

[image: Illustration]






[image: illustration]









 


Copyright © 2020 Rob Halford


The right of Rob Halford to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in 2020 by Headline Publishing Group


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain
by Headline Publishing Group in 2020


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Front cover photograph © Larry Rostant


Back cover photograph © Fin Costello/Redferns/Getty Images


Please refer to page 359 for song credits and to page 360 for picture credits


Hardback ISBN 978 1 4722 6930 0


eISBN: 978 1 4722 6928 7


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk










Contents



Title Page


Copyright Page


About the Author


About the Book


Disclaimer


Introduction – I’m suffocating!


1. Speed, bonnie boat . . .


2. Giving your mates a hand


3. Six barley wines and a Mogadon


4. Joining the Priesthood


5. Not even a bloody fiver!


6. Superman in a fur coat


7. The Shirley Bassey leather years


8. A whip-round for Marie Osmond


9. Mine eyes have seen the glory hole


10. By the time I get to Phoenix . . .


11. I love a man in uniform


12. Ladies and gentlemen, take your seats!


13. This is the one. This is love!


14. In the court of the King of Philadelphia


15. The smell of cordite


16. We should be so lucky! (Lucky, lucky, lucky . . .)


17. I – I – I asked her for a peppermint!


18. Loose lips sink ships


19. Knocking on Sharon Tate’s door


20. The Queen and I


21. The April Fool that wasn’t


22. The fire and power of heavy metal


Epilogue – Screaming my tits off forever


Metal Blessings


Permissions Acknowledgements


Index


Picture Section









About the Author


[image: illustration]
© Larry Rostant


ROB HALFORD is an English singer, songwriter and musician. He is best known as the lead vocalist of the Grammy award-winning heavy metal band, Judas Priest. The band have released 20 albums to date and continue to tour together today. Halford lives between The Midlands in the UK, and Arizona in the US.









About the Book


Most priests take confessions.


This one is giving his.


Rob Halford, front man of global iconic metal band Judas Priest, is a true ‘Metal God’. Raised in Britain’s hard-working heavy industrial heartland, he and his music were forged in the Black Country. Confess, his full autobiography, is an unforgettable rock ‘n’ roll story – a journey from a Walsall council estate to musical fame via alcoholism, addiction, police cells, ill-starred sexual trysts and bleak personal tragedy, through to rehab, coming out, redemption . . . and finding love.


Now, he is telling his gospel truth.


Told with Halford’s trademark self-deprecating, deadpan Black Country humour, Confess is the story of an extraordinary five decades in the music industry. It is also the tale of unlikely encounters with everybody from Superman to Andy Warhol, Madonna, Jack Nicholson and the Queen. More than anything else, it’s a celebration of the fire and power of heavy metal.


Rob Halford has decided to Confess.


Because it’s good for the soul.









Disclaimer


I have been totally candid in this memoir.
This is my gospel truth, but it is not for me to insist that other people bare their souls quite so freely.
A few names and other identifying details in Confess have been changed – to protect the innocent and the guilty.










Introduction



I’m suffocating!


It’s half past eight on a weekday morning in the early sixties. Time for school. Say ‘ta-ra’ to my mom and slip out of the front door. Left out of the gate, walk to the end of our street, turn left on to Darwin Road. Go along for a bit, do a right, take a deep breath . . . and cross the canal.


At the side of the canal – or the ‘cut’, as we say in Walsall – stood a huge smelting metalworks called G. & R. Thomas Ltd. It was the kind of infernal factory that gave the Black Country its name during the Industrial Revolution: the sort of crashing, heaving, stinking hellhole that most Walsall blokes spent their working days in.


During my childhood it would be crashing and heaving and stinking twenty-four seven. It would take far too long, and cost too much, to close its vast furnaces down and fire them up again, so the factory never stopped. And the filth and the poison that would belch out of there was unbelievable.


Metalworks like G. & R. Thomas Ltd shaped and dominated where I lived – and how I lived. At home, my mom would hang our white bedsheets out on the line on washing day, and bring them in streaked with grey and black soot. At school, I would sit and try to write at a desk that was vibrating to the rhythm of the giant steam press in the factory over the road:


THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!


Sometimes, on my way to school, I would see the silhouettes of the G. & R. Thomas workers tipping up the giant furnace’s cauldron over the sandpit. The molten metal would flow down like lava and instantly solidify into huge slabs of pig iron.


Pig iron. The name seemed to sum up the ugliness.


Passing it on my daily walk to school was an endurance test that I was not always sure I would survive. The choking fumes that swirled out of that factory and over the cut were incredibly toxic. If the wind was in the wrong direction, which it always seemed to be, fine pieces of grit caught in the smoke would blow hard into your eyes and stay there for days. They hurt like fuck.


I’ve always said that I could smell and taste heavy metal before the music was even invented . . .


So, I would take a deep breath, clutch my school bag close to me, and run across the bridge as fast as I could. On the worst days, when the smog and the pollution were so thick that you felt as if you could cut them, my brain would panic and rebel against the ordeal:


I’m suffocating!


I never did suffocate, somehow, and I always got to the other side, even if I was coughing and spluttering. Then I would do the whole thing again when I came home that afternoon. I was used to it. That was life in the Black Country.


There have been plenty of other times in my life when I have thought I’m suffocating. There were the claustrophobic, desperate years – so many of them! – when I felt trapped: the lead singer of one of the biggest heavy metal bands on the planet, and yet too frightened to tell the world that I was a gay man. I used to lie awake at night, worrying and wondering:


What would happen if I came out?


Would we lose all our fans?


Would it kill Judas Priest?


That fear and angst took me to some very dark places. It was hard to breathe when I was deep in the shitpit of alcoholism and addiction. It was hard to breathe when I was pinballing between doomed relationships with men who did not even share my sexuality. And it was hardest of all the day that a troubled lover hugged me goodbye . . . minutes before he put a gun to his head. And pulled the trigger.


When you are suffocating, that is how you are going to end up if you’re not careful, and I almost did: my self-destructive lifestyle nearly killed me. I even tried to do it myself. Yet, I survived. I came out the other side. I took a deep breath, and I got over the bridge and across the cut.


Today, I am clean, sober, in love, happy . . . and fearless. I am living an honest life and that means that nothing, and nobody, can hurt me any more. I am a rock version of an early, very secret, hero of mine: Quentin Crisp (who appears later in this tale). I am the stately homo of heavy metal.


I thought of the perfect title for this memoir: Confess. It could not be more appropriate. Because, believe me, this venal priest has sinned, sinned and sinned again, but now it is time to confess those sins . . . and maybe even to get your blessing.


So, let us pray.


Confess is the story of how I learned to breathe again.










1


Speed, bonnie boat . . .


In the beginning was the Beechdale Estate.


And it was good.


After the end of the Second World War, the British people thanked Winston Churchill for his efforts by dumping him out on his arse and electing a Labour government. This administration quickly set about a major socialist programme of building hundreds of thousands of publicly owned new homes to offset the post-war housing shortage.


Under the prime minister, Clement Attlee, and the housing minister, Aneurin Bevan, new council estates sprang up all over the country to replace the homes that had been bombed to bits during the war, and to give Britain’s working-class families somewhere to live. And typical of these developments was the Gypsy Lane Estate in Walsall, which soon got renamed the Beechdale.


A fifteen-minute walk from Walsall town centre, and ten miles north of Birmingham, the Beechdale was built, gleaming new, on industrial wasteland at the start of the fifties. For the first two decades of my life, it was my crucible. It was the centre of my world, my hopes, my dreams, my fears, my triumphs, my setbacks. Yet, funnily enough, I wasn’t born there.


