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INTRODUCTION



I DIDN’T KNOW I was Windswept and Interesting until somebody told me. It was a friend of mine – the folk singer Archie Fisher – who was startlingly exotic himself in the sixties. He’d just come back from Kashmir and was all billowy shirt and Indian beads. I had long hair and a beard and was swishing around in electric-blue velvet flares. He said, ‘Look at you – all windswept and interesting!’ I just said, ‘Exactly!’ After that, I simply had to maintain my reputation. 


[image: Paragraph break image]


It’s not difficult to become Windswept and Interesting – you just have to BE it. Then people will notice that you are. And once they’ve accepted it – and pronounced that you are – you’re all set. 


Windswept and Interesting people recognise each other. I was in Boston once, appearing on the Good Morning Massachusetts TV show. There was a drag queen on air before me, singing ‘I Am Who I Am’. It was nine o’clock in the morning, but she was covered in sequins and jewels. Huge hair, startling make-up. As she came offstage, her gaze met mine. I was wearing oxblood corduroy trousers, reindeer boots with curled-up pointed toes, a frilly polka-dotted satin shirt and a big gold hoop earring in one ear. As she brushed past me, she whispered in my ear: ‘Savage gypsy lover!!’ 


See? She knew, and I knew.


Being Windswept and Interesting is not just about what you wear. It’s also your behaviour, speech, your environment, and an attitude of mind. It’s perpetually classy – but it’s not of a particular class. It transcends class. 


It’s not about money either. For example, Windswept and Interesting people don’t wear new clothes. Quite the opposite. They select unusual pieces – maybe a thrift shop item like a junior musician’s coat from a long-forgotten Scottish regiment or Mexican charro trousers as worn by mariachi bands. Not everyone appreciates our garb. When I was on location in New Zealand during the filming of The Last Samurai, I was sitting outside a cafe on one of my days off and Ed Zwick, the director, came walking along the road. I was wearing red suede Mary Jane shoes with long turquoise socks, knee-length breeches and my orange ‘Jesus Is My Homeboy’ T-shirt. Ed stared at me with a twisted smile. ‘Billy,’ he said, ‘who gets you ready in the morning?’


We W & I’s love style … but we abhor fashion. We decorate our homes any way we damn well please. If you came into this room I’m in now, you’d see that it’s the abode of a Windswept and Interesting man. It’s eclectic and a wee bit disorganised. I’m surrounded by things I like – musical instruments with battered cases, lots of books, banjo magazines going back many years, and a rattan writing desk on which sit sketchbooks and drawing instruments. On my wooden bedposts sit several panama hats decorated with flowers, assorted scarves, beads, bandanas and a Bob Marley shoulder bag. I sit in a leather chair that can wheech me upside down (to relieve my back). On the walls are a Celtic banner, a Mexican Day of the Dead mask, a large Tibetan mirror, a Japanese kimono and French mirror sconces with flameless candles. There are two wooden ceiling fans, Indian cushions and curtains, a gentleman’s wooden valet, boxes of fishing flies, a piece of sculpture by a New Zealand artist, a pair of red boxing gloves, a wooden Inuit box, a collection of fountain pens, dogs’ water bowls, TV, broken DVD player, Academy DVDs I have yet to watch, and a remote control I can’t fucking operate. 


‘Sounds a right mess, Billy …’ I hear you say, ‘and a tad pretentious.’ Pretentious? MOI?!! I say it’s a stylish mix of objects – some practical, some useless – curated by a man of taste and fuck-you-ness. And yes, indeed it is messy … because I like it that way. That’s just how we W & I’s roll. You don’t like it? Fuck off.


Once I’d realised that I was Windswept and Interesting it became my new religion. It was such a delightful contrast to the dour and disapproving attitudes I’d grown up with. Instead of cowering under the yoke of ‘Thou shalt NOT!’, I found a new mantra: ‘Fuck the begrudgers!’ It felt brilliant. I was no longer obliged to behave with even a smidge of decorum. Over the years I’ve discovered the Secret Truths of W & I, such as: ‘Hell is not for sinners; it’s for beige-wearers’, and ‘Blessed are those who yodel – for they shall never be troubled by offers of work’. I even found the Key to W & I Enlightenment: ‘You can misbehave all you like – provided you leave them wanting more.’


Sometimes people ask me: ‘Billy … I, too, would like to become Windswept and Interesting! How can I achieve it?’ And I reply: ‘I’m afraid you’ve blown it by wanting to be it.’ You have to be accepted as Windswept and Interesting by other Windswept and Interesting people – once it arrives in you. And when that happens you get to write your own rules. 


Here are a few of mine:


YOU HAVE TO GENUINELY NOT GIVE A FUCK
FOR WHAT ANY OTHER LIVING HUMAN
BEING THINKS OF YOU. 


SAY THE FIRST THING THAT COMES INTO YOUR MIND
AND DON’T WORRY ABOUT WHAT MIGHT HAPPEN
TO YOU AS A RESULT. 


SEEK THE COMPANY OF PEOPLE WHO, WHEN
LEFT ALONE IN A ROOM WITH A TEA COSY,
WILL ALWAYS TRY IT ON. 


NEVER TURN DOWN THE OPPORTUNITY
TO SHOUT ‘FUCK THE BEGRUDGERS!’
AT THE TOP OF YOUR VOICE.


AND TELL YOUR STORY YOUR OWN DAMN WAY …
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DO WHAT MAKES YOU HAPPY


BE WHAT MAKES YOU HAPPY 


IF OTHERS DISAPPROVE TELL THEM
TO REARRANGE THESE WORDS
TO MAKE A POPULAR PHRASE:
YOURSELF, FUCK, GO
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I LIKE BEING naked in public. I discovered this made me happy when I was only four years old. It wasn’t so much the willy-pointing – more a lovely sense of naked freedom. A woman who used to babysit me from time to time told me I was a real handful – wild and funny – and that I used to take my clothes off as often as possible. I remember that feeling of nakedness; the joy of it has never left me. As an adult I’ve danced naked all over the world – even in the Arctic Circle. Over a hundred million viewers have seen my willy. Not many people can say that. 


