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      We flew into Tokyo in the pouring rain. Tokyo in August is so hot and humid the streets are like a steam room that almost knocks you off your feet when you step out of the air-conditioning. When the warm rain falls it does so vertically, copiously and relentlessly. I had come to Japan with my band to play at the big Fuji Rock festival for the very last time. The cancerous tumour that was killing me was now visibly swelling in my stomach and the doctors had reckoned my time in months.

      At the festival site the rain continued to fall, making the ground succulent underfoot, beating on tents and umbrellas and thousands of people.

      We played that night in a jam-packed and overflowing circus tent. The news of my terminal illness had been widely reported, and we stepped on stage to a wild and emotional ovation that continued throughout the show. Well, you can’t go wrong on such a scene. We played real good, and they called and called for more.

      The next day we were to play on the big outdoor stage. The rain continued to fall. Waiting in the wings – walking in nervous circles with my guitar as the adrenaline took hold – my guitar would no longer lie flat against my stomach but pointed forward, pushed by the tumour – when I played, it would rock to and fro on the bloody thing. Just before we walked on stage the rain suddenly stopped, the clouds parted and the sun came shining down. The crowd, stretching from the stage into the distance, erupted in a tumultuous welcome for ourselves and for the sun.

      Again we didn’t go wrong. There is a special feeling you can get while performing – to see the crowd reacting to the music, faces smiling and arms waving as they join you in this celebration, this huge conspiracy to have a good time. It’s a very human feeling. I was riding on this, my heart filled with happiness and love for these thousands of strangers, when thoughts of my impending death came into my mind. The feeling of joy grew stronger – these people would live on to remember this and have more such good times after I was gone, and I wished every one of them well.

      After the show the rain began to fall again. They told me that in Japanese a person who brings good weather is known as a ‘sunny man’…
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      My name is Wilko Johnson. I was born John Wilkinson on 12 July 1947 on Canvey Island in the Thames Estuary. I had a sister three years older than me, Margaret, and then a brother, Malcolm, a year younger. Canvey Island is reclaimed marshland built by Dutch engineers in the seventeenth century; flat land surrounded by a sea wall which protects it from the high tide – I like to boast that I was born below sea level.

      In my childhood the island was a place of farms and unmade roads where people lived in roughcast bungalows, wooden houses, caravans and even railway coaches. The level fields were terminated by oil tanks and the chimneys and towers of the Shell Haven oil refinery on the western horizon. My mother told me that the big tower was called a ‘cat cracker’ – quite a thing to tell a five-year-old boy.

      This refinery looked down over my childhood and growing up. At night it was a blaze of electric lights, with huge flames pouring from the stacks. When the sky was overcast the flames would reflect on the clouds above, casting a flickering Miltonic light over the island as if it were a remote suburb of Hades. But in the daylight, in the distance, the towers could look blue and ethereal.

      In February 1953, when I was five and had just started school, there was a disastrous flood on Canvey Island – very high spring tides had combined with storm winds to produce a great wave which swept round East Anglia and into the Thames Estuary, where it hit Canvey Island. In the middle of the freezing night, part of Canvey’s sea wall – built three hundred years before – collapsed, and the sea poured in on caravans and bungalows and their sleeping occupants. Fifty-six people lost their lives.

      Because of my father’s work as an on-call gas fitter, we had that rare thing, a telephone – Canvey 113 extension 9 – which was connected to the gas-company switchboard. This telephone meant we received some kind of warning of what had happened and we prepared to escape. I remember early that morning waiting at home to be evacuated and looking out of the back kitchen window. Where there had been flat fields, stretching away to the oil depot tanks, was now the sea – grey water with real waves coming right up to our door. Our house was in the sea. I understood perfectly well what was happening, but was fascinated by this surreal sight – green fields replaced by choppy water. (In fact it ruined our house – estuary water is not just water – it’s sludge, and a plasterboard and breezeblock bungalow is not waterproof.)