After my mom and dad, Joan and Barry Halford, married in March 1950, they lived with Mom’s parents in Birchills, Walsall. It was a tiny house, so when Mom got pregnant with me, she and my dad moved in with Mom’s sister Gladys. Gladys and her husband, Jack, lived in Sutton Coldfield, on the way to Brum (as we Black Country folk call Birmingham).


I was born on 25 August 1951 and christened Robert John Arthur Halford. Arthur was a name that ran in the family: it was my dad’s middle name and my grandad’s first name. (Grandad’s middle name was Flavel; I’m pleased I didn’t inherit that!)


My sister, Sue, arrived a year later, and my parents were given a council house in Lichfield Road, Walsall. Then, in 1953, my family settled at 38 Kelvin Road on the Beechdale estate.


The Beechdale’s sturdy red-brick terraced and semi-detached houses were basic, as British council houses tend to be, but, like a lot of the Bevan-era dwellings, there was a kind of idealism behind them. They were bigger than the minimum size that was stipulated in government legislation, and even had their own front and back gardens.


Walsall Council doubtless envisaged these houses having pretty lawns and flower gardens . . . but it didn’t work out like that. In the post-war years, rationing was still going on, so Beechdale families used their outside spaces to grow spuds and veg. Basically, you walked out of your front door on to an allotment.


I can still picture the exact layout of 38 Kelvin Road. It had a living room, kitchen and little den downstairs, and upstairs was the loo, a tiny bathroom, my parents’ room, a box room, and the bedroom Sue and I shared. I had the bed by the window.


The Beechdale was neighbourly and had a real community spirit. People were always popping into each other’s houses. Some folk thought the estate was rough, but I didn’t. Mom* told me to steer clear of a handful of streets – ‘Whatever you do, don’t go down there!’ – but I never saw anything worse than a few rusty old fridges in gardens. It was hardly the Gorbals.


Like all working-class Black Country men, my dad worked in the steel factories. He started out as an engineer at a firm called Helliwells, who made airplane parts and were based at Walsall Aerodrome – now long gone.


The job suited my dad as he had always had a passion for planes. He used to be in the RAF reserves, and when his National Service came around, he longed to be called up to the Air Force. Instead, he got put in the Army and spent the Second World War on Salisbury Plain.


Dad’s passion for planes rubbed off on me and we’d make Airfix models together – Flying Fortresses, Spitfires, Hurricanes. He’d take me to Walsall Aerodrome to see gliders taking off, and once or twice we went down to London to watch planes at Heathrow Airport. That was exciting.


After Helliwells, my dad moved on to a steel-tubing factory. When a colleague left to form a new company, Tube Fabs, Dad joined him. He left the shop floor to become a buyer, and we stopped growing spuds in our garden and got a dinky little lawn with a path down the middle. We also got a car. It felt really special. It was only a Ford Prefect, nothing flash, but somehow if felt as if our status had improved. I loved being driven around instead of getting the bus everywhere.


Mom stayed at home when Sue and I were kids, as women did back then, cleaned every day and kept the house spotless. She was a devout believer that ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness’. At any time of the day or night, our house looked like a show home.


We had coal fires, and Mom would mither at one of our distant relatives, Jack, when he delivered a big sack of coal. I’d watch from the window as he lifted the bag off his lorry and, covered in soot, walked down our entry, past my dad’s motorbike, to drop it in our coal shed.


‘Dow mek too much dust, Jack!’ Mom would scold him.


‘It’s coal, bab!’ Jack would laugh. ‘What do yow expect?’


The future arrived at our house in the form of an immersion heater. To save money, Mom would only let us put it on for fifteen minutes before a bath, so we’d be sitting in a few inches of tepid water. Or all the lights would go off, because we’d forgotten to feed the meter.


Mom and Dad put pennies in the meter in its box in the living room. The box was so cold that Mom put jellies in there to set. When the meter man came to empty it, there would be five or six pennies left over. If we were lucky, Mom would give Sue and me one or two.


On winter nights, 38 Kelvin Road was like Sibera. I would lie buried under blankets in bed, watching ice form on the insides of the windows. Our bedroom floor was lino. To use the loo in the night, I had to sprint across the freezing floor.


The loo room was tiny, with just enough space to sit on the bog, as we called it, with your knees touching both walls. Dad was a heavy smoker and would take the newspaper in and sit on the toilet for an hour, puffing away.


Mom would warn him as he went in: ‘Oi! Make sure you open the window!’ In winter, he never did. After he came out, we’d have to wait five minutes for his fag smoke to clear. And the rest.


Dad put his pay packet on the table every Friday night and Mom handled all of the finances. Meals were basic: meat and two veg; fish and chips from the chippy or from the chip van that toured the estate every Friday; and a tasty local delicacy, faggots and peas.*


The time came to start school. I was so scared walking to Beechdale Infant School on my first day, holding Mom’s hand as we trudged through mud, as some of the estate was still being built. The school was only two streets from our house, but it felt like a hundred miles.


The horror, the horror! When we got there and Mom hugged me in the playground, bade me that curious Black Country farewell – ‘Ta-ra a bit, Rob!’ – and walked away . . . I freaked out. I am abandoned! I howled and I blarted (that’s what kids in Walsall call crying).


My first few days in school were traumatic, but then I bonded with a very glamorous female teacher who, to my five-year-old eyes, looked like a film star. I clung to her skirt every morning. If this lady is here, school is OK!


That teacher was a vision, a lifesaver and an angel for me. If only I could remember her name! In fact, I can’t recall too much about my infant school apart from that initial terror – and the agony of being in the nativity play.


Christmas rolled around, as it does, and I got cast as one of the Three Kings. I can still remember my line: ‘We have seen his star in the East!’ The problem I had was that, like all good kings, I had to wear a crown.


My crown was made of cardboard and held together at the back with a bulldog clip that jagged into my head. As soon as the teacher put the crown on my head, I felt like that clip was drilling a hole in my cranium. I kept trying to move it, and the teacher kept losing her rag with me:


‘Robert Halford, stop moving your crown!’


‘But, Miss, it really hurts! Ow!’


‘It will stop hurting in a minute!’


It didn’t. All through our kiddy take on the miracle of Christ our Lord being born, that bloody bulldog clip buried itself in my skull until my head was pounding.


I never knew Mom’s parents, as they died when I was young, but I worshipped my dad’s, Arthur and Cissy, and spent a lot of my weekends at their house, two miles away. Dad would drop me off on a Friday night and pick me up again on Sunday afternoon.


Their loo was outside, so going at night at their house was even worse than at ours. I’d psyche myself up to open the kitchen door and scurry into the darkness to their little brick hut in the back garden. In winter, the seat would be so icy cold I’d think I was stuck to it.


Nor did my grandad believe in loo roll. ‘No need to waste money on that!’ he’d say. ‘Newspaper is just as good! That was what we used in the war!’ There I’d sit, seven years old, in the garden, my teeth chattering in the pitch-black, wiping my arse on the Walsall Express & Star.


Nan and Grandad had brilliant stories. They told me how they ran to the air-raid shelter during the war, looking up to see Nazi bombers in the night sky on their way to destroy Coventry. I can still picture their ration books for milk and sugar, in little orangey-brown, Manila covers, like raffle books.


Grandad had fought at the Somme in the First World War but, like most men who had survived that hell, he never talked about it. Yet one day, while I was poking around their house, I made an amazing discovery.


My nan used to make me a little bed in their room by pulling two chairs together and sticking a couple of pillows on them. It was the comfiest bed in the world. Next to it was a little closet with a curtain across it, and one day I pulled open the curtain and found a trunk.


