’s generation was mighty and immeasurable; it represented the desire to get away from the constraints of a nine-to-five life sentence. He glamourised our dreams of a more beautiful and carefree existence – along with the help of his female counterpart, Marilyn Monroe – making tomorrow’s world all ours for the taking.


Dreams did not always take the direction we wanted them to. That hard lesson arrived with the death of James Dean in a car crash in 1955, followed not long after by Buddy Holly’s plane going down.


These tragedies rudely reminded us that there is a limit to everything and that fate stood more proud and powerful than any passing jubilance. If only we could understand what it was going to do next.


In 1961, without warning, the latest American hit musical movie, West Side Story, suddenly burst onto the world’s screens – and imploded into Andy’s and my life. We were wild city trippers, and, because of our street background, we instantly fell crazily in love with this urban epic. We were infatuated with all of it: the T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers, juxtaposed against the backstreets of New York and its tribal precincts, with metal fire escapes, criss-crossing tenement buildings, silhouetted against a burning red skyline . . . Leonard Bernstein was a genius!


West Side Story had captured the currents of the time. Marlon Brando started it with The Wild One, James Dean refined it with Rebel Without a Cause – but Stephen Sondheim and Bernstein put all of it into words and music.


Andy and I were insane fans. We created our own fictitious gang, “The Belts,” and began imitating modern choreography steps, dancing round telephone boxes and pavements near our cafés. The groundbreaking score was so electrifying and just too incredible for words; the music entered our bloodstream. After seeing the film endless times, everything was different. “Somewhere” became our theme song, and I wanted to marry Natalie Wood . . . but reluctantly I began to accept that she was probably never going to even know my name – it was a dream too far. What Andy and I could do, instead, was dance around the streets, clapping and tapping our heels in jagged staccato style, singing, “I like to be in America!”


Because we lived in the centre of theatreland, it was easy to feel the buzz all around us. Musicals brightened our world. Even before West Side Story, I’d seen all of the great Technicolour stage-to-film movies like Carousel and South Pacific, as well as being a fan of music soundtracks like The Magnificent Seven, written by Elmer Bernstein, who also happened to write one of the most remarkably catchy theme tunes of all time, “Walk on the Wild Side,” from the 1962 movie of the same name.


Across the road from my front door, King Kong, an all- black musical from South Africa, had opened. It was full of infectious melodies and African rhythm; Andy and I had seen it a couple of times and we adored it, but couldn’t afford to keep on buying tickets. We ended up hanging around at the back entrance of the theatre and listened to the muffled sound of the songs, trying to glimpse the actors and dancers through a gap in the stage doors, night after glorious night.


Music was intoxicating. I’d dance and sing all the choruses I knew at the top of my voice, floating six inches off the pavement, bellowing up and down the street, oblivious to everyone.


Knocked out by the lightning charge of all these adolescent emotions, we were finding it harder and harder to think about the watchful angels who were busy recording our actions. While I wasn’t attending church on Sundays much anymore, I still believed in God. However, it seemed the prevalent belief at the time was focused on the capabilities of Homo sapiens, a futuristic-minded creature with so much undeveloped potential to imagine, explore, and enjoy. There were so many joys in this world to choose from but, for me, music was the one thing that always made me feel good. It started to dominate most of my life.


Meanwhile, other serious choices were being constructed for me on the compulsory education side of life. I was approaching thirteen, and Northampton secondary was being merged with a couple of other schools in east London. Mum must’ve got wind about the perils of this particular move, given the notoriety of the Islington area, which had a reputation for sprouting gangs, pregnancy, and seriously not-so-nice behaviour. Plans changed.


I was duly enrolled in a private day school called Hyde Park college on Craven Hill, Bayswater, a boys’ school catering to the children of fairly well-off, busy parents whose trades were mostly in central London. The college was distinguished enough to send us horse-riding in Rotten Row. This school was where I hitched up with another two Cypriot lads, Costas and Mozouras.


They say you can take the boy out of the West End, but you can’t take the West End out of the boy. This was made evident by the fact that, before long, I had established a business in the college along with my two Greek compatriots. Most of the other students had posh accents, and their pockets were bulging with stipends from Mummy and Daddy’s coffers. So the “Greek gang” began a protection racket. Unfortunately, it crumbled one day when a brave and stocky student refused to pay up. We slunk back into the background and gave up on that short stint of racketeering.