It’s peculiar being me. Few things make me as happy as being naked. I’m not sure what my definition of happiness is. I used to think it was a daddy with a beach ball playing with his kids. But in recent years I’ve mainly come to think of it as what it’s not. Things that please other people don’t entertain me. I fucking hate talent shows, most reality shows, and those popular movies full of explosions, with unlikely heroes saving the world. On the other hand, I love watching TV evangelists. They’re such grandiose con artists, urging people to send money they can’t afford. ‘Pop an envelope in the mail and you’re bound to have a windfall!’ Pricks. Capitalising on loneliness. Makes me angry, but I can’t tear myself away. 


My wife Pamela says I’m angry about so many things I don’t leave much room to be happy. She put a board with the words ‘Today I will be as happy as a bird with a French fry’ on the wall opposite my toilet so I am reminded every time I take a piss. But that just makes me angrier. 


I feel happy just as I’m about to go to sleep, when I’m comfortable in my bed. Just at that final point before sleep I feel great. I’ve always imagined that would be the feeling you get before you die. And it makes me happy being around my children and my grandchildren. Yeah. Because I can see they’re not like me. They’re more complete in themselves. I like that in them and I’m a wee bit jealous. 


Football makes me happy. When my football team Celtic wins I do a wee dance in my heart. As you’ve no doubt heard, in Glasgow we have two very famous football teams: Rangers and Celtic. And never the twain shall meet. When they’re playing each other, the supporters of Celtic go to one end, and the supporters of Rangers go to the other end. They shout at each other for ninety minutes, and then they all go home. It can get quite heavy: ‘Ah, ya Orange bastard!’ 


‘Aaaagh!’ 


‘Have some o’ that, ya Fenian bastard!’ 


‘Ooooph!’


I like to hear the crowd singing. Have you heard Welsh people singing their anthem before a rugby match starts? It’s so moving. All those voices together, singing that lovely melody. That makes me happy.


You might think that being a Windswept and Interesting showbiz personality I would love myself a lot. I suspect happiness is having a liking for yourself and having a joy in being with yourself, and I’m not sure I have it. 
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I think I might have been happy before my mother left. Until I was four, I had this feeling – and I’m sure she got the same feeling – of two creatures joined by the same material. Before she left, I was like a naked animal. Crawling around with sticky things in my hands. Sweets and buns. I was happy before I was four. 


I can still smell the inside of my pram … plasticky, like hot rubber. And I remember the taste of the sweets. I don’t remember eating anything else except the boiled sweets – those liquorice ones – in gaudy colours. Black and purple and pink. And a kind of buttery one. My stage clothes ended up looking the same – stripy, loud. 


I remember being in other people’s houses as a wee boy. There was a man called Cumberland who lived across from us in Dover Street. He had a big family – eight girls, and the youngest was a boy. We used to spend a lot of time in his place with all his children. I loved it. They had an easy chair that was covered in corduroy and I used to sit in it the wrong way round – I would have my back where your bum should be and my legs where your back should be, so I was kind of upside down. Mr Cumberland would take a penny and run it across the corduroy sideways, making a noise like a motorbike. I thought that was brilliant and I asked him to do it again and again. I remember being delightfully happy there, in my own wee world. 


I get that same feeling now when I’m fishing. And when I eat a biscuit. There’s something wonderful about a biscuit. It lifts you off the floor. My favourite is the digestive. It’s the king of biscuits. It’s not filled with cream or jam or dripping with stuff. In the biscuit world it’s kind of plain, but it really suits being beside a cup of tea. I like the jammie dodger too, a round biscuit, sandwiched with jam, and the Abernethy – a big, ugly biscuit that was flaky and dry and great for dipping in tea. 


Biscuits make most people happy, don’t they? It’s amazing the number of big, muscly men who work in hard, heavy industries who will fall to their knees at the offer of a cup of tea and a biscuit. And I’m sure the Queen likes to have a digestive and a cup of tea the same as a coal miner does. When you get that into your head then you get Britain. After you’ve had a hard day working as a housekeeper, in the factory or the library or civil service, to settle down with a cup of tea and a digestive – the whole country is thankful for that. And it stays with you for your whole life. You never lose your love for the digestive. You never hear anybody saying: ‘I used to love the digestive but now I can’t be bothered.’ 


After I became a comedian, I met people who knew the Cumberlands and said they were pissed off at my talking about them onstage. I liked to tell the story about the time my sister Florence and I were playing in the street on a Friday night. 


Mr Cumberland came home from his work, had his tea, then told his wife: ‘I’m away for a pint.’ But his wife said, ‘You get those children off the street and into bed first before you go for any bloody pint!’ 


‘Okay, okay, give me peace!’ 


And he staggered out of the house. ‘Right, how many weans have I got? … Nine!’ So, he goes into the street looking for kids. ‘Right, you, you, you, you, and you …’ 


He rounded up the first nine children he came across, two of whom were me and my sister! We were washed and put to bed. I was there, tucked in with all the others, looking around, going: ‘Waaaah!’ My sister’s trying to calm me: ‘We’re all right. I’ve been in here before!’ ‘Waaaah!’ Meanwhile, my mother’s going berserk! She came back late, and we weren’t there – so she’s out looking for us with a policeman because she thinks we’re off in a kitbag with some pervert! The only reason they found us is that they spied two wee Cumberlands crying in the street. ‘Waaaah! We can’t get in the house! The bed’s full!’ So they took them in, and we were kicked out: ‘Waaaah!’