Curious, I opened up the trunk . . . and found it was full of First World War memorabilia. There was a Luger gun, a gas mask, and a whole load of German uniform insignias. The most amazing find was a proper old General Kitchener helmet, with a spike on the top.


I put the helmet on and went to find Nan and Grandad, my little head wobbling under the weight. ‘What’s this, Grandad?’ I asked. He was annoyed when he first saw me, and shouted at me to take it off . . . but my grandparents never stayed angry with me for long.


In any case, I was getting more and more keen to spend weekends with them – because, at home, Mom and Dad were getting into horrible fights.


They never argued in front of us, but when Sue and I had gone up to bed, their rows would start. They would yell, and go at it hammer and tongs. Sue and I never really knew what the arguments were about, but we’d wince in our beds as we lay and listened.


It would kick off, their voices would get louder – and sometimes, Dad would hit Mom. It wasn’t often, but we’d hear shouts, the SMACK! of a hand on flesh, and Mom howling. It’s the worst sound in the world for a kid to hear.


Now and then they would scream at each other that they were going to leave. Once, Dad did it. Sue and I were in the living room, it kicked off in the kitchen and we heard him yell, ‘That’s it – I’m off!’


Dad ran upstairs, packed a suitcase and slammed the front door. I gawped from the window as he vanished down our street into the twilight, and I thought my heart was breaking: He’s gone! Dad’s gone! I’ll never see him again!


He got to the end of the road, turned around and came back. But those few seconds felt like the end of my world . . . and having to hear those brutal arguments affected me in a way that I didn’t fully realise until far later in life.


But Confess is no misery memoir – far from it! The rows affected me a lot at the time, but they fell away as Sue and I grew older. Mom and Dad were loving, protective parents, and never in a million years would I describe my childhood as abusive or unhappy.


My mom was a very calm, steady person, just the sort of rock any kid needs. When we were together as a family, I hardly ever saw her lose her rag . . . except on The Day We Went to the Wrestling.


I was still very young but I remember it like it was yesterday. We went to Walsall Town Hall and had good seats, near to the ring. We sat down, the first bout started – and my mom absolutely lost it.


One of the wrestlers pulled a sneaky move and Mom was out of her seat, on her feet and yelling abuse at him: ‘You can’t do that, you dirty cheat! Ref! Ref! Disqualify him!’ She looked crazed. I had never seen her like this before!


I was dumbfounded, and my dad was mortified. ‘Sit down, woman!’ he hissed at Mom. ‘You’re showing us up!’


Mom took her seat again but was still fuming: ‘He should be chucked out of the ring for that!’


She wasn’t done. The next dirty move the wrestling villain tried, Mom leapt out of her seat and ran like greased lightning to the side of the ring, where she started taking swings at him through the ropes with her handbag. Wallop!


I can still picture Dad’s face. The Halford family never Went to the Wrestling again.


I liked making the short trip from the Beechdale into town. I loved the hustle and bustle of Walsall. Mom, Sue and I would catch the trolleybus from outside the Three Men in a Boat* pub to go to the food market that ran up the hill to St Matthew’s Church.


Sue and I used to beg to go into Woolworth on Walsall’s main drag, Park Street, to get a few sweets. Once, I had a panic attack in there. They announced over the tannoy that the shop was about to close, and I lost it.


‘Mom!’ I was yelling. We’ve got to get out! Quick! They’re shutting!’ I was terrified by nightmare visions of a night shut in Woolies. Then I had a rethink: ‘Oh, hang on, we’ll be locked in with the pick ’n’ mix! That’ll be OK . . .’


Mom would drop me and Sue off at the local cinema, the Savoy, for children’s movie mornings some weekends. We’d watch films and episodes of The Cisco Kid. We couldn’t hear them – the screenings were bedlam, with kids running about yelling, high on fizzy pop.


The Queen came to Walsall in 1957. I went to see her at the local civic park and beauty spot, the Arboretum. I was so excited: It’s the Queen! Off the telly! She wore a very brightly coloured coat. When she waved at the crowd, I imagined she was waving just to me.


Afterwards I learned that the Queen got her saddles made in Walsall, and that made me even more proud. Walsall is famous for its leather industry; I once went on a school trip to a leather factory and saw how they made the leather chains, whips and studs. I clearly took it to heart, as I’m still wearing them sixty years later. Come to think of it, Leather Chains, Whips and Studs – that could have been a good title for this memoir!


Walsall felt magical at Christmas, its packed streets covered in snow. A bloke who looked like a tramp would be flogging hot potatoes and roast chestnuts. His hands were black from his brazier, but that never put me off: ‘Mom, can I please have a spud? Please?’


The guy would hand me the potato in a piece of newspaper with a little twist of salt. It seemed so exotic and it tasted like caviar to me – not that I had any idea what caviar tasted like then! In fact, come to think of it, I still don’t.


Boyhood Christmas Days were all the same. I’d lie awake all night, sick with the anticipation of opening my presents, and it would all be over by eight in the morning. I’d get a selection box of sweets – KitKats, Rowntree’s Fruit Pastilles, Smarties – and it would dominate the day:


‘Mom, can I have a KitKat?’


‘No, I’m cooking the turkey! It’ll spoil your Christmas dinner!’


‘Oh, Mom! Can I have a Smartie then?’


‘Yes, go on, but only one!’


‘Thanks, Mom!’


Ten minutes later:


‘Mom, can I have a KitKat?’


On and on it went, to the Queen’s Speech and beyond . . .


One year, my dad got me a really cool present. It was a little steam engine with a burner that you put methylated spirits in and lit. You pushed the purple flame into a little boiler, poured water in, and it turned a wheel around. It was a beautiful piece of engineering.


In 1958 I changed schools to Beechdale Juniors, right next door to the infants. The lessons went up a notch, and I had to learn to write . . . with a fountain pen! It’s amazing to think that we used to do that.


As I learned to read, I got heavily into comics. I had the Beano and the Dandy delivered each week. They’d come through our door just before I left for school, and I’d spend all morning in class aching to go home at lunch and start reading them.


I used to love the story strips – Dennis the Menace, Korky the Cat, Minnie the Minx – but I’m not sure they sent out the best messages. I remember a Beano character, Little Plum, who used to say, ‘Me um smokum um pipum of peacum!’ British kids grew up thinking that Native Americans talked like that!


Well, the 1950s in Britain were not politically correct times. At my grandparents’, I had a money box for pocket money. It was a metal torso of a black man with exaggerated lips. You put a big old penny in his cupped hand, pressed his shoulder, and his hand would rise and drop the coin between his lips. The manufacturer’s delightful name for this toy? Black Sambo.


I can’t see it making a comeback . . .


I loved TV and would race home from school at lunchtime to watch the kids’ shows. I got into Gerry and Sylvia Anderson’s black-and-white animation series. The Adventures of Twizzle was about a boy whose arms and legs extended. Torchy the Battery Boy had a lamp on his bonce. Four Feather Falls was about a sheriff with magic guns and a talking horse.


As the Andersons got more sophisticated, they made Fireball XL5, Stingray and Thunderbirds. I loved them all, as well as shows like Muffin the Mule – a posh lady at a piano serenading a dancing toy donkey – and The Woodentops, a jerky puppet family.


So, I was just an ordinary kid doing ordinary things at the end of the 1950s . . . and then I had an extraordinary moment. They call them epiphanies, right? Those moments where you feel your life – your destiny – falling into place?


It happened like this.