The college had some pretty ancient teachers, including Mr. Moorland; he was about two hundred years old – or that’s what he looked like. White fluffy hair, stiff mortarboard, and a chalk-infested, black master’s gown; he taught Latin.


Being a bit of a prankster, one day I tested the poor man by pretending to be sick; it was a real “West End production.” I had prepared a concoction in a bottle, mixing rhubarb juice, corn flakes, peas, and whatever other leftovers I could find in Mum’s kitchen. At the appropriate moment in the middle of the lesson, I sucked up a mouthful of this sickly looking guck and spewed it out onto the floor, groaning with pain. As predicted, I was permitted to go home, to the sheer admiration of my classmates. I took my bow and exited the college doors – the only thing missing was the applause.


What you give out comes back. It wasn’t very long after that I got my well-earned payback. Another eccentric teacher, of the loathsome subject of algebra, was Mr. Machacek, from Czechoslovakia, a communist Eastern European country as it was back then. He turned to me in the corridor after lunch one afternoon, probably after hearing somebody muttering “Commie” under his breath as he passed – but it wasn’t me! Mr. Machacek decided that it was. He instantly assigned six black marks in his little punishment book, which meant I was certainly headed for a caning on Friday.


I bawled out my innocence, but to no avail. We were summoned to the high court of Mr. Evans, the headmaster. Mr. Machacek told his side of the story, in which he repeatedly and falsely accused me of bad-mouthing him. My blood boiled! I picked up the weighty algebra book in my hands and hurled it with all the power I could at his incredulous face. I was expelled . . . but what a superb way to go!


This taught me that full payment of justice was not easily afforded to the weak in this world. On the other hand, it saved Dad about three thousand pounds a year in school fees.


Following my memorable exit from Hyde Park, I was sent to my third high school, Hugh Myddelton in Finsbury. It was a straight number 22 bus ride from outside my front door. I was enrolled as Steven Adams, to make my accommodation within the hub and chatter of English class kids easier.4


Regrettably, and without me knowing, I had picked up a bit of a posh accent from my brief time at the college, so I was labelled “different” again. In some respects, it was not all negative; the girls at school seemed to take a fair bit of notice of me. Uniforms were not compulsory at Hugh Myd, so I even had a chance to show off my smart new mod clothes: swanky hip jackets and bright, luminous green socks. All that was perfectly dandy, but chatting up the girls was a million times harder than just looking “good.” So I kept my mystique and avoided talking to them as much as possible; that way, I wouldn’t lose my image. It earned me a lot of points, but very few tangible rewards.


Living in the West End meant that challenges and confrontations were inevitable. One threat I had to deal with came in the shape of a tall, Asian lad who adopted me as some kind of tag-along puppy. His name was Meru. He was a few years older and lived just round the corner in Neal Street, Covent Garden. Everywhere he went after school or weekends, I was dragged along and expected to accompany him. What his fascination with me was, I didn’t quite get, but because of his height, strength and muscular build, together with his dagger-like eyes, it felt dangerous to say “No.”


Week after week, month after month, the torment just got worse; the dread of seeing his face after the school gates closed made my stomach turn. I was like a slave on a chain having to follow my victimiser around everywhere: clubs, pubs, alleyways; he’d expect me to hang about all the time. The gift of freedom had been snatched away from me – something just had to give.


One day I woke up and decided I’d had enough. It had to be victory or servitude – win or lose. Marching over to the front of his house I stood on the pavement.


“Meru! Come down here!” I yelled.


Finally, and quite unsuspectingly, he opened the front door and came out to meet me, at which point I ran at him and began a ferocious volley of punches to his face and body that caught him completely by surprise. After about a minute or so he crumbled and dashed back into the house to take shelter. Whatever superhuman power got into me that day surprised even myself. Perhaps it was the agonising build-up of tension and hatred, being pressured and terrorised over a long period, which suddenly snapped and made me into an unbeatable underdog champion at that moment.


But the battle was not over as far as he was concerned. Meru managed to find me late one evening hanging around my favourite coffee shop in Soho and called me out. As I stepped out of the doors, he and a bunch of his pals pounced on me, kicking and beating me, and leaving me sprawled across the hood of a nearby Volkswagen. Meru and his crew sped away, mocking and laughing. I lay there aching and dizzy from the onslaught, but at last my hell was over. As far as I was concerned it was all quits. At least I had no fear of him ever bullying me again. I had earned my peace, at the cost of a little bruising.