      The island was completely evacuated – only troops and essential workers were permitted to stay. As a gas fitter, my father was needed to maintain the gas pipes, and he was one of those who remained, wading through deep freezing water to carry out his maintenance work. It destroyed his health. He suffered chronic chest complaints from then on – bronchitis, pneumonia, asthma, you name it. Everything except cancer, and it grew worse every autumn. Canvey was often enveloped in mist and fog at that time, sometimes very mysterious and beautiful, but no good for damaged lungs. He couldn’t breathe. Eventually he had to give up his job as a fitter, riding round on his bike, and take a sedentary indoor job looking after the stores. Each year his lungs grew weaker when the fog came down. After ten winters it killed him, at the age of fifty-six. Although his work for the gas company had caused his death, my mother never received a full pension, because he had died a few months before achieving the required length of service. They continued to send gas bills in his name long after he died.

      I hated him – he was stupid, ignorant and uneducated, and had an evil temper. And he was violent; once he was holding a saw and in a fit of temper he struck at me with it. I fell over and the teeth of the saw cut a line across my leg. This was when I was a child. I never suffered the horrific violence one sometimes reads of in the newspapers. Nothing like that – nothing to cause concern in a normal working-class neighbourhood – but I do know the terror of a child being violently assaulted by an adult – and by the very adult who is supposed to be a protector and a refuge. I’ve never laid a finger on my own kids.

      The atmosphere in our home was poisoned by him. He had been a soldier for some years in India, on the North-West Frontier of the British Raj and then in World War II, and he had a row of medals which he would put on every Remembrance Day, when he would take us down to the war memorial for the service. I don’t know what the medals were for – I like to think he did something brave. When I came home one day at the age of sixteen to find he had died, I felt elated and free.

       

      Anyway, after being evacuated from the flooded island, we went to stay with relatives in Sheffield. When we arrived, there was a broadcast on the wireless from the reception centre where the Canvey Island refugees were gathering. A character called Wilfred Pickles, a popular radio and TV presenter, was interviewing people, and we heard him say, ‘We’ve got little Johnny Martin here and he’s going to sing a song for us.’ Yes, it was my chum Johnny Martin, from around the corner. He sang ‘Me And My Teddy Bear’. And so ‘The Big Figure’ became the first member of Dr Feelgood to make it on to the airwaves. And with a national audience too.

      We stayed in Sheffield for some time. Malcolm and I even attended school there, although he was too young. We were introduced to the other kids as refugees from the Canvey Island flood, which was front-page news at that time.

      We were very close as brothers, though rather different in temperament. Malcolm has always been a very serene guy – I have never seen him in a rage. He is a gifted painter and classical guitarist. I am none of these things, and serenity doesn’t come easily to me, but me and Malc, we’ve been really good friends all our lives. We often, after sitting a long time in silence, suddenly speak the same random word together.

      So there we were, listening to our pal Johnny Martin singing, rather breathlessly, on the wireless. Johnny Martin. The Big Figure.

      Figure’s mum and dad appeared somewhat bohemian and artistic in our working-class neighbourhood. His dad played the guitar and his mum the accordion, and his mum ran a dance class called Peggy Martin’s Troupe. Figure and I always enjoyed the ridiculous – when we first went up to junior school we sat together in class. I drew a big black spider inside my desk, and once, when we were making puppets, we invented this thing called a ‘snitch snatcher’ – it was a strip of paper twisted into the shape of a propeller and glued on to the nose of the puppet. What the purpose of these things was I don’t know, but we made many of them and remembered them into adult life. I’m sure he could make one now if you asked him.

      Foolishness like this typified our friendship throughout our childhood and youth. Johnny (we nicknamed him ‘The Big Figure’, in honour of his ample girth, at some time during our teens and he later adopted this as his nom de guerre for Dr Feelgood) was my pal.