I was at Beechdale Junior in a music lesson and the teacher was selecting who she should put into the school choir. She was sitting at the front, playing an upright piano, and my class had to take it in turns to get up and sing.


The teacher was playing a Scottish lullaby lament about Bonnie Prince Charlie called ‘The Skye Boat Song’. I knew the song because we had done it in class before, so when it came to my turn, I went to the front and sang:




Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing


Onward the sailors cry


Carry the lad that’s born to be king


Over the sea to Skye.





I liked the song, so I belted it out. When I finished, the teacher sat at the piano and stared at me. She didn’t say anything at first, then she told me:


‘Do that again for us.’


‘Yes, Miss.’


She turned to the rest of the class. ‘All of you, now, stop what you’re doing, be quiet, and listen to Robert,’ she told them. ‘Listen!’


I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but she played ‘The Skye Boat Song’ on the piano again and I gave it some welly again. And this time, at the end, something strange happened: the class spontaneously started clapping.


‘Come with me,’ the teacher told me, and led me to the classroom next door. We went in and she spoke to the teacher, who nodded.


‘Class, I want you to listen to Robert Halford sing this song,’ he said.


This was getting VERY strange now.


I sang ‘The Skye Boat Song’ yet again, this time a cappella, without the piano. I finished, and the class started clapping, just as mine had done. I stood there, looked at them, and soaked up the applause.


I bloody loved it!


I know every kid loves to be loved, and craves attention, but for me, it was more than that. In that moment, for the first time, I thought, OK, this is what I want to do! It felt wonderful, and I am only half joking when I say I think of that day as the start of my career in show business. Because, in many ways, it was.


As my time at Beechdale Juniors came to an end, I had my eleven-plus exam, which was what every kid in Britain took to tell if you were brainy and could go to the local grammar school, or if you’d get shovelled into the secondary modern. I passed, but I didn’t want to be parted from my mates, so I turned down going to the grammar.


In any case, I had other things on my mind by then.


Because, as I neared puberty, I had started to realise that I really wasn’t like the other boys.





 


* Most British people write ‘Mum’, but Sue and I always used ‘Mom’ because that was how we said it. Every Mothers’ Day, we’d have a devil of a job finding cards spelled like that in Walsall.


* To all of my American gay mates: yes, there really is a meatball-based meal in England called faggots and peas!


* Named after a famous son of Walsall, Jerome K. Jerome, who wrote the comic novel Three Men in a Boat.
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Giving your mates a hand


I knew that I was gay by the time I was ten years old.


Well, that’s probably not exactly right. I didn’t know what ‘being gay’ was, at that age. But I certainly knew that I liked being around boys more than being around girls, and I found them more attractive.


The first clue came at Beechdale Juniors, when I developed a major crush on a lad called Steven. I was really drawn to him and wanted to be near him all the time. I’d follow him around the playground at break times, trying to play with him.


I doubt that Steven even noticed, or if he did, he just thought I was a slightly clingy, irritating mate. He probably had no more idea what was going on than I did – but he definitely caused hormonal stirrings in my raw young heart.


Luckily, my thing for Steven soon passed, as pre-pubescent infatuations always do, and it was time to go to Big School. I transferred from the Beechdale Juniors to Richard C. Thomas, a big old secondary modern school in a neighbouring small town called Bloxwich.


Each morning, I would put on my grey trousers, blazer and blue tie with a gold stripe, grab my satchel and do the twenty-minute walk to school. After the hold-your-nose dash past G. & R. Thomas Ltd, I’d do a small detour to a bakery, where I’d buy a cob* hot from the oven for a ha’penny. I’d eat the middle and save the rest for later.


I’d do that walk every school day, even if it was pouring down with rain and there were gale-force winds. On those days, the class would all turn up drenched and there would be steam over our heads in morning assembly as our clothes dried out from the downpour. At least we all got a free little bottle of milk.


I settled into secondary modern quickly. Despite my early glimmers of sexual confusion, I was growing into myself and I was a confident boy. I had a good gang of mates and wasn’t particularly timid, or loud. I was just a normal Walsall lad.


I was a decent student. My favourite subject was English literature, and I got into poets like W.B. Yeats. I liked music lessons and was good at geography. I’m a big believer in destiny so, to me, that all makes sense: I’ve spent my life writing lyrics, playing music and touring the world!


I was also good at technical drawing, yet the subject didn’t interest me at all. If anything, it scared me a little. Anything engineering-based smacked of the dreaded steel factories – and, with all respect to Dad, who spent his life in them, I didn’t want to end up there. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life yet. But I knew it wasn’t that.


I also went abroad for the first time. When I was about thirteen, the school took us to Belgium for the weekend. We went to Ostend and all stayed in dormitory rooms in a hostel not far from the beach.


Going abroad felt such an adventure and so important. I remember being overwhelmed at how different everything was: the food, the cars, the clothes, the people and, of course, the language. All of it, down to the linen tablecloths in the hotel restaurant, felt more sophisticated than Walsall.


My best mate at school was a lad from the Beechdale called Tony. We shared the same sense of humour. We’d walk home reciting Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s Derek and Clive sketches, or make up our own. They were very rude, which, of course, always appeals to adolescent boys.


The other thing that adolescent boys find endlessly fascinating, of course, is sex – and this began playing an increasingly central role in my life. It all began when I got taught how to wank.


My instructor was a kid a year or two older than me who lived just up the road on the Beechdale. I was hanging out on the estate one weekend with a couple of mates from school when this lad came up to us.


‘Do you want to learn how to do something cool?’ he asked us.


‘Yeah, OK! Sound!’


‘Right. Follow me!’


We went to his house and he took us to a downstairs room, closed the door . . . and got his cock out. ‘This is how you do it,’ he said. ‘You hold it like this.’ He started rubbing himself, up and down, harder and harder. ‘If you do it faster, it makes you feel great!’ he added, going a bit red.


I didn’t know what to make of this, but my two mates had dropped their pants and were copying him, so I thought I’d better join in. I was self-conscious at first – I mean, you would be, wouldn’t you? – but then I got into it and, you know what? He was right: if you did it faster, it did make you feel great!


The lad was probably a budding pervert, but he didn’t touch us or say, ‘Let me hold yours’; he had just taken it upon himself to teach us the ancient, not-all-that-noble art of masturbation. And he opened up a whole new world of pleasure for me.


From then on, I was at it all the time. At home, I had been turfed out of the bedroom I was sharing with Sue. It was Sue’s idea, because she wanted more space and privacy, but I didn’t mind moving into the little box room. For one thing, it made it a lot easier to have a wank.


I’d knock one out any chance I got, and it was the same at school. I’d meet up with the mates I’d had the Beechdale masturbation tuition with, or a couple of others . . . and we’d wank each other off.


We had the perfect hidey-hole for it. I was still doing well at school and had been rewarded by being made school librarian. I liked that, and enjoyed going to the newsagent every day to pick up the papers to put them in the library.


The best thing about it, though, was that I got to use a little plywood annexe to the library, to work on the Dewey Decimal system. Nobody could see in – or so we thought – and so it was easy to nip in for a quick spurt of pleasuring each other when the mood took us. Which was . . . always.


One afternoon, I was in the little room with a good mate called Pete Higgs. Everything developed in the usual way – one minute we were working diligently on our English language class project; the next, we were tossing each other off.


Pete and I were rolling around on a table, our clothes askew and our trousers around our ankles, when I glanced over at the closed door. Above it was a thin strip of glass I had never noticed before – and in that window appeared the shocked face of the English teacher.


Shit!


‘Get down!’ I hissed at Pete, and the two of us dropped beneath the table. We crouched there, hearts pounding like the steam hammers in the factory over the road.