Some years later, I found out he had become a professional wrestler and taken the title “Mohamed Meru Ullah – the Royal Tiger of Bengal.” So that’s who I’d been dealing with!


While conflicts and violent youth “wars” were going on around me, something inexplicable and quite non-worldly happened. It was a strange, sun-filled afternoon in the schoolyard at Hugh Myddelton. I was all alone at breaktime when a spiritual alter-self within me started to speak. It seemed crazy to imagine – especially after all the rotten things I’d seen and done. The inner voice soundlessly told me there was “Jesus” inside me. “Hey! Who said that?” It was never revealed.


Maybe it was a religious relapse after all the strenuous preaching I had received at St. Joseph’s or a pang of conscience stemming from a greater calling. I often thought that if I ever were to reform and restrain my wayward impulses, I might become a priest. But it seemed there was never a break long enough when I could categorically confess to have given up the tendency to sin.


A cataclysmic event was about to occur – fortunately, not yet the Day of Judgment, but an earthquake that would make every youngster twist, shake, and forget everything else they had previously done, seen, or heard. It began to rumble beneath the ominous grey clouds that overshadowed the remote terraced backyards of Liverpool. Near the creaky docks of Merseyside, four lads called the Beatles took to the air like a tornado spinning everything in its wake, all emanating from the sound of a shiny, black vinyl disc with the name Parlophone on it.


The Mersey Beat was born. This was followed by the raunchy R & B sound of groups like the Rolling Stones, the Animals, and the Yardbirds churning out a new twangy rock, borrowed heavily from the rhythm & blues stars originating Stateside. For ideology-starved teenagers like me, it was a calling. The pounding drums and rally for freedom meant that every enemy of change could be overcome by anyone armed with a simple electric guitar, drums, bass, and a catchy song.


The first explosive Beatles single that blew me away was “Love Me Do.” It was so sparse and bluesy – and totally Liverpudlian. All those elements formed a volcanic eruption of musical innovation and a genre never heard before, light years away from the prehistoric singers like Frank Ifield, Shirley Bassey, and Andy Williams. The mop-haired group’s uninhibited style – together with their competitors in that regard, the Stones – was totally unlike the look and fixed nature of those “aged” music fossils. That was probably one of the things that made us realise it was now possible to do anything, providing it was different from whatever was done before – and sufficiently younger.


Thank Your Lucky Stars, a new British TV show, was launched in 1961. Gathering round the TV set and watching the four powerfully talented lads perform “Twist and Shout” in 1963 was probably the biggest breakthrough: John Lennon’s piercing, primal scream launched us into a space and time drastically beyond our previously placid universe. Thereafter, it was impossible to sleep peacefully again.
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The Scene


1963–5


DISCOTHEQUES: THAT’S WHERE it was happening, down below in those dark and sweaty hangouts deep in the basements and alleyways of Soho. The Marquee and the 100 Club were a short trip down the road. Manfred Mann, the Yardbirds, the Who, and the Animals – all the great bands used to play those gigs, and occasionally a great American rock artist would drop in, like Chuck Berry.


I soon discovered a cool club in Soho where the top new R & B records were being played at ground-breaking volume: the Scene Club in Ham Yard, just off Piccadilly Circus. Guy Stevens was the boss DJ. It was the place to go, particularly for mods, the fashionable mob I most resembled.


Membership was expensive, and so here’s where my artistic talents came in useful: I simply forged my own membership card. Being just black and white made it really easy.


Soulful new sounds and rhythms were arriving all the time from Black US artists: Jimmy Reed, Bo Diddley, Booker T. & the MG’s, Ray Charles, Tamla Motown’s Four Tops, Smokey Robinson, Little Stevie Wonder. It was musical heaven. Oh, how many times we danced to “Louie Louie.” None of us bothered to stop and work out the words; you’d have to be a genius anyway to decipher what the Kingsmen singer was croaking about . . . but damn! It sounded so good!


After school, Andy and I would meet to go down to the discos or hang around the local coffee bars, spending whatever coins we had, repeatedly listening to singles played by bright, neon-lit jukeboxes. One of my favourites was Sam Cooke’s “Another Saturday Night.”


The Lorelei, a pokey Italian café, was my favourite destination. It was squeezed between Greek Street and Frith Street, in the heart of Soho. Frothy coffee was the only thing we drank as we sat for hours, elongating our sips and listening to the riveting stream of hits radiating from the robotic music machine. When a new Beatles or Stones single was released, we’d charge straight down to the Lorelei to hear it spin over and over and over again.