      We returned to Canvey Island after the flood to find it devastated. There were big blue RAF lorries in the streets pumping hot air into the soaking bungalows in an effort to dry them out. Charitable organisations had sent some relief – utility furniture, chairs and tables – for many people had lost everything. At school at the end of the day they would march us into a room full of donated toys from which we could take our pick (most kids had lost their Christmas toys and part of the charity effort took note of this). I remember there were several friction-drive delta wing aircraft there that fascinated me, but I never managed to get one. I can still see these things today – aluminium with blue markings and a wailing sound as they were pushed along the floor. I can’t remember what I did get.

      After getting our toy we were taken to another room where donations from abroad were stored – we would be given a packet of raisins from California, a tin of sardines from Norway, some cheese from Holland, and so on. Everybody got a ‘flood carpet’. Most carpets on Canvey had been ruined by the deluge and one of these flood carpets went to every house. They were obviously second hand, having been cut and hacked about to accommodate other people’s rooms or furniture. Our flood carpet nevertheless intrigued me, with its strange Arabic patterning, and for years it covered our living-room floor.

       

      I passed the eleven-plus exam. Because there was no grammar school on the island, this meant I had to travel off Canvey to school every day (on a bus, a steam train – the 8.20 from Benfleet – and another bus, the 21 to Westcliff). Thus I was separated from my friends at junior school, who all went to ‘Fred’s Academy’, a kind of 1960s Dotheboys Hall of a secondary modern school on Canvey, presided over by the draconian headmaster Fred Watkins.

      So, wearing a blue blazer and carrying a bag full of homework, I was cut off from Canvey Island and my erstwhile friends. Johnny Martin went to Fred’s Academy. At school I was surrounded by middle-class boys (the first I’d ever encountered) who would never dream of going to Canvey Island – it was like the Wild West, the bad end of town. There was an English teacher who made me stand in front of the class and pronounce words like ‘bottle’ or ‘little’ or ‘Battle of Hastings’ so he could demonstrate the horrors of dropped Ts and aitches. Far from humiliating this Canvey Island prole, however, his masterclasses gave me a much enjoyed opportunity to show off. They never did teach me to talk proper.

      When I was twelve I got a pet rat. It was a black and white laboratory rat and very intelligent – it could swim, catch things and obey orders. You could hold a biscuit and it would sit like a dog and wait for the command before running to get it. It would fetch. I made a lead for it out of string and took it out for walks round the block. We had a long garden at home and, after checking for cats, I would take the rat to the end of the garden and tell it to sit, then walk right back into the kitchen. The rat would stay in his place until I whistled, then he would charge down the garden into the kitchen and down my shirt. I could take him over the football field and let him run free. He would come when I called him. There wasn’t much affection in our family and I think I directed all of mine at this rodent.

      It died in dubious circumstances and I was heartbroken. It was my first experience of the awful separation of death.
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      One day at school, when I was about fifteen, we went into a different classroom for a geography lesson. At the desk where I sat there was leaning an electric guitar. I was fascinated by this thing, with its shiny strings and frets, knobs and switches, its tremolo arm and the outlandish shape of the solid body. I couldn’t resist twanging on one of the strings. Twang. I was sold. I wanted one of these things more than anything in the world. The idea of standing there armed with an electric guitar besieged by admiring girls was… appealing.

      So, next Christmas, I got a cheap electric guitar. Johnny Martin got a drum kit. We must have made a terrible noise. I was particularly incompetent – I am left-handed and my guitar was a back-to-front left-handed thing. Its cheapness was reflected in every aspect of its construction and it was almost impossible to play. An accomplished guitarist would have found difficulties playing it – the strings were about half an inch above the fretboard, and pressing them down to play a chord or note was like a medieval torture. So my progress was slow.