The teacher didn’t come in, but my heart was in my mouth.


Oh, fuck!


This was bad. There had to be consequences. Nothing happened for the next couple of days but I was dreading our next English language class. It all went as normal, but when the bell went at the end, and we were filing out, the teacher called us over.


‘Halford! Higgs! Stay behind!’


He beckoned us to him, and we trudged over.


‘Hands out!’


We both put our hands out in front of us.


‘You know what this is for, don’t you?’


Pete looked at me. I looked at him. We looked up at the teacher.


‘Yes, sir,’ I said, nodding.


He whacked us both, hard, with his cane. Three swift strokes on each hand. Six of the best.


‘You will never do that again in this school!’ he admonished us.


‘No, sir!’


‘Now get out!’


My blood rose into throbbing welts on both of my palms and I was blinking back tears from the excruciating pain. But, obviously, it didn’t stop us from doing it again . . . and again . . .


This may sound funny to you, but me and my friends wanking each other off wasn’t a gay thing. We were just mates having a laugh and, well, giving each other a hand. My friends were straight: they went on to become dads, and I’m sure they are grandads by now.


But that was them. I was a very different story.


If I had suspected it at ten, by my early teens, I knew for a fact that I was gay. I fancied boys more than girls: it was that simple. I wasn’t even horrified by the realisation: it felt natural and normal to me. But I instinctively knew to keep it quiet.


In any case, what did I know about gay sexuality? Walsall in the early sixties was not a hotbed of sexual information! I was a confused lad who knew nothing of this forbidden world I was drawn towards. But, occasionally, I would be given a clue.


Our family holidays were cheap and cheerful – we would no more have gone abroad than to the Moon – but they were great. Blackpool was a favourite. It would be freezing on the beach, and the sea looked like it was a mile away. I’d run over the sand, splash about in the waves, then sprint back up the beach and Mom would wrap me in a towel to ward off hypothermia. One year, we rented a battered old caravan by a railway track in Rhyl in North Wales. Every time a train went by, the whole caravan shook.


I would have been thirteen when we went to Westward Ho! in Devon. We were staying on a beachside caravan site, and one afternoon I wandered into the campsite shop just for something to do.


I saw a novel that had two men together on the cover, picked it up and flicked through a few pages. It piqued my curiosity straight away. The story had some gay erotic scenes in it, so I bought it, hid it under my shirt and took it back to our caravan.


For the rest of the holiday, I read the book every chance I got. I kept smuggling it into the campsite loo. It didn’t stimulate me sexually but it explained a few things I hadn’t previously understood: Ah, OK, so that’s what gay men do! It was like a textbook, filling in some of the gaping holes in my knowledge.


When it came time to go home, I waited until my dad was putting all of our stuff in the boot of the car and, when his back was turned, I shoved it right at the back. I didn’t want anybody to find it – least of all Dad! The bizarre thing was that, having been so careful about hiding it, I forgot all about the book when we got home. It’s a long drive from Devon to Walsall, so my parents left it until the next day to unpack the car. When I saw them, the realisation hit my horrified mind like a thunderbolt: Fucking hell! That book!


Maybe they won’t find it? I tried to convince myself. Fat chance . . . I was sitting in the front room watching TV when Dad came storming in. He threw the book at me.


‘What’s this all about?’


‘What?’


‘You know what! This book!’


‘It’s just a book.’


‘Oh, yeah? Well, do you know what this book is about?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


Dad fixed me with a glare: ‘And do you deny it?’


I suppose there were a few things I could have said. I could have said, ‘I was curious, Dad! It was just a laugh!’ It would even have been true, sort of. But I didn’t say that.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t deny it.’


And that was me coming out to my dad, aged thirteen. He stared at me, turned around, went out and slammed the door.


He never mentioned it again – to me, anyway. But the book caused a bit of a family hoo-hah. I know Dad talked about it to Mom, and a while later the news found its way to my nan, Cissy. When I saw her, she seemed blissfully unperturbed by the whole thing.


‘Dow yow worry about it, bab!’ she reassured me. ‘I remember your dad going through a phase like that!’


What? I knew my dad had been a very handsome young man, and it turned out that, way before he met Mom, some bloke had had a big crush on him and kept buying him things. Or so Nan told me. Did they ever get it on? Who knows?


I wasn’t even all that shocked by what Nan said. It just added to the general sense of befuddlement that was fast enveloping me.


In any case, Dad had his own secret literature. At home on my own one day, I was mooching around Mom and Dad’s bedroom, for no particular reason. I looked in their wardrobe, moved a few pairs of shoes . . . and underneath them were three or four magazines.


They were Health and Efficiency, a publication for naturists, which my parents definitely weren’t. ‘What are these doing here?’ I wondered. ‘They can’t be Mom’s – they must be Dad’s!’ They weren’t dirty mags, or pornography, as such. If anything, they were quite, well, natural, but I found the photos of naked blokes in normal situations very arousing.


I found another highly instructive publication in a youth club in Bloxwich. One day I went to the bog and found a book of black-and-white erotic pictures by a guy named Bob Mizer, who I now know was a groundbreaking, homoerotic American photographer.


At fourteen or fifteen, I didn’t have a bloody clue who Bob Mizer was, but I was transfixed by his photographs. The book was full of shots of hunky blokes in little thongs, lying on rocks or standing next to posts. As I flicked through it in the bog cubicle, it blew my bloody head off.


I had a quick wrestle with my conscience: should I nick it, or not? Fuck it! My conscience was never going to win that one! I stuffed the book down the back of my trousers, made some lame excuse to my mates that I had homework to do, and scurried home as fast as I could.


That book was a treasure trove! It was full of staged photographic stories. There would be a guy in a vest saying to another guy in a vest, ‘My motorcycle has broken down, can you fix it?’ Then, when the second guy leaned over the bike, the first guy would tell him, ‘Hey, that’s a nice ass!’ and start feeling his bum.


Those Mizer photos were gold dust to me. I went wank-mad over them. It’s amazing how many wanks an adolescent boy can get out of one picture before he gets bored of it. I hid the book in my room. Given that Mom cleaned every day, it’s amazing she never found it.


In that same Bloxwich youth-club toilet, I found a dildo lying on a shelf. I gave it a wash in the sink and smuggled it home in my parka. It gave me many hours of unbridled pleasure. When not in use, it lay hidden under clothes in my wardrobe. My parents never suspected a thing.


Or so I thought. One evening, I was sitting watching TV in the front room. Dad was reading the Express & Star. Without even looking up from his paper, he addressed a comment towards me.


‘You might want to get rid of that object, Rob.’


My blood ran cold. How did he know? How long had he known? Yet, back in my bedroom, I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away. It would have been like cutting off an arm! The dildo stayed hidden in the closet (as it were), and Dad never mentioned it again.


I was a discombobulated teenage lad whose hormones were all over the shop. I was scrabbling around for information, and getting nowhere. It was all a mystery to me. And what happened at my latest after-school activity didn’t help.


A small local metalworks began an informal scheme where kids could go down one day a week after school and learn to use equipment like lathes, vices and drills. I suppose the thinking was that they would get ’em young and we might be interested enough to take up apprenticeships with them a year or two later.


Even though I had no interest in working in the factories – as I’ve said, the idea horrified me – I still went along with a couple of my school mates. It was only for an hour after school and, well, it was something to do. It beat being bored at home.


Unfortunately, we quickly found that the bloke taking the mini-workshops had a very different take on the idea of ‘get ’em young’. He wasn’t interested in teaching us the finer points of engineering. He just wanted to cop a feel.