People loved that story when I told it onstage – but I really wouldn’t want to upset the Cumberland family, because I’m very grateful for the strong parental presence I sensed in that house. It felt safe. 
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I was born in a flat in a tenement building at 65 Dover Street in Anderston, near the centre of Glasgow. Tenement blocks were all over the city then; they had become the most popular kind of housing since the nineteenth century. They were solid sandstone apartment buildings with four storeys and a staircase in the middle. They had a narrow close – entrance hall – leading to a small back courtyard where people did their washing. Some Glasgow tenements were considered posh, but in my street they were overcrowded and deteriorating to the point of becoming slums. 


Dover Street was noisy. Coalmen would rumble past with their horses and carts, while rag and bone men would get your attention with military bugle calls: ‘doo di doo, doo di doo diddly umpum …’ Chimney sweeps wheeled their hand-barrows inside the close and yelled ‘sweeeeeeeep’ so it echoed upstairs. Children would play football on the street, using a lamp post as the goalpost. Upstairs, women would sit on the windowsill or hang out of the windows, chatting to each other or shouting at children in the street: ‘What’ve I told you about throwing stones …?’ Drunks would stumble into our back courtyard and give impromptu singing concerts. If these had merit, residents would throw down pennies. But if the singer was giving everyone a headache someone would first heat the pennies over the stove using a pair of pliers. ‘There ya go, ya winey bastard!!! Take yer wailing elsewhere …!!!’ ‘Ach Oucha OUCHHHH!!!’ 


We lived on the third floor of our tenement, and there was a smelly communal toilet on the landing. Our little two-roomed flat was a bit gloomy. I just remember an alcove bed, a kitchen table, and a sideboard with a drawer that was my crib when I was a baby. There was no bathroom, and no hot water; Florence washed both of us standing up in the kitchen. All this may sound a bit awful, but it wasn’t. There was a warmth about tenements, because of the people who lived in them. They were colourful, vertical villages. Sure, they were considered slums. People say, ‘Oh, the deprivation! Oh my …’ Nonsense! When you’re a wee boy it’s not like that. It felt great to have all these nice neighbours. And we had a big wooden toilet seat … luxury! You didn’t lose the use of your legs reading the Sunday paper. 


Maybe it’s my age, but it seems I can’t walk when I’ve been on the lavvy. ‘Heeelp!’ The only other time I’ve felt like that was after I’d had a drink in America, called a ‘Zombie’. Have you ever had a Zombie? You get drunk from the bottom up. You’re perfectly lucid, talking away – until you need to go to the toilet. But then you find out your legs are pissed! ‘Excuse me, I’ll just go to the toilet …’ Crash! You’re on the floor, and you can’t get up.


I was born on the kitchen floor on the twenty-fourth of November 1942, during World War Two. That’s the only date you’re getting in this book, because my birthday’s the only one I can remember. A few years ago, I forgot Pamela’s birthday and had to get it tattooed on my arm, but I still missed it the next year because I forgot to look. Anyway, when I was born my dad was away fighting in the air force in Burma and India. I don’t remember my mother being there much. Maybe she worked – I don’t know. She was an attractive teenager – like a British film starlet – with wavy dark hair and a smiley face. Everybody I met later who knew her said she was funny, and so volatile she could start a fire in an empty room. 


I don’t remember her hugging me, although I remember her smell. It was Florence who looked after me. She bathed me, fed me, dressed me. Tried to keep me out of trouble. Florence was only eighteen months older than I was. It never occurred to us that she was far too young to be in that position, with no adult around for hours on end. Our mother would leave us alone with an open, blazing fire. One night Florence fell into burning ashes and permanently damaged one eye. 


I was sickly – always sniffling. I had pneumonia three times before I turned four. But I felt jolly when Florence was next to me. We slept together in the alcove bed in the kitchen, and she used to teach me songs: 


I see the moon, the moon sees me. 


Under the shade of the old oak tree. 


Please let the light that shines on me 


Shine on the one I love.


It was a wartime song she heard on the radio. There were Scottish songs too: 


Come o’er the stream Charlie


Stream Charlie Stream Charlie


Come o’er the stream Charlie


And dine wi’ MacLean


And tho your heart’s weary


We’ll make your heart cheery


And …


da di di diddy de diddy dee dee … I forgot the rest … 
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At night, Florence used to shine a hand mirror on the wall, making a circle of light. She chased me with it ’til I screeched like a parrot. 


The most profound memory I have from 65 Dover Street was the time when I woke early and went to look for my mother. I opened the door to her bedroom and saw a stranger – a shirtless man, sitting in a chair, putting on his socks. I realised my mother was in bed, but I couldn’t see her because she was behind the door. This guy just put his foot on my forehead and gently pushed me out the door, then closed it. I found out later his name was Willie Adams, my mother’s lover. Shortly afterwards, she left us. 
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I think I’ll have a pizza tonight. Pizza makes me happy. Food of the gods. I don’t live in New York any more but I was there last year and had a slice of pizza every single night. I like my pizza the way I like my biscuits – kinda plain. My favourite is margherita – the plainest of the plain. It makes you fat. I can’t control my weight and eat the things I like, so I eat the things I like. It’s a W & I thing.
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IF NO ONE GIVES YOU A MEDAL,
DESIGN YOUR OWN
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HAVE YOU EVER wondered if you’re brave? Men especially worry if they’re brave or not. We’re brought up with all those ‘manly men’ books about Biggles and Tarzan and The Last of the Mohicans – so you always wonder if you’re a brave guy like them. I often watch that TV programme Forged in Fire where the guys are all shirtless giants with leather waistcoats, hand-wrestling metal into lethally sharp weapons. But then I’m equally drawn to Say Yes to the Dress and am frequently caught sniffling as the bride makes her choice. ‘Mum! Get the tissues! Dad’s crying front of the telly again!’ That pretty much kills my Tarzan act. 