      Then I got the chance to buy a much better instrument – a Watkins Rapier. This was an English imitation of a Fender Stratocaster. It was cheap, but it was a pretty good guitar for its time, with three pick-ups that looked like chrome tin lids, a very bendy tremolo arm, volume and tone knobs, and a pair of switches of exactly the type that could be seen on many domestic appliances. My Watkins Rapier was a conventional right-handed one and I started again, learning to play right-handed, telling myself I was an absolute beginner so I wouldn’t feel so dumb. It was a real struggle to play right-handed. Holding the guitar that way round was very counter-intuitive – just picking the thing up was like trying to open a recalcitrant deckchair. All day long I would walk around feeling there was something wrong, like I was inside out. But I persevered until it came naturally to hold the instrument that way round. Now, I couldn’t play any other way. (But when it comes to playing ‘air violin’ I always hold the bow in my left hand.)

      While I was re-orienting myself in this way, I began to get the hang of music – how to play chords and riffs and so on. It was the time of The Rolling Stones – the Stones, with their anarchic image and exciting music derived from great American rhythm and blues artists like Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley, Chicago bluesmen – Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf – and all the artists of the Chess Records label. This was the music I wanted to play.

      There were many great guitar players to be heard on American records, but my guitar hero was an English guy, Mick Green, who played with Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. I remember the first time I heard Mick Green – I was walking across the living room at home when the DJ on the radio announced, ‘This is Johnny Kidd and the Pirates,’ and played the new single ‘I’ll Never Get Over You’. I was riveted by the sound of the guitar. I still picture myself stopped mid-stride in some eternal freeze-frame listening to this magic sound – twangy notes, chopped chords and a solo of powerful simplicity.

      That evening I watched Johnny Kidd and the Pirates on the TV mime show Thank Your Lucky Stars, and I was puzzled to see only one guitarist in the band. Where was the other one? Most bands had two guitarists, lead and rhythm. I thought the lead guitarist must have been taken sick – surely this guy with his relaxed style couldn’t be the one producing those sounds. But yes he was! When I found that Mick Green combined lead and rhythm (and sounded better than both) all on one guitar, I knew what I wanted to do – I wanted to play just like him.

       

      I hated school. I hated the constant feeling of repression, of being tyrannised by mediocrities who could never have risen to any position of authority in the real world. Gazing out of the classroom window, across the sports fields, feeling a kind of bitter envy of a lone cyclist as he pedalled along the road outside the school railings. He was free – he could go anywhere he liked, when he liked, without waiting for a bell to ring, or calling anybody ‘sir’.

      As soon as I could, I left school with eight or nine GCEs. I was sixteen. I got a job in a Dickensian office in Chancery Lane. It was a quantity surveyor’s – they surveyed quantities. I was taught an arithmetical calculation which I had to apply repeatedly to columns of figures, checking someone else’s results. There were no electronic calculators in those days – can you believe it? As well as this boring work I had to make tea for the staff. There was a telephonist who said, ‘Ooh, thanks – life saver’ every time I brought her a cup of tea. Every time.

      I had one means of relief from this purgatory. At lunchtime I would run down the two flights of stairs into Chancery Lane, then run all the way to Denmark Street. There were dozens of music shops in the area and I would spend my lunch hour gazing at the Fender guitars in the shop windows. They were shiny and beautiful – and the price tags were huge. I really used to get a kick just looking at these things and dreaming of owning one – my wage of £3 10s a week just about covered my train fare, so a Fender guitar was way beyond my means. When the lunch hour ended, I would tear myself away from the shop windows and run all the way back to Chancery Lane and start checking figures and making tea again. ‘Ooh, thanks – life saver.’

      Travelling to work in the early morning was miserable. Standing among the crowds of commuters I felt crushed and utterly insignificant – it was worse than being at school. I would walk to the far end of the station and gaze across the marshland at the refinery. With its enigmatic towers, pale blue in the morning light, it looked like a distant mystical city. I called it Babylon – a place where spirits were free – and I felt my own helplessness acutely as I stared at that unattainable dream.

      I realised I had made a wrong move, and went back to school to get my A levels.