The moustachioed, middle-aged bloke would show us how to make garden trowels or pokers for the fire, then hover over us. He’d give me a piece of metal marked with a pen line, tell me to file down to the line and, as I filed away, he’d put his hand on my bum or down the front of my trousers.


The guy would walk round the workshop, from boy to boy, feeling us all up, and nobody said a thing. He never said a single word to us while he was doing it. It happened every week . . . and yet me and my mates never even discussed it. It was like it never happened.


I was struggling to come to terms with being gay, and while what he was doing didn’t arouse me – it seemed dirty, and sordid, and nasty – I just thought, Well, OK, is this what gay guys do? Is this how it works? It even made me wonder: Does this stuff go on in all the factories, then?


The weird thing was that we kept going, for six weeks at least. Fuck knows why. I just didn’t know what else to do. Then one week, after a particularly intrusive fondling, I mentioned to one of my mates on the way home that I was a bit bored of the sessions.


‘Me too!’ he said, with what sounded a lot like relief. ‘Shall we stop going, then?’


‘Ar,’ I said.


And that was it. We never mentioned it again.


I fancied boys, but I still went out with girls. A regular event was a fortnightly dance – this was in the days before discos – at Bloxwich Swimming Baths.


I’ve always liked dancing and had even done an old-time dancing after-school class, where I’d learned the lancer and the Gay Gordons. The Gay Gordons! Now there’s a name to conjure with! I had progressed from the old-time by now, and when I took one girl, Angela, to Bloxwich Baths, I won their twist competition. I was disappointed by my prize – a diary from the Eagle comic, in a red plastic cover.


Mind you, I wasn’t nearly as disappointed as Angela was with what I did next. The DJ had scraps of paper by his decks to request songs and give him messages to read out. For reasons known only to my dumb, adolescent self, I wrote this:




Please will you play ‘These Boots are Made for Walking’
by Nancy Sinatra, and say: ‘This is to Angela, from Rob.


These boots are made for walking, but what I’VE got is
made for something else.’





What the hell was I thinking of? I sounded a right dirty old perv! I’m pretty sure that was my last date with Angela . . .


Taking girls to Bloxwich Baths didn’t come cheap and I decided to get a Saturday job. My grandad was working at Reginald Tildesley, a car sales garage. They had twenty cars on the forecourt, and for months, me and a schoolmate, Paul, went down at weekends and washed every single one.


It was hard graft but I didn’t mind it – I quite looked forward to it sometimes, because it felt grown-up. The owner would give us a couple of quid for doing it, a lot of money in the mid-sixties. But one day, after we’d slogged our guts out for four hours, he handed us 50p.


‘What’s this?’ I asked him, horrified.


‘It’s yer money.’


‘50p? We always get two quid!’


‘Well, that’s all yow’m getting. Tek it or leave it.’


We took it, but we didn’t go back.


Language teaching wasn’t big in secondary moderns at that time, but mine chose a few pupils to learn French and I was one of them. I loved it. I liked the teacher, Mrs Battersby, and quickly became her keenest pupil.


I liked French because it seemed exotic. I worked hard to speak ‘non-accented’ French, that is to say, not in a Walsall accent. I wanted to say, ‘Ouvrez la fenêtre’ not ‘Oo-vray lah fennetr-ah!’ Because nobody wants to hear the beautiful language of French mangled into yam-yam.


What is yam-yam? It’s a derogatory term used by Brummies to ridicule the Black Country accent: ‘Am yow from Walsall?’ ‘I yam!’ To outsiders, Brummie and Black Country accents may sound similar – but they are very, very different.


With my liking for the perceived sophistication of French came a developing interest in music, the theatre . . . and clothes. The school was quite liberal and let its older pupils drop school uniform and wear their own clothes. I became a dedicated follower of fashion.


Like any teenager, I just wanted to be cool and trendy. I took to swanning around the Beechdale in suede loafers that got marked so easily that I was scared each time I wore them in case they got scuffed or it rained.


I had a green corduroy coat that I wore so much Mom had to put patches on the elbows. I accessorised it with a cravat, and baggy wide trousers. Thanks to Henry’s, Walsall’s one half-decent boutique, I was quite the fashion plate.


You can’t wear that kind of clobber around the Beechdale without exciting comment, and I remember walking home from a Bloxwich Baths dance one night when I was about fifteen. I fancied some chips and stopped off at the hot dog van by the estate. I had also taken to combing my hair bouffant and forward, like the Small Faces, and my ensemble grabbed the attention of a couple of yobbos chomping down hot dogs.


‘Oi, mate, look how yow’m dressed, yer poof!’ one of them greeted me, in broadest yam-yam. ‘What am yow, a bloke or agirl?’


I didn’t answer them, but the question stayed with me and, in a way, haunted me. I knew by then that I was gay, but the yobs saying that I looked like a woman made me worry: Is that what everybody thinks I look like? Is that part of who, and what, I am?


When I was just turning sixteen, and gearing up for my exams, the Halford family received a shock. It certainly surprised me and Sue, and it was just as dumbfounding for Mom and Dad. We got a new baby brother: Nigel.


Nigel certainly wasn’t planned but it was great when he came along. It was lovely to have a bab around the house, Mom and Dad were delighted, and me and Sue doted on him. His arrival seemed magical.


Despite this, after having Nigel my mom grew depressed. She would have mood swings and go very quiet and withdrawn, until her doctor put her on happy pills, as I have always called anti-depressants. I was to meet that black dog in my own, later, years.


But like any teenager, I was caught up in my own, selfish life . . . which led me to a distinctly odd supernatural encounter. In Belgium. It was a rum do all round.


For some reason, me and my best mate, Tony, decided to recreate the school weekend trip to Ostend. We got cheap coach-and-ferry tickets and booked into a boarding house in the town. It was a five- or six-storey place, and the landlady gave us a room on the top floor.


Tony and I had beds on opposite sides of the room. On the first night, just after we had turned in, my bed began . . . shaking.


‘Rob, what am yow doing?’ asked Tony, suspiciously, through the darkness.


‘Nothing!’ I said, my heart thudding. ‘My bed’s shaking!’


I got out of bed and put the light on. My bed was now still and looked totally normal. When I switched the light off and got back into bed, it started again. It didn’t go on for that long, but I didn’t get much sleep that night.


Tony and I mooched around Ostend the next day and I was nervous going to bed that night. I was right to be. As soon as the light went out, my bed vibrated violently again. It shook so hard that I thought I might fall out.


It was like a full-on fucking scene from The Exorcist. My bed was shaking like crazy and even the pictures on the wall were rattling. It went on for a lot longer than it had the night before, and it was terrifying.


The next morning, as the landlady was serving us breakfast, I tried to tell her, in my pidgin French, with the help of my pocket dictionary, what had happened:


‘Er, excusez-moi, Madame! Hier soir, mon lit, er, tremblait!’


She stared at me and shook her head. ‘We don’t talk about that!’ she barked, and walked off. So, that was that . . . but I think the very strong belief I have in the supernatural was born that weekend in Belgium.


Back in Walsall, I had been developing a very strong new interest – and it was one that I began to hope I could maybe turn into a career.


I used to watch a lot of TV drama series, such as Z Cars, Dixon of Dock Green, The Saint and The Avengers, as well as the BBC’s Play of the Month. Television, cinema and theatre fascinated me, and I was getting well into the idea of becoming an actor.


Could this be my future? The time was coming to leave school. I revised hard for my O levels and did OK, but I had no interest in staying on for the sixth form. Working-class kids didn’t, in those days, and I wanted to get out into the world.