Musical lunacy increased. Andy and I would venture out, like werewolves at night, hunting for more. Darkly, under the dim, ultraviolet lights of the clubs, silhouetted DJs spun records like magical wizards of our souls, charged with a mission to keep us dancing on our feet till the morning hours. They provided the endless soundtrack to our well-past-midnight life.


Soon we got hooked on a new Jamaican rhythm called Bluebeat. Prince Buster was the king of the new offbeat genre. But that’s not all we got hooked on; we were easy prey for pushers who peddled discreet, paper-wrapped packages of pick-me-up tablets called “purple hearts.” We popped those illegal delicacies at three-hourly intervals to keep our legs and wings flapping.


Strolling dazedly back into school the next morning, I’d have to put on dark glasses to shield myself from the glaring chalk on the blackboard. Not many in the class understood why I looked so depressed and disconnected, particularly the teachers. That was one of the big downers of taking speed – as well as the gigantic hole it made in your pocket.


For me, life began after dark. One rainy night, a bunch of friends I knew from around Gower Street got together for a laugh and we formed an imaginary band. Dancing along the pavement, recklessly stomping over the bonnets of poor people’s cars like Peter Pan and his pyjama gang, we sang and imitated the sounds of our instruments. Haji (who looked a lot like Pete Townshend) was on trombone, Andy on trumpet, Jimmy Mitchell on percussion, John Anderson on drums, and me miming guitar. Needless to say, this was not going to satisfy me for long. It had to get real.


The pressure of music swirling around my head was too much. I had occasionally watched my mother settle herself down at the piano and play some of her native Scandinavian childhood melodies. It was a little pastime of hers. Mum wasn’t too serious about it, but it sounded so lovely. Following her example, I was inspired to sit down at the piano one day and try to play something of my own, one-finger style. Soon, I had plonked out a verse and chorus, a country and western–style song called “Darling No.” The lyrics were totally yucky. However, testing it on my pals, they all seemed fairly impressed. Problem was, I only had a top line – the rest of the arrangement was in the orchestra pit of my imagination.


Time was up! I just had to get myself a guitar and managed to convince Dad to part with eight pounds to purchase my first six-string “box” from Selmer, on Charing Cross Road. It was a cheap acoustic, an Italian make called an Eko. Its action was way too high, but the shape was right and . . . it was all mine!


After buying a Teach Yourself Guitar book, I began to practise placing my fingers carefully on the frets, following the dots on the pictures in the book and holding the strings down for as long as I could without buzzing. I wanted to change chords fast, moving from fret to fret, like a Bo Diddley or Kinks riff, but my hands just wouldn’t move quick enough.


Playing other people’s songs wasn’t going to work. I wasn’t skilled enough to learn all the keys and lyrics – too much of a job. Instead, I began making up my own ragged repertoire. Mum was patient and listened attentively as I tried to link together my shambolic chords while my untrained voice belted out the chorus. My lyrics were primitive, mostly wailing love songs. “Very nice, darling,” Mum would say.


My big brother, however, was not nearly so easily won over. David was always going to be my biggest critic. I tried to catch his attention: “Listen to this, Dave.” Reluctantly, he slumped down, tapping his toes impatiently. After not more than about one minute of my loud plonking and vocals, he broke in and snapped, “You sound like a frog! You’ll never be a singer. Go back to art.” He tramped out the door – leaving me more determined than ever to prove him wrong.


I still adored Bernstein and Rodgers & Hammerstein and dreamed that I might one day become a musical composer. When it came to writing, I didn’t perceive any boundaries. I was free to draw on musical influences from all sources – even the ethnic music played at the Greek weddings had an impact. Dad also used to sing his own unique stock of songs, mostly in Greek, but also in Arabic, which he had learned in Egypt. I loved the twiddly things he did with his voice. Growing up in the West End of London, all kinds of genres were floating in and out.


But my lack of ability on the guitar was an impediment. Tired and weakened, I decided to give up playing it for a while, put the box down and just immersed myself in the waves of hit singles flooding over us at the time. My fingers ached too much, anyway.


David had a friend, Gerry Horgan, from Stoke Newington who was a part-time boxer and had many other useful talents. One day he came over, sat us down, and put on an album; as he shut the door he said, “After you’ve heard this, you’ll never be the same.”