       

      School in the sixth form was much more tolerable than before – in fact it was quite a laugh. I adopted a rebel pose and went around sneering at everything. One day we went on a school trip to the Tate Gallery. There was a young art teacher and his long-haired girlfriend in charge of us, and I was goading him by sneering at the works of modern art he was asking us to appreciate. I went off walking round the gallery on my own. Suddenly I was confronted by a window on to another world – a world of bright light and colour, and the vivid imagery of a powerful dream. It was Salvador Dalí’s Metamorphosis of Narcissus. I was gripped by excitement – I gazed and gazed into that sunlit landscape and its fantastic scenes and figures. This was a colour photograph of another place, a world of dreams. I rushed excitedly back to the teacher, all my cynicism forgotten, and told him what I had seen.

      He said, ‘Oh, you don’t want to look at that rubbish – go and see the Mark Rothkos.’ I gave the Rothkos a miss and went back to this amazing new world I had discovered.

      Back at school, I signed on for an Art A level and set about learning how to paint. I wanted to make my own colour pictures of fantastic worlds.

      I was also taking an English A level and this led me to a great love of literature, especially Shakespeare and poetry in general. The mighty cadences of Paradise Lost, the intensity of William Blake. I pondered over Wordsworth’s ‘Immortality Ode’, sure that I would never lose ‘the visionary gleam’. I even nurtured poetic ambitions of my own – I told my girlfriend Irene that if I reached the age of twenty-two and found that I was not a great poet, I would cut my throat.

      So there I was, painting pictures, reading poetry and playing my guitar.

      The day The Rolling Stones’ first album was released I bunked off school with a couple of friends and went to buy it. In the record shop I found a second-hand single – ‘A Shot Of Rhythm And Blues’/‘I Can Tell’ by Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. (In years to come, ‘I Can Tell’ – a Bo Diddley song – would become one of Dr Feelgood’s most popular numbers, often opening the show.) We spent the afternoon playing the Stones’ album, and in between plays I put on my Johnny Kidd single. By the end of the afternoon I was crazy about the Stones, rhythm and blues music and the guitar of Mick Green. I set about learning to play like him, playing Johnny Kidd records over and over, trying to catch that chopping sound. Eventually I found my style – a valiant but failed attempt to play like Mick Green, my shortcomings constituting my originality.

      My brother Malcolm and I had a skiffle group. I played the harmonica and violin (which I held pressed into my stomach), Malcolm played guitar and banjo, and our friend Tony Maguire the bass – an instrument made from a tea chest, a broom handle and a piece of rope. We used to put all our instruments in the tea chest and carry it down to Canvey’s small seafront, where we would set up on the street and busk. We played Leadbelly songs and old blues numbers. When the pub closed we would switch to sentimental songs like ‘You Are My Sunshine’, and the inebriated crowd pouring on to the street could be very generous – half-crowns and once even a ten-shilling note. We usually made enough to buy hot dogs and play on the pin tables.

      One day we had been playing there and three boys came up and started asking us about this music. They were some years younger than us – aged about fourteen – but their leader didn’t seem like a kid. He had a very vivid personality – a kind of eager, nervous energy – and spoke in an incisive and intelligent way. After he had gone, Malcolm and I were left talking about this striking individual who had suddenly appeared and seemed so fascinated by the music we had been playing. His name was Lee Collinson, and he went on with his two friends John Sparks and Chris Fenwick to form a jug band of their own.

      I began playing with R&B bands, like the ludicrously named The Flowerpots. (They were subject to constant changes in personnel, so I suppose nobody ever felt the authority to say, ‘Er, about the name…’).

      My close study of Mick Green had paid off and by now I was playing pretty well. But there was one thing I lacked – Mick Green played a Fender Telecaster.

      There was a Telecaster in the display window of the music shop in Southend, but it was impossibly expensive – £107 at a time when the average working-class wage was about £15–£20 a week – so I just used to stand and stare at it through the glass. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted something so much.