I’d really like to be thought of as the hero type. I hope that if I ever saw a child running in front of a bus I’d dive across and shove him to safety: ‘Get out the road of the bus, son! Live a full and happy life! I’ve had my life, mine is over – or it will be as soon as this fucking thing runs over me …’ I’m about to have the word LEYLAND stamped backwards on my forehead. ‘You’ll be fine, but it’ll be over for me. Live a good life, son. All the best, cheerio!’ 


Yes, I hope I’d be the type of guy who’d do that kind of thing, but I probably won’t. I’ll more likely go: ‘My God! Look!’ It’s a wee boy! In front of a bus!’ And somebody else will say: ‘For fuck’s sake, are you just gonna stand there?? The bus will run him over! Flatten him like a fucking pancake!!’ I’ll say: ‘Has nobody got a phone?’ And they’ll say: ‘Yeah, let’s phone a brave guy!’
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My mother’s mother Flora MacLean – my granny – she was brave. In the fifties, she was walking along Argyll Street in Glasgow, carrying her shopping bag and minding her own business. There was traffic everywhere – tram cars, buses, police cars, motorcycles – and she saw a child running onto the road. ‘My God!’ She puts down her bag – not a care for herself – and rushes into the road – Beep! Beep! – grabs the child under one arm and scolds him: ‘Stupid little bugger!’ He goes: ‘Aw, leave me alone!’ She yells: ‘Don’t you dare struggle with me!’ and carries him back and puts him down on the pavement. ‘Now behave yourself!!’ But it was a wee man. With a wee moustache. ‘Fuck off, leave me alone!’


After our mother left with Willie Adams, my granny offered to take me and my sister in to live with her. Looking back, I wish she had. I’d seen her occasionally before my mother left. She was a warm-hearted, hard-working woman who cleaned offices for a living and was one of the lights of my life. My granny always seemed really glad to see me. She liked boxers and gave me pictures of her favourite – the famous American Joe Louis. There’s a photo of me in her house at three or four years old, hanging out of the window, and I look really happy. She used to turn up at our house in a fur coat and fancy earrings, bearing a bar of Fry’s 5 Boys chocolate. The wrapper had five pictures of a boy with five different expressions: Desperation, Pacification, Expectation, Acclamation and Realisation … the five emotions of chocolate-eating, in order. I don’t think they make Fry’s 5 Boys any more, but I still seem to pass through those stages while eating a Fry’s Turkish Delight, or an Aero, or a bag of Liquorice Allsorts. Nowadays I get an extra emotion at the end, especially during an acute dose of heartburn: Mortification.


I can’t remember who found us alone in the house after my mother left. Maybe a neighbour. Anyhow, someone took us to a children’s home. I remember sitting with Florence in the foyer. It was all wooden panels and echoes, and I didn’t like it much. I was glad when my father’s sisters Mona and Margaret showed up and took us out of there. 


[image: Paragraph break image]


My father wanted us to be brought up as Catholics. Flora had grown up in a Catholic family, but she married Neil MacLean (from clan MacLean of Duart) who was a Protestant from the Isle of Mull off the west coast of Scotland. When they had children, it became a tug o’ war. Flora even tried to have them baptised as Catholics behind her husband’s back, but her scheme failed.


Sectarianism was much more alive then. People nowadays don’t care all that much but, back then, if Catholic people married Protestants their family would never speak to them again. And if a Protestant got married in a Catholic church their parents wouldn’t come to the wedding. It was a tribal war. And it was a shame, because sooner or later the young married couple would have a child and the grandparents would be desperate to see it – but because of the upset over the wedding, the rift could never be mended.


The Irish … from whence I sprang – were very much under the thumb of the Catholic Church. They were all ‘God bless you’ and had come to Scotland as very poor, potato famine immigrants. They were frowned upon. Glasgow was a very successful city. It looked upon itself as the second city of the British Empire. It was a great merchant city for tobacco, whisky and exports, and there were shipyards and steelworks. So, the people – while still working class – were comparatively well off. They looked upon themselves as successful, and the Irish as losers. To marry one of them was considered to be marrying below your station.
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Maybe everyone would have been better off if we’d gone to live with my Granny Flora. But who knows? You can’t know. I once said on TV that I would have preferred going to a children’s home, where I’d be with other kids who all felt the same. A bit later on, when I was in Australia, I was walking along the street and a man came up to me. He was an older guy with tattoos, a hard man – looked like a builder, or maybe a merchant seaman. This man had been raised in children’s homes. He hugged me and said, ‘You’re wrong. You wouldn’t have liked it.’ And he was crying. 


When my aunts arrived at the children’s home, they were all dressed up in fancy coats and hats and I was in awe of them. Aunt Margaret was my godmother. I was christened in St Patrick’s Church, which is next to the Hilton in Glasgow. When I was told I was going to live with my aunts and my Uncle James, I was delighted. The children’s home scared me. Everything scared me after my mother left. And I’ve gone on being scared my whole life. 


What scares me now might surprise you. Games for one thing. When people announce they’re going to play games – especially ‘thinking’ games – I run away. I’m frightened of being found to be stupid. I avoid board games like Monopoly, or the games families play at Christmas. You won’t catch me playing fucking guessing games where you have to stick something on your forehead or find your way out of a room with clues – that kind of thing is purgatory for me. Physical games are okay, though. I have fun when there’s a ball and a crowd of dafties. 