My parents were fine with that. Their attitude was basically that they would help me with whatever I wanted to do in life. Mom used to regularly ask me, ‘Rob, are you happy?’ When I said ‘Yes’, she’d say, ‘Well, if you’re happy, I’m happy.’ It was a great thing to say to a kid.


So, my parents and I spent evenings poring over glossy brochures from the Birmingham School of Acting, wondering if that might be a good next step for me after I left school.


The brochures were full of photos of blokes in tights with big bulges, which was no disincentive for me! However, I thought it might be a problem that I had no acting experience. I doubted they would count an infant nativity, with a bulldog clip burrowing into my skull.


My dad had a friend who was into amateur dramatics, so he had a word with him. The friend said that he acted in productions at a local theatre called the Grange Playhouse, and they were always looking for new talent: ‘Tell Rob to come down! He’ll like it!’


‘OK, I’ll go and check it out,’ I said, donning my suede shoes, green corduroy coat and cravat.


I checked it out . . . and I really liked it. They cast me in a kitchen-sink drama in which I played a young lad trapped in a dysfunctional family. The other actors were mostly older than me but were very welcoming. Dad’s mate was particularly helpful and encouraging.


I enjoyed going to the rehearsals one evening a week and I learned my lines well. I was the only person on stage when the curtain went up at the start of the play, sitting at the front and cleaning my shoes. The director said he wanted me to sing a jingle from a TV commercial as I polished them.


‘Which TV commercial?’ I asked him.


‘I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘Anything. You choose one.’


The only TV ad I could think of was for Pepsodent toothpaste. It had a jaunty little ditty that was hard to get out of your head, so I sang that:




You’ll wonder where the yellow went


When you brush with Pepsodent!





The play ran for a week and the Express & Star sent a critic down. His review singled me out for praise: ‘Robert Halford gives a very cute, observant performance . . . watch this kid!’ I was very pleased by this and resolved to stop wiping my arse on the local rag in Nan’s toilet.


I wanted to do more acting, so I was delighted when Dad’s mate got in touch again. He knew people who worked at the Grand Theatre in Wolverhampton, a prestigious Midlands playhouse. They were going for a drink in Walsall – would I like to come along, and he’d introduce me to them?


You bet! Yes, please! He told me where they were all meeting up . . . and it was a pub near my nan and grandad’s house. So, I arranged with them that I’d crash out at their house at the end of the night, to save the palaver of getting all the way home.


Two nights later, Dad’s mate picked me up from Kelvin Road after tea. First, he drove me to a theatrical costume warehouse that he somehow had access to. It was a real Aladdin’s cave, and I boggled at all the fantastic medieval stuff and period clothing. I’ve always loved a good costume.


Then we went on to the pub. The theatre people were nice, if a bit posh, and they were knocking back the drinks. Dad’s mate bought me some rum and blackcurrants. Quite a lot of them.


I had hardly ever drunk before. Nan might give me a little glass of shandy, or a sip of her Snowball at Christmas. But this was proper drinking – Rum! With theatre people! – and I was out of my depth. I wanted to join in, so I kept going. But soon I was completely pissed.


By the end of the night, the room was spinning. ‘I know – let’s go to my place!’ Dad’s friend suggested. I was going along with anything by now and, before I knew it, the two of us were in his flat.


He might have given me another drink. I can’t remember. He was talking about the theatre, and the TV was on in the background. I was just trying to hold it all together and keep some sort of focus. Then, suddenly, the light was off and he was right next to me.


Dad’s mate wasn’t talking about the theatre any more. His hands were doing the talking. He was running them all over me – my arms, my chest, down to my crotch. He worked in silence: nothing was said. It was the factory metalwork class all over again – except, this time, it went further.


I was helpless. The guy knew what he wanted and he went for it. He undid my zip, pulled my cock out of my pants, bent down and put it in his mouth. As I sat there, frozen, drunk, inert and mute, he gave me my first ever blow job.


What’s this?


What’s happening?


What do I do?


Can I make it stop?


I did . . . nothing. I have no idea how long it went on, but when it was done, Dad’s mate got up without a word and walked out of the room. I remembered I was near my nan’s house, found my coat, let myself out and stumbled, panicky and disorientated, into the night.


I didn’t know what to make of what had happened. I wasn’t even sure what had happened. I lay in Nan’s spare room feeling weird, then passed out. Next morning, my head throbbing with my first ever hangover, my thoughts were all over the place: Is THAT what gay men do? Is that what being gay is? Is that what theatre people do? Had I been on a casting couch?


Now, of course, I know that the guy was a total sexual predator; a paedophile. He saw my youth, he sensed my vulnerability, and he exploited it, and me. Then, I didn’t know what to feel. I thought it must be my fault.


When I got back to Kelvin Road later that day, Dad asked me how the evening had gone.


‘Great,’ I mumbled.


‘Did my mate look after you?’


‘Yeah,’ I told him. ‘Yeah, he did.’


I never told my dad what his friend had done to me. It would have destroyed him. Nor would I have put it in this memoir, were my dad still alive.


Every cloud has a silver lining. It’s hard to find an upside to sexual abuse, but that dark evening yielded one. A few days later, one of the other theatre guys from the pub got in touch. There was a stage assistant job going at the Wolverhampton Grand – was I interested in it?


I was. I went along for an interview with the theatre manager and he hired me, starting straight away. My immediate future was assured . . . and it was exactly what I wanted.


I was going into the theatre.





 


* Black Country-speak for a bread roll.
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Six barley wines and a Mogadon


Your first proper job is a big deal, a rite of passage, and starting at the Wolverhampton Grand at sixteen felt that way to me. Although I was mad about acting and the theatre, I didn’t know all that much about it, and I wasn’t sure what to expect.


Well, it was bostin’, as we say in Walsall. I loved the job.


They took me on as a stage assistant-cum-trainee-electrician-cum-all-round-dogsbody, working for the stage manager. I spent the first few weeks making tea, sweeping the stage, running errands and getting used to the total change in my daily lifestyle.


There were no more early-morning dashes past G. & R. Thomas Ltd. Now I would catch the bus to Wolverhampton to get to the Grand by midday, work all day and on the evening shows, get a late bus back to Walsall, and let myself into the dark house about midnight.


It suited me (and turned me into the night owl that I still am to this day). The stage manager’s son was the lighting technician and the two of them took me under their wings. I picked up the job quickly, and within months I was operating all of the lights for the shows.


In almost every theatre, the lighting rig is in front of the stage, but in the Grand it was in the wings. It made it harder to operate, but I soon got the hang of it, and for months I watched, captivated, as amazing shows unfolded just feet away from me. I worked the lights for everything: variety shows, repertory shows, ballet, D’Oyly Carte opera, Orpheus in the Underworld. Performers were running on and off stage around me, or awaiting their cues to enter, and I was right in the middle of everything.


I loved getting close up to big stars from the telly. Tommy Trinder, the famous comedian, visited the Grand. I’d watched him so many times on Sunday Night at the London Palladium, and it was a thrill when he rolled out his catchphrase: ‘You lucky people!’


Woodbine sponsored the variety shows and gave everybody a mini-pack of five free cigarettes as they came in. Every night, two thousand people puffed away as they awaited the show. When I pressed a button, and the curtain rose, a fog of fag smoke rolled from the auditorium across the stage.


Unsurprisingly, I started smoking myself – but, being a bit of a snob, I rejected Woodbines or Player’s No. 6 for Benson & Hedges. For some reason, I thought they were more sophisticated. What a berk!


I learned all about how to work theatre lights at the Wolverhampton Grand. The other skill I quickly picked up was how to drink.