Of course, he was right. Bob Dylan cracked the walls of our imprisonment in the lyrical hall of murmurs and pointed towards a blaring new era of protest and change. The chimes of freedom were truly flashing. Bob opened our ears – a new, iconic, guitar-wielding, darker, slightly less well-fed version of James Dean, with a cigarette flimsily dangling from his mouth.


During those years, the message Dylan delivered – being so un-poppy, so nakedly raw and nasally – gave birth to another kind of folk music movement. Bob helped us to define our ultimate ideals for global peace and invented a new authentic approach to urban poetry, something that the more melodious “cavern-sound” of the Quarrymen (otherwise known as the Beatles) had not been able to do. These weren’t just easy-going, teenage love songs like “She Loves You” (yeah, yeah, yeah). Dylan soon became the high priest of protest; his words demanded a political change at ground level, and his music was defined by anthems like “Blowing in the Wind” and “The Times They Are A-Changin’.” We were all prepared for the revolution, and it would have to be massive to meet our expectations.


“House of the Risin’ Sun” was one of my favourite tracks on his incredible debut album. It drove me to seek out its origins. Luckily, a specialist jazz and blues record shop stood only a few steps across the road from our café. Collet’s overflowed with all the latest obscure LPs from across the pond and played authentically great-sounding records all day. That’s where I came upon one of the true grandfathers of the blues, Huddie Ledbetter (Lead Belly) and his Stella twelve-string guitar, including an early version of “House of the Risin’ Sun.” His songs were so true and gutsy. It was an education for me into the roots of early American Black music.


Leadbelly was also the original source of “Midnight Special” and “Rock Island Line,” songs made popular by Lonnie Donegan, a major pioneer who brought American blues and folk music – which ultimately morphed into rock ’n’ roll – to a British audience. With his humble skiffle group, Lonnie also inspired almost every young would-be British musician to grab Mum’s washboard, bang together those crude “bass” crates, and start making music – even John Lennon, after recruiting Paul McCartney and George Harrison, following Lonnie Donegan’s lead, actually began his band that way!


The next time I picked up the guitar, things had miraculously gotten better. The short break had done me good. Chords were sounding stronger – and the rotten buzz had gone! Not long after, I had a breakthrough when I wrote my longest song to date (two choruses and two verses), called “Mighty Peace.”




How I’d love to be a child


With friends spread all around me


Playing games and running wild,


With nothing more to do,


Than to watch the sun make light


And watch the moon take over


From the day into the night,


What mighty peace I’d find





David’s mind was also willing to change. After hearing Dylan’s grating voice, he realised it was not necessary to sound like Bobby Vee anymore. He was beginning to get used to my quirky style; he even liked a couple of the new songs I’d written.


Progress: frogs were in!


So, my big brother became a convincing advocate and, on my persistence, he asked Dad to fork out more cash for a classier guitar. This time, he suggested, it would be more like an investment: eighty pounds’ worth. Dad listened and gave me the cash. Ecstatic, I bought myself a new six-string, Swedish-made, Hagström guitar. She was the new love of my life. Songs sounded so much larger and more powerful on it, ideal for playing live – that’s if I ever found the guts to actually step out and face an audience. There were psychological barriers I needed to jump over. But my urge was to make it, to earn a place among the new generation of saints in that star-scented heaven. It was a dream I had no wish to wake from.


Living so close to the heartbeat of London’s music scene, I was always keenly on the lookout for any gap in the walls of the music business stronghold. So when word reached me about a “do” where Brian Epstein himself might drop in, I was fired up. The idea of such a chance, to actually rub shoulders with the Beatles’ very own mentor and manager, was too wild to be true. Grabbing my pal Andy, we headed straight for it.


The address was an elite club in Knightsbridge. It was a hot summer evening, and their windows and doors were all wide open, so we didn’t have to sneak in. It seemed pretty trendy, like a darkly lit disco. The rooms were packed with people gaggling and laughing loudly. We squeezed ourselves through the crowd up the stairs to the second floor, where the music seemed to be loudest. After helping ourselves to a few glasses of vodka and lime, things got a bit hazier. Not long after, some smart-suited guy approached and asked if we wanted to make it over to Epstein’s flat. What? Bingo!


Hopping into a taxi, we arrived at Lowndes Square, behind Belgravia. As we entered the deluxe-looking flat, mingling with a whole lot of other bodies, we saw Brian Epstein in a corner, swigging a glass of whisky. He glanced over to us from the other side of the room. There was obviously a lot of posing and subtle seduction games going on – we knew Epstein was gay – but Andy and I felt savvy and tough enough to deal with it.
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