After my aunts took Florence and me to their small flat on Stewartville Street in Partick, they immediately held a party to launch their new life of having two children. I remember various friends and relatives being led in one at a time to see me lying there in my cot. It seemed to be a jolly affair. I was quite happy being inspected – as long as Florence was handy. Everybody seemed to like me. I had a sonsy face, as they say in Scotland: ‘a face that would get you a scone at any door’. Florence and I were put in two different rooms. I shared one with Mona and Margaret, and Florence was in the kitchen. I must have sorely missed my mother, but I don’t really remember that feeling. I do remember peeing the bed and being harshly scolded. And I remember there was a mouse in my room … 


I’m not afraid of mice. I used to be afraid of sharks, although I’ve got used to them. I’m very scared of spiders. I saw a gigantic one in Nepal. It was so huge I thought it was a rabbit – brown and furry, moving along in the long grass. When I learned it was a spider, my heart stopped. It was the same day I saw a baby rhinoceros – and I’ve never seen anything quite so nice. The mother was running in front with her baby behind her – and I was behind them both on an elephant. The baby kept looking back, scared that we were catching up. 


At that early point Mona and Margaret must have thought that having two children in the house was a good idea, but I doubt they really knew what they were getting themselves into. They both had full-time jobs; Mona was a nurse and worked in the hospital at night as well as tending to a few private patients. Margaret, her younger sister, was a Wren during the war but eventually became a civil servant. Presumably they took us in out of a sense of martyrdom based on the religious necessity of saving our souls. But whatever it was, it soon wore off. I don’t think they’d considered that they might want to get married one day, and that having us would be an anchor on that. Sometimes, when I’m thinking about it all, I try to pull myself up and I think, ‘Maybe I’m just ungrateful’. It was really quite a sacrifice, because they were giving up their chance to be carefree young adults. 


Margaret had natural wavy red hair like an American pin-up girl and modelled for a local hairdresser called Eddy Graham. Mona was thirteen years older than her. She dyed her hair blonde; it became my job to trot down to Boots the Chemist for her peroxide: ‘Twenty volumes, please.’ Like many people at that time, Mona had acquired National Health false teeth, but they must have been uncomfortable because she never put them in unless she went out. The two of them would get all dolled up and go out dancing to the ‘F and F’ (Fife and Fife) dance hall. They would bring men back home and sit around the fire, laughing and talking. 


My Uncle James lived with us in Stewartville Street for a while. Since my dad was in India, James took it upon himself to show me how to brush my teeth. We had tins of Gibbs toothpaste. He took the lid off and showed me how to rub my toothbrush on the solid toothpaste and how to clean my teeth up and down, not side to side. Uncle James had lost three fingers in an explosion during the war, but he managed well with the fingers he had. He was a nice man. Funny. I loved having him in the house. But after a while, he married an Irish lass called Peggy and went to live in Whiteinch.
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Another thing that scares me is public speaking. You might find that hard to believe, but I’m not talking about being onstage – although that’s terrifying too. I’m talking about making a speech at weddings and so on. The very thought makes me want to vomit. I had to give a best man’s speech once and made a total arse of it. Just after the vows, while they were solemnly singing: ‘Mine eyes have seen the glory …’ an inescapable image entered my head: I saw a line of old cowboys singing it with their hats off: ‘Glory glory hallelujah’. I burst out laughing and couldn’t stop. 


When I turned five, I started to attend the school across the road. It was a massive pink sandstone building – I thought it was like a castle. It had two playgrounds – one for older boys and one for girls and younger boys. I’d been observing the school since I was four. I could lean out the window and see right inside the gates. It looked like a good place to be. I could hear it too. I could hear boys singing, and adults teaching. I could see the kids coming out to play in the morning and afternoon. They seemed really delighted to be there – playing games and running about. 


The pipe band practised in the school dining room on Friday nights. I loved listening to them. I waited eagerly for the lunchtime noises – all the cutlery being crashed around in the dining room, and boys being ordered about: ‘Sit over here!’ ‘Less nonsense over there!’ I could even smell the food. It was cooked somewhere else and delivered to the street outside the school in big metal cases, and it sat there, wafting, until they carried it in. Sometimes wild boys from other streets or towns would sneak along and open it, especially when the pudding was cake and custard. They would each grab a big handful of sponge cake, pry open the custard bin and dip it in, then run away before they could be caught. 


The school was divided into two sides. If you were a five-year-old boy you went to St Peter’s Girls’ School and Infants’ School until you were six, and after that you went next door to St Peter’s Boys’ school. Everybody went in the main entrance – a big double door in the centre of the facade. After I turned five, the big day came when I was to start at the infants’ school. I was excited. I had been imagining a bright and happy place with lots of fun and kindly teachers. But once I got inside, I found out just how wrong I was … 


The first thing that greeted me in the entrance hall was a massive crucifix on which was mounted an eight-foot bleeding Christ. Bright red blood dripped down the face, from the evil-looking crown of thorns to the near-naked body. This monstrosity hung threateningly above the stairwell and was impossible to miss. I’d been attending Mass since I was two, but I still didn’t completely understand the significance of that statue. This much I did pick up: it was a dire warning. Apparently, it was all MY fault that Jesus was tortured and killed, and I’d be paying for it throughout eternity.


At first, I didn’t mind the school lessons. I felt confident because I’d already learned to write letters. Florence had taught me. And I liked my teacher, Miss O’Halloran. She even paraded me around the whole school to show how clever I was. I remember writing the letter ‘J’ on the blackboard with a piece of chalk, to the great admiration of the merry throng. 


But pretty soon, a shadow fell. The headmistress, Sister Philomena, was a humourless inquisitor who had pictures of hell on her walls – half-naked, chained people being ripped apart on torture beds or eaten by giant serpents. I already had my own, nightmarish visions of what hell was like – dark purple caves invaded by raging fires, with people moaning and shrieking, and nowhere to go. It was dawning on me that we were placed here on Earth with all that exciting stuff that constituted sin and temptation – but if we used it, we’d be punished mercilessly. I still think it’s a rotten deal. 