The theatre had a work-hard-play-hard ethos. The ritual was that ten minutes after the show finished, all the staff would congregate in the theatre bar. We’d knock back as many drinks as we could, as fast as we could, then I’d stagger off to get the last bus to Walsall.


I got bored of the buses, saved up from my wages and got a Honda 50 moped, which I paid off on the never-never. It didn’t interfere with my after-show drinking, and I’d be weaving unsteadily down the A41 after midnight. I’m amazed I made it home some nights.


Drinking was great, I loved it, and once I’d turned eighteen, I could do it legally. I threw myself happily into the great British tradition of young blokes getting hammered. On nights off from work, I’d go down to a lively local boozer named the Dirty Duck.


Drinking became my social life . . . yet, right from the start, I was never a social drinker. It had a purpose. I drank to get drunk. I found the best route to oblivion was barley wine, so I’d down a couple of them, then seek out my chaser of choice – a Mogadon.


Mogadons are strong sleeping tablets and anxiety-relief pills. If I took one of them after a drink or two, it gave me the warm, spacey feeling I wanted. There was always a dodgy-looking character or two in the Duck with a few to flog:


‘Ay, mate, ’ave yow got a Mogadon?’


‘Arr. Get us a barley wine and I’ll give yer one!’


I would get blindingly drunk. I’d wake up the next morning feeling like death, but by lunchtime I’d have shaken off the hangover and be set to go again. Like any teenager, I had superhuman powers of recovery.


Sue had left school, was training as a hairdresser, and bought herself a green Austin 100. It was her pride and joy. She’d give me a lift to the Duck as she was seeing one of the drinkers there, a lovely bloke who everyone called Brian the Lion due to his luxuriant mane of hair.


Inspired by Sue, I had my own short-lived attempt to learn to drive. Brian had a Mini, and one Sunday afternoon he said he’d let me have a go in it. He drove me to a quiet residential street not far from my nan’s and sat me behind the wheel.


‘Put it in gear and very slowly put your foot on the accelerator and let the clutch out,’ he told me.


I clumsily floored the accelerator, let the clutch out way too fast and took off like a fucking rocket. We sped down the road, totally out of control, for fifty yards, smashed into a car parked on the left and, just for good measure, smashed into one parked on the right.


‘STOP! STOP! STOP!’ roared Brian the Lion. I slammed the brakes on and jumped out of the car. We quickly swapped seats and tore off up the road. Looking back over my shoulder, I could see people coming out of their houses to see what the hell was going on.


‘I’m so sorry, mate!’ I told Brian, when we had got a safe distance away from the carnage and pulled over. The front of his car was all bashed up and I begged him to let me pay to repair the damage, but he wouldn’t hear of it. I didn’t drive a car again for fifteen years.


The Wolverhampton Grand had opened my eyes to all manner of great dramas and theatrical productions, but as I neared the end of my teens, another art form was taking over my affections. I was falling heavily in love with music.


I loved Juke Box Jury on TV, with the ridiculously posh David Jacobs spinning records to a panel of judges who would award them a mark. One judge was a teenage girl from Wednesbury, just down the road from us, called Janice Nicholls. If she liked a song, she’d always say, ‘Oi’ll give it foive!’ It was the first time I’d ever heard a Black Country accent on national telly.


I’d religiously watch Top of the Pops every week and enjoy bands like Freddie and the Dreamers, Cliff Richard and the Shadows, and the Tremeloes. I’d buy singles in Walsall from W. H. Smith, or a posh music shop called Taylor’s, which had a grand piano in the window.


But really, like so many people, my love affair with music began with the Beatles.


I liked their early singles, but it was Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and the White Album that got me. The White Album transfixed me. I thought it was cosmic. I spent weeks listening to it, analysing the lyrics, and Sellotaping the collage of photos that came with it on to my bedroom walls.


I gave my little box-room bedroom a radical makeover. I painted the walls dark purple and took the door off its hinges, replacing it with a bright orange curtain. It was a gauche, adolescent attempt to be cool, but its hipness factor was lost on Mom:


‘Rob! What the . . . why have you taken your bedroom door off?!’


‘It’s my room! I can do what I want!’ I huffed, a textbook teenager.


I listened to Radio Luxembourg – when I could get it, with its crackly medium-wave transmission – and John Peel’s weekend Top Gear programme on the new Radio 1. I loved the old blues artists he played that I’d never heard of: Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf and Bessie Smith.


If you were an arty youth, as I fancied myself to be, music was all-important at the end of the sixties. I soaked it up. Jimi Hendrix blew me away and I bought all his albums. I liked the Rolling Stones, but I was most drawn to artists with huge, powerful voices, like Joe Cocker or the brilliant Janis Joplin.


You wouldn’t call Bob Dylan a vocal powerhouse, but he interested me with the way he used words. Despite that, I didn’t like how all his songs seemed to be political. Even when I agreed with him, I felt that music should be a space to escape from stuff like that.


I felt the same about 1967’s Summer of Love. I liked the idea of peace and love, especially when John Lennon talked about it, yet I looked at the atrocities happening in places like Vietnam, and what was then Rhodesia, and they seemed a million miles from such idealism.


There’s a certain downbeat, even dour element to the Black Country nature that declines to get swept away by hippy dreams and flower power. I bought NME and Melody Maker and read all about peace and love in California but, as far as I was concerned, it might as well have been happening on Mars.


I lived in a council house in Walsall and rode my moped to work. I got pissed on barley wine in the Dirty Duck. All that hippy stuff felt out of reach: two different worlds.


Just occasionally, they would meet. I was working a matinee show at the Grand one Sunday afternoon in 1968. I was spotlight operator that day, and the tiny room that I controlled them from used to get so hot that it was like a sauna.


It had a little window, and during the interval I opened it and stuck my head out to cool off. I heard music from the street below and peered down. A long-haired couple were walking along, hand in hand, wearing bell-bottoms, headbands and fringed suede jackets. They looked like they should be strolling through Haight-Ashbury. They had a transistor radio and, appropriately, the song wafting up to my sweltering lights room was a hit from the year before, Scott McKenzie’s ‘San Francisco (Be Sure to Wear Flowers in Your Hair)’. I looked at them, totally astonished, and thought: Bloody hell! The hippy dream is real! It’s even made it to Wolverhampton!


Years later, I read Ozzy Osbourne saying exactly the same thing: ‘I used to hear about people in California with flowers in their hair and think: What the hell’s that got to do with me? I’m from Birmingham and I’ve got holes in my pockets!’


The first band I saw live certainly weren’t hippy dreamers trying to change the world. It was Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick and Tich, a West Country pop group with a string of chart hits. They weren’t my thing, but when I saw they were playing at a Wolverhampton club called The Silver Web, I went to see them.


‘You look a bit young,’ the bouncer said, looking me up and down.


‘Nah, I’m not, mate, I work at the Grand Theatre!’


My blag worked and he let me in. The gig was amazing. It had a bit of an early glam tinge, there was a bar so I got nicely pissed, and I loved being up close and watching a real band playing songs I had seen on Top of the Pops.


I went to see the Crazy World of Arthur Brown at a funny little club in Walsall. He was a one-hit wonder, but what a hit: ‘Fire’, which he performed on Top of the Pops while wearing a flaming helmet. There were only a hundred people at the Walsall gig, but he did his full theatrical stage show, including a papier-mâché galleon.


They were fun, but Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick and Tich and The Crazy World of Arthur Brown weren’t the music that moved me and reached deep down into my soul. That came at the turn of the decade, when I heard people like Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple.
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