      Standing next to it in the window was a beautiful red Fender Stratocaster. With its elegant shape, contoured body, tremolo arm and variety of tones from three pick-ups, the Stratocaster was the ultimate solid-bodied electric guitar, one of the great design classics of the twentieth century, universally recognised, often copied, never equalled. Beside this streamlined luxury the Telecaster looked utilitarian, like a prototype – a simple body shape cut from a slab of wood an inch and a half thick, with no further shaping than rounded edges, a plastic scratch plate and some chrome fittings – the tailpiece and volume and tone knobs. But this guitar was the object of my desire – its very simplicity excited me. It was a mean machine. Behind the glass, though, it was a million miles away – my mum would never countenance buying anything on credit, and in those days parental permission was required for any financial dealings if you were under twenty-one.

      Telecasters weren’t fashionable – the famous bands of the Beatles era were using Gibson and Rickenbacker guitars, not Fenders, and my dream guitar remained unsold in the shop window for a long time. Eventually, in order to shift the thing, they dropped the price to £100 and then to £90. So keen were they to sell it that I made them an offer they couldn’t refuse – I put £10 down and said I would make weekly payments of however much I could scrape together. The guitar would remain in the shop until the price was paid off.

      They gave me a payment card, and every Saturday I would go to the shop and pay in whatever I had saved from pocket money, school-dinner money, any money I could find – a few pounds, shillings and pence. Then the Telecaster would be brought out from the store room and I could spend the hours till closing time playing it, caressing it, looking at it, twiddling the knobs and pretending to be Mick Green. At closing time the guitar would go back into the store room and I would go back to Canvey Island – walking to save the bus fare.

      This method of payment, and my paltry instalments, naturally took a long time and I think the shop was beginning to regret the arrangement, especially since people like Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck were now using Telecasters. The guitars were in great demand and very short supply, and the shop wanted the now prestigious object back in their display window. They offered me an expensive Gibson guitar in straight exchange – they might as well have asked the Queen to exchange the Crown Jewels. However, I had still paid less than half the agreed price and there was no end in sight. Something needed to be done. My girlfriend, Irene, had a Post Office savings account, and in that account was exactly enough to pay for the Telecaster. In great secrecy (her dad would have kicked me across Canvey Island if he’d found out) she drew out the money and the Telecaster was mine. God, I loved that girl. And I’ve still got that guitar and the payment book. But sadly, not Irene.

       

      Irene Knight was the most beautiful human being I ever knew. A kind-hearted, generous and radiantly friendly nature shone through her lovely face and beautiful smile. For forty years she loved me, cared for me, tolerated me and protected me. Really, for richer and poorer, for better and worse, whether I was up or down, whatever I did, she stood by me. I thought of her as the one true thing I could rely on in this universe.

      We met when we were teenagers. A group of us were walking home from the youth club one evening and, as we stopped at Irene’s gate, I kissed her. It shook me – my heart was pounding, my head was spinning and I knew she was the one. And from that moment we were together. She was part of me. She was my better half. Everybody loved her.

      She was tough enough – she wasn’t scared of anybody – but her most extraordinary attribute was her friendliness – I don’t know if it was her smile or what it was, but everybody who met her felt that she was their friend, even people who had only known her on the telephone – business calls would turn into long friendly chats with people all round the world. When she was ill in bed, an old lady in the corner shop said, ‘Where’s Smiler?’

      I can’t help it if I’m uxorious – she was my Canvey Island girl and I was her Canvey lover boy.

      I remember the first time I visited her home. She invited a bunch of us in for coffee – me, Figure and Malcolm. There were her mum and dad – ‘Come on in, boys, sit down. Do you want a cup of coffee?’ This was strange behaviour to me – the idea of welcoming anybody into our gloomy bungalow with my father’s malign presence was out of the question. As I sat there in that room, I realised that this was a truly happy home – Irene and her mum and dad, Jim and Ivy. You could feel the affection they had for each other and this home of theirs. I never knew such places existed. A well-cared-for little home and a family who loved each other and loved to be together. Not like our place, full of suspicion and caution. I had for a long time been too big for my father to dare to attack me, but there were bad feelings between us. I could never have invited Irene round for coffee while he was there.