Sister Philomena was the big boss, and a huge threat because I knew she could decide my fate. On my first day at St Peter’s, I wisely thought: ‘These nuns and teachers are my superiors. I’m very small and they’re very big. This could go badly for me.’ I was right. The nuns were very violent. Their punishment tool was a twelve-inch ruler they’d crash down on our knuckles, even in the infants’ school. They’d cruise by your desk and check your work, and if it wasn’t up to par they’d make you put your hands on your notebook and thwackkk!! I never even knew exactly why I was being punished, and I never dared ask. 


At least life at home in Stewartville Street was fine at first. We were not neglected. There was always someone home to watch us. There were fewer sticky sweeties, though, mainly because it was wartime. Instead – much to my horror – Aunt Mona cooked us vegetables. I liked potatoes, but I hated the carrots and onions. The absolute worst were Brussels sprouts. We always had them on a Saturday. Fucked up the whole day. To help get them down my throat, Mona would offer encouragements like a smack in the head or a bloody nose. There was no such thing as leaving them on my plate. I’d have to sit there for hours and hours, staring at the nightmarish, overcooked, wee greenish-grey things. I would miss the movie matinee I’d been looking forward to all week, but still I just couldn’t put one in my mouth. Even now I have an utter disgust for Brussels sprouts; just being in the same room as one makes me want to vomit. 


But as a boy, there was something wonderful about refusing to eat them. So what if the matinee was over? I was starring in my own Western movie. To me it was a life-or-death stance just like the shoot-out at the O.K. Corral. Would Flash Gordon cave in and eat the sprouts? No, he fucking wouldn’t. It was a rebellious act that I believed elevated me to the realm of the heroes. This was my chance to prove to myself and others that, at five years old, I could be counted among the brave.
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AVOID PEOPLE WHO SAY
THEY KNOW THE ANSWER


KEEP THE COMPANY OF PEOPLE
WHO ARE TRYING TO UNDERSTAND
THE QUESTION
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THERE HAS BEEN no shortage of questions in my life. For example: what does snot accomplish? I used to think your nose would be much better designed to hold in snot if it was the other way up. But then, if you had a cold and you sneezed, your eyes would be full of snot. And you’d always have two partings in your hair.


Another thing: why do men have nipples? I’ve never been given a decent answer to that one. Perhaps that’s why I had mine pierced – to provide a reason. It wasn’t so much the actual piercing, it was the pride of it. I used to like showing my pierced nipples to people, hoping they’d be suitably shocked. They usually were. 


It was a good day when I got those nipple rings. The piercer said, ‘Why do you want this?’ I said, ‘I’ve become so ordinary. I used to be a hippy, with long hair, and dressing wild. I feel like I’ve joined the beige ranks.’ He got his needle and pierced my left nipple. 


After I’d stopped screaming, he said, ‘There you go. One more of us – and one less of them.’ Oooohhhh. It hurt like fuck. It was like being struck by lightning. There was a high from it that I’ll never forget. Lasted for hours. Having my feet tattooed was painful too. Torture. The worst was going back the second time to have all the flowery patterns coloured in, knowing what the pain was like from having the outline drawn. Holy Mother.


I wish I still had my nipple rings. I had to take them out when I was in Mrs Brown – a movie I did with Dame Judi Dench. I had to be filmed swimming naked in the English Channel, and the director asked me to remove them. That’s how I lost them. Well, I actually didn’t lose them – I just didn’t put them back in for a while, so when I finally tried, the holes had healed up. And that was that.
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Once I turned six and was moved up to St Peter’s Boys’ School, there were no shortage of mysteries. For example, I always wondered why we weren’t Jews, since Jesus was one. I got hounded for asking, and I never got an answer. I learned early on that I would be ridiculed if I dared ask my burning questions about things like: ‘Did Jesus have any brothers and sisters?’ 


The teachers at St Peter’s Boys’ School used a different instrument of torture from the nuns at the infants’ school. The ‘tawse’ was two or three feet long, with a turn at one end. At the other end it was split into two or three tails. The punisher would put it over his shoulder and brace himself, ready to take aim. You had to stand like you were holding a bowl out in front of you and they would come down hard. Ssschwckkk!!! Ssschwckkk!!! Ssschwckkk!!! On a winter’s morning it had to be felt to be believed. 


If you cried, you got mocked – especially by Rosie MacDonald. She was a psychopath. ‘Big Rosie’ they called her, as if she deserved affection. Her speciality was placing pencils under your knuckles to induce extra pain when she whacked you. She would thrash me for nothing – for showing interest in pigeons outside the window or glancing away when she was talking. She was a sadistic bastard. There was a guy with glasses in my class whom she called ‘four-eyes’. She was supposed to be a teacher! That kind of thing leaves an indelible scar on you. One day I was late, so she got two boys in my class to grab my arms and run me up and down the classroom aisles to ‘wake me up’. My little play-piece (sandwich) fell out of my jersey and was trampled to mush on the floor.


After a while I just decided to stop doing my homework. I reasoned, ‘She’s going to beat me anyway’. And she did. Almost every day. Hurt me beyond words. I don’t really want to talk about her any more, it puts me in an awful mood. 


In any case, at six years old I learned that a thwack on the hand – or even a smack in the mouth – is overrated as a pain-creator. It’s not the worst thing you’re ever going to feel. My aunties could fucking inflict twice that pain without lifting their hands – by humiliation. My strategy for dealing with physical hurt has always been to dream. I would just choose to think about other things. 


And apart from being battered mercilessly, I rather liked St Peter’s, especially the infants’ school. I enjoyed the atmosphere of all the boys and girls together learning and singing songs. We learned about the Catholic vestments: the alb (robe), the amice (top garment), the girdle (belt), the maniple (ornamental armpiece) and the stole (long scarf). 


That was just the beginning of our Catholic education. Between the infants’ school and the primary school there were all sorts of sneaky ways they tried to nudge us towards the priesthood. The real showdown was when the priest came to recruit us. He swished into the classroom in his long black outfit, and posed the ultimate trick question: ‘Are there any boys here who DON’T want to be priests?’ Nobody dared put up his hand.
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One question my five-year-old self had was: ‘Where is my father and is he ever coming back?’ I had no memories of his being there when I was a baby, and my aunts never talked about him to me. But he eventually showed up just after my fifth birthday – an enormous guy dragging a huge metal trunk. When I heard him approaching, I dived for cover right away. He peered at me, under the table, then pulled me out and gave me a wonderful toy yacht. It was green and red with canvas sails, and it really sailed. I was dead pleased. My father and I sailed it together in Victoria Park near Whiteinch in Glasgow. There was a splendid pond, and a club for wealthy people who had handsome miniature racing yachts. They were really accurate sailors and brilliant to watch. My wee boat wasn’t as showy as the others, but it did well. You’d put it in the water, then run like hell around the pond to catch it on the other side.


My father’s name was William Connolly. People had called me ‘Billy’ until he came home, but then I became ‘Wee Billy’ because he was ‘Big Billy’. He really was big – and broad – with a neck and head like a bull. His collar size was 18½ inches. So, I was forced to be ‘Wee Billy’ my whole life until I became a comedian and Scottish people started calling me ‘The Big Yin’. Some people in England thought that was to do with ‘yin and yang’, but it just means ‘the big one’ and it’s common in Scotland. If you’re tall and they don’t know your name you’re ‘The Big Yin’, and if you’re not tall you’re the ‘Wee Yin’. Being ‘The Big Yin’ was a nice change from ‘Wee Billy’, but there could be a lot of confusion. For example, in the pub some local guy might say to another: ‘Billy Connolly was in earlier.’ His pal would ask for clarification: ‘You mean Big Billy or Wee Billy?’ He’d reply: ‘The Big Yin.’ ‘Ah …’ His pal would nod, ‘Wee Billy!’ Anyone standing nearby would wonder: ‘What the fuck are they talking about?’


I never met my dad’s parents, but I knew his father was an Irish immigrant from Connemara in the north of Ireland. I went once to visit Connemara with my daughter Cara when I was performing in Dublin. I had a couple of nights off, so we drove up to see it. Local people knew the place was special to me because I had said on a talk show that my ancestors were from there, and they greeted me warmly. My grandfather came from a village in West Connemara called Ballyconneely – which is very like ‘Billy Connolly’! When I was there a woman came up to me and said, ‘Billy Connolly! You’re the spitting image of yourself!’ The place was lovely. Rural. White walls and black roofs. A beautiful place on the edge of the ocean. They get rain there that would take the skin off you. 


I love Ireland. There’s something very alive about the people there, something lovely and crazy and intelligent and strange about the whole culture. We’re the same race, the Scots and the Irish. We’re all Celtic people. The Scots came from Ireland – for reasons best known to themselves. ‘Come on – I know an even colder place! It rains all the time! It’s amazing! Head for the black cloud!’ The Scots have done that all over the world. During the Highland Clearances in the eighteenth century, we went to Virginia. It was paradise – the Blue Ridge Mountains and all of that. ‘Too hot! Further north, lads!’ So, they went up to Hudson’s Bay – where it was cold enough to freeze your bollocks off! If you had a piss you had to snap it off. If you farted in bed you woke up with an ice cube up your arse. 


My ancestors left Ireland in the time of the potato famine, but not because of the weather. They were starving. But they arrived in Scotland barefoot with nothing and had nowhere to go and were treated appallingly. Protestants didn’t want them. There used to be signs outside businesses saying: ‘Worker wanted. Irish need not apply.’ My grandfather came to Glasgow when he was ten years old. It must have been very hard for him. Even my father – when he was old enough to apply for jobs – was greeted by ‘Apprentices wanted. Boys’ Brigade welcome.’ That was a Protestant organisation.


My father was a bright guy. He’d come top of his school, and became an engineer, making machine parts in companies like Singer. When war broke out, he went off to attend to aeroplanes in the Royal Air Force. He contracted malaria while he was in India and was sent up to the hill country to recuperate. The air force trunk he brought back home after the war was full of exciting stuff that gave me a little window into his life abroad. I loved seeing all the photos of India, mostly of white men in shorts. There were also official papers, bits of uniform, badges and eyeglasses. I used to play with his metal-framed military glasses – the type John Lennon wore. I would put them on and pose about. He even had an Australian military hat – the kind that goes up at the side – I never knew why. 


My father loved India, and so do I. I love the landscape, the music, the paintings, the poetry and art, and I love Indian streets. I’m always amazed to see people riding side-saddle on motorbikes – women with saris flapping in the air, sometimes holding a baby in their arms. Such sights put my heart in my mouth. Much of the colour of India comes from the women. Their clothes are extraordinary. You’ll turn a corner in your car on the way to a remote village, then suddenly three women will cross the road – one in emerald-green, one in bright yellow and the other in scorching red. Ridiculously bright and beautiful colours. BaBoooom!! And there’ll be stalls on the side of the road selling kitchen things and bowls and cloth for saris, and they’ll be blazing bright as well. And the men in white … it’s all just stunning. Everybody walks nicely, and they swish along so gracefully.
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I learned recently that I have Indian heritage, on my mother’s side. It took me by surprise. I was doing a BBC TV show called Who Do You Think You Are? First, they took me to Darjeeling in the hill country, where my dad was sent to recover from malaria. It was a very pure place. Lovely air. I liked hearing the Islamic prayers in the morning. They seemed different from those I’ve heard elsewhere – and sung in a lovely pitch.


The TV researchers found that, at twenty-five years old, my great-great-great-grandfather John O’Brien was with the British Army at Bangalore. I went with the TV crew to the barracks where he was stationed and the soldiers who are there now performed a display march for us. Afterwards, one of the officers came up to us. ‘Who is the parachutist?’ They pointed to me. ‘You’ve done your course?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘And you’ve got your wings?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


He dived on me and gave me a hug. 