      I think I suffered worst from his bad temper and violence – our sister Margaret being a girl, and Malcolm the youngest one, the baby. Malcolm and I were very close. Sharing a bedroom through childhood, we had a whole fantasy world that we would indulge in after the bedroom light was switched out – there was a thing called the Boat Game where I was the captain of the Queen Mary and Malcolm the captain of the Royal Daffodil (a small excursion steamer we had once been on). We had adventures on our ships – pirates and the like. We also used to listen for a mysterious sound in the night called The Worge. We lived in fear of the spectre of The Wicked Window Cleaner.

      One night we saw a menacing shadow on the curtains of our room. It looked like some fierce monster was standing outside and we were both pretty scared. Then Malcolm said, ‘Don’t worry – Dad will come along and say “Christ blimey” and kill it.’

      Like many a kid brother, Malcolm followed me into things – he followed me into fishing (and caught bigger fish than I did), followed me into cycling, and followed me into rock ’n’ roll. One day, he started picking out a piece of Bach on his guitar and became utterly absorbed with this. He studied music and went on to become a classical guitarist. He had found his vocation, and also found something I couldn’t do. He also, unlike me, continued with his painting and became an outstanding artist, winning several prizes and being exhibited at the Royal Society of Watercolourists.

      Through all this our mother kept the whole thing going. She was an intelligent and educated woman and made sure we were successful at school; she was dedicated and worked hard to keep the home. She used to scrub floors at the gas company to pay for our grammar-school uniforms. She didn’t like the life she led and had a snobbish disdain for Canvey Island, where my father had brought her. She made it clear she felt she was living in circumstances beneath her rightful place. So I grew up slightly ashamed of living on Canvey Island. There was little affection in our family – I don’t remember ever kissing my mother – but everyone thinks their own home is normal, so that’s how we got along. And that’s why I couldn’t ask Irene in for coffee.

      But she was my girlfriend, and I had my Telecaster.

       

      The Big Figure meanwhile had learned to drive, and had started buying cars. He loved big powerful old saloon cars like Wolseleys and Jaguars – for a long time he owned a battered Austin Westminster, a big fifties-style car that had been luxurious in its day. This went against the fashion among boy racers for souped-up Ford Anglias with fat wheels. Figure used to look just right riding along in the Westminster. But it was dilapidated – when we were racing late to my wedding, Figure was my best man and had decorated the Westminster with a length of white ribbon in a futile attempt to make the car look respectable. We were just beginning to catch up on our time when the wind blew the ribbon, which tore the ‘Flying A’ hood ornament off the car and away overhead. But the powerful motor got us to the register office in time.

      We enjoyed driving around at night. Figure used to drive up to our house just as the television closed down for the night, and we would set off. He used to say, ‘You know, I’m convinced we’re gonna see a saucer tonight.’ Racing down the straight road that leads off Canvey Island was a thrill, the atmosphere charged with anticipation, but we never did see a saucer, we just went to the 24-hour filling station’s coffee machine, had a cup of coffee and drove home.

      I wrote a poem about our nocturnal expeditions, using my zig-zag rhyme scheme – the fourth syllable of every line rhymes with the final syllable of the next.

      
         

        Get your kicks on the B1014

        
          
            He comes most nights – I hear his car pull up

            Outside and catch the glancing blur of lights

            Through curtains – drinking Nescafé, we watch

            The Epilogue, laugh at the priest, then think

            Where to drive that night. We catalogue

            The usual suggestions and arrive

            At the same decision as usual.