I learned that John O’Brien had married a twelve-year-old Indian girl. Apparently, that was pretty common behaviour for the time – although not in Ireland. I visited the simple Catholic church where they were married. There was a lot of intermarriage back then, but they tried to pretend it didn’t exist. As far as the British were concerned, John’s bride didn’t have any Indian names – they wiped them from the records completely and called her Matilda. 


My great-great-great-grandfather was no sooner married than he was called to Lucknow, where there was a long siege of the garrison by Indian rebel forces who no longer want to be ruled by the British Raj. During the fighting, he was badly wounded – shot in the shoulder. Some of their wives were also attacked. I went to a hostel for British army wives and learned that rebels had turned up there when the men were away fighting the Siege of Lucknow and had thrown their womenfolk down a well. Both John and Matilda were lucky to survive the uprising. After it was all over, they settled in Bangalore and had four children. Bangalore must have been very different then … now it’s the computer capital of India. I like the name Bangalore. Wonder if that’s where the word ‘galore’ comes from? John and Matilda’s story hardly had a happy ending. John became ill with syphilis and turned haywire with the drink. He returned to Scotland with his family, whom he could no longer support, and Matilda was forced to beg on the street. But it was her line that led to my Indian ancestry, for which I am very grateful. 
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I first tasted a curry when I was twenty-something. I was with a singer called Jimmy Sneddon and some other folkies in Glasgow. They said, ‘Wanna come? We’re going for an Indian.’ I said, ‘I don’t know anything about that kind of food, and I don’t want to get tortured.’ ‘It’s good,’ said Jimmy. ‘You’ll like it.’ He suggested I try dhal and I did like it – very much. This was at the Koh I Noor restaurant in Gibson Street. I went there for many years. Until they closed their doors in 2020, they still had photos of me on the wall that they took in the seventies. I was fond of Rasul, the owner. I remember when he did the hajj to Mecca. He came up and told me he was going, and I gave him a hug. 


The second time I went to the Koh I Noor I tried a chicken dish, then over the years I slowly delved deeper into the cuisine. In Scotland the Indian restaurants are mainly Bangladeshi. First, I liked biryani, and then I liked madras curries. Now and again, I like tandoori, but I prefer the others. My favourite Indian meal is spinach and potatoes – saag aloo – with dhal on the side. And I love that fruity bread – peshwari naan. Delightful. I did a British tour of seventy nights and had a curry every single night. There are great curries in Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Watford and Bradford. Fantastic! And delightful sweets like gulab jamun. 


I found that madras was as hot as I liked to go. I didn’t like vindaloo, or faal, which is even hotter and jam-packed with chillies. You can spell faal ‘phall’, but it’s just as fucking hot with a ‘ph’. I tried to like them, but they burned my arse. I started making curries myself when I was first living in England with Pamela. I became quite proficient at it, mainly using the Madhur Jaffrey cookbooks. By the time we lived in a house with a decent-size kitchen I could do an Indian dinner for twelve, with soup, main course and dessert. First, I’d serve green soup made with spinach, then my favourite main dish, which was baked cod in a yoghurt sauce with rice, and Gujarati carrot salad with black mustard seeds. The dessert would be apple pie and ice cream. I loved cooking for my pals. Very jolly occasions. That’s where I discovered that if you have to make a huge salad you can toss it in a bin liner. I came up with that idea myself.
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Here’s another of my boyhood mysteries: ‘Why can’t I be king?’ The British class structure is still baffling to me. And people kept telling me Scotland was a Protestant country, but they never explained it. I wondered: ‘What do I not get? Do I have fewer civil rights than you?’ At least now I’ve been awarded my own Vegemite jar with my name on it. THAT’s royalty. 


I fucking love Vegemite. I have it on my toast in the morning. You know Marmite’s that wee bit runny? Vegemite is a stage denser, and not so shiny. Killer diller. Australians grow up with it, but it’s an acquired taste for everybody else. My pal Whoopi Goldberg hates it. We were talking about Australia and she said, ‘Have you tasted Vegemite?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, I love it.’ She said, ‘Ugh, how can you say that? It’s like licking a cat’s ass!’ I said, ‘Who did your research?’


When I was a boy I wondered: ‘How can 25,000 tons of steel float on water?’ I did an engineering course in my fourth year of school and found the answer to that one. But early on at St Peter’s, most of my mysteries were about Catholicism. I could never understand the miracle of the loaves and fishes. The Bible said they turned up with a table full of loaves and fishes, but hundreds of people arrived, and they fed them all. That’s the only information you get. How did they do it? Nobody could explain it, so I just assumed each fish was twelve feet long. I could never understand the ‘Holy Trinity’ – Father, Son and Holy Ghost. As far as I knew, the Holy Ghost just drifts around – it doesn’t take part in much. But how could God give you his only begotten son when it’s actually him? I didn’t dare ask the nuns, but once I got to secondary school, I tried to ask teachers there. They just put me off by being absurd. I don’t think they knew either. And they didn’t like upstarts. ‘Connolly! Pay attention! If you paid as much attention to maths as you do to these questions, you’d do far better!’ 


They were wrong. Maths was useless to me. Have you ever used the word ‘hypotenuse’ since you left school? I rest my case. Those bastards crammed it into your skull – it’s of fuck all use to anybody. Why do we learn algebra when we’ve no intention of ever going there? Can you imagine actually using algebra in your life? You’re lost in London, and you ask someone, ‘Excuse me, could you please direct me to Harrods?’ ‘Certainly. Let’s see now – let X equal Harrods …’ ‘Fuck off. I’ll ask somebody else.’ 


From the moment I set foot in St Peter’s primary school I knew that, despite all the mysteries, I should just act like I believed everything. No questions. Never question a priest. You’d go roaring straight to hell.
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