            The road lies straight, lamps stream like amber flames

            Shot down the wind as we accelerate,

            Our talk of girls and cars, our journey’s end

            The all-night filling station’s Robo-Serve 

            Coffee machine. That’s it – we talk until

            We’re bored and then drive back. It’s a routine

            Which kills night after night, yet always when

            We move, cabined, through empty streets, the half-

            Light seems loaded with strange drama and

            We thunder down an apprehensive road.

          

        

      

      Once, he drove us to the sea wall, where the refineries are. Figure was sometimes given to impulsive actions and, instead of stopping and parking, he kept driving up the steep sea wall. The car turned and suddenly we were at the mercy of gravity. Figure shouted, ‘We’re going!’ as we teetered on the edge of rolling in that two-ton car down to the bottom of the wall. Some unknown movement tipped the scales and the car righted itself, and we crept back down to level ground. Stupid, ridiculous and pointless. And really dangerous, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.

      Figure was prey to superstition and we often spent time by the graveyard making gothic speculations. He told me he knew of a church that was the most haunted building in Essex. ‘It’s really true.’

      ‘What do you mean it’s really true?’

      ‘Well, I read about it in the library and the book was in the non-fiction section.’

      We set off to investigate this fearful place the next night. There was thick fog as we drove away from Canvey Island – the headlights only penetrating a few feet in front of us. We came to a turning – a long, straight and narrow lane that led up the hill to the haunted place. Driving up, we emerged from the top of the fog to find a clear, dark night. There in the darkness was the church, surrounded by towering elms, and we sat in the car for a while building up our courage before cautiously getting out and slowly tiptoeing towards it. Suddenly a twig snapped in the trees – we started for a second, then miraculously kept our cool, looked at each other and carried on.

      We continued to boldly make our way when, out of nowhere, both at once, we were seized by panic. It was as if some supernatural alarm had gone off. We gave up all pretence of courage and fled back to the car, jumped in and locked the doors. We were actually screaming as Figure fumbled with the keys. There was no room to manoeuvre in that narrow lane but we had to escape, so the car hurtled in reverse back down the lane, back down into the fog. We were screaming all the way. Driving a car at high speed in reverse in the dark while you’re being chased by a ghost is no joke, I can tell you.

       

      So I’m playing gigs with my Telecaster and my technique is now a fair imitation of Mick Green’s.

      There were a couple of very good R&B bands in Southend – The Paramounts (who went on to become Procol Harum and play ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ for ever) and The Orioles, led by Mickey Jupp, who had an extraordinarily powerful and soulful voice and wrote great songs. The band also featured Mo Witham, who remains one of the best guitarists I have ever seen. I would go to their gigs at the Cricketers Inn in Southend and stare intently at Mo and see if I could catch a fraction of the stuff he was putting down. He really was good – not just technically but in the electrifying feeling he put into his playing. He only needed to hit one note and you could tell. I could sometimes see how he played a certain phrase or riff and learn how to play it myself, but I could never make it sound like Mo.

      One time I went with Irene to see Mick Green playing at a college in London with Billy J. Kramer and the Dakotas. We stood right at the front watching him produce his magical sound, and at the end of the show I jumped up on to the stage and cornered the guy. What an oaf I was! I didn’t even give him a chance to get off stage but stood there telling him he was the greatest guitarist in the world, asking him why he had left Johnny Kidd and the Pirates and God knows what nonsense. I had my A-level copy of A Winter’s Tale in my pocket and got him to sign it. Years later, when I came to know Greeny, I shamefacedly told him this story of my gaucherie. He didn’t remember the incident, but I was able to show him his autograph in my Winter’s Tale.

      It was no surprise that I’d had Shakespeare in my pocket at that time. Ever since my A-level studies had turned me on to literature, I’d been reading a lot and even nurturing poetical ambitions of my own. So I played my Telecaster, read my Milton and scribbled in my notebook. I began to dream of getting a place at Cambridge to study Literature. Eventually, in 1967, I went to Newcastle University to take an English degree.
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