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In Adversis Puritas


This book is respectfully dedicated to Peter Meaden and Randy Cozens. Sleep well.
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FOREWORD BY PAUL WELLER


The truth is that none of us second-generation mods can lay claim to being the first at any of it. We were copying the tribal originals: learning about what they wore, what they listened to, what drugs they took, what books and films they liked.


Their influences! Influences that have led me on to so many great things. That have made me question everything I was ever taught at school or told about on TV.


A liberation most definitely!


I’m amazed at how mod has kept going; it’s been over 40 years for us second-gens! And I think it’s still strong. I’ve been glad to see how adaptable mod is, how every generation that gets into it adds something to it. It’s Kept Its Faith.


We might not have invented the wheel, but we’ve definitely kept it turning.


Eddie was there very early doors. His story is of the many.


PW. KTF





INTRODUCTION


So just what does ‘clean living under difficult circumstances’ actually mean? What an odd title for a book – it makes absolutely no sense, surely?


Well, that’s a fair question. It might seem confusing. Unless, that is, you have ever been touched by the hand of mod, and then it makes perfect sense. If you know what mod is, everything falls into place.


The Sixties mod world had its own guru. A philosopher-poet who saw the Soho mod scene as a total, all-consuming way of life. A place where teenagers could leave the strictures of their dysfunctional suburban family and embrace a new one of their own choosing. The Soho modernist family.


His name was Peter Meaden, and he was the man who truly defined what mod was – or rather is.


Originally partners with The Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham, Meaden rose to prominence as the proto-manager of The Who. He was the man who changed their name to The High Numbers and shaped them as the mod superstars they would soon become. As Townshend’s guru, Meaden both articulated and lived the totality of a mod life. Like many of the early followers on the path, he was an evangelist, encouraging others to join him on the journey.


After losing The Who to managers Lambert and Stamp, Meaden instead moulded Jimmy James and the Vagabonds – who were black and therefore more ‘authentic’ than his previous charges – into the perfect mod band, directing them and the burgeoning mod scene from his Soho bedsit. The Flamingo Club, The Scene, Scotch of St James . . . he saw mods as his own personal army; like fellow traveller DJ and A&R man Guy Stevens, he truly believed in the movement and its ability to change the world.


Peter Meaden had a point. Mod manifested itself in Swinging London, Carnaby Street and Ready Steady Go!, and shaped Britain’s self-image in the Sixties. It was a sociopolitical youth explosion that swept the world, and Meaden, along with his original partner Oldham, advocated the concept of ‘art as commodity as business’. It did him no good, though. An addiction to amphetamines eventually led to a mental breakdown and incarceration in a North London mental institution – and this, bizarrely, is where I come in.


In the late Seventies, a journalist called Steve Turner had remembered this fragile and rather broken Svengali, and took the time and trouble to track him down to interview him about his life. Peter Meaden was by now hospitalised in Southgate and undergoing electroconvulsive therapy (ECT), which has long since been frowned upon but was, at the time, seen as a way of ‘resetting’ a patient’s brain. Despite his treatment and mental health issues, Meaden came across in Turner’s interview as both erudite and a rare visionary; a Byron-esque mod poet-philosopher who was able to define just what it was that the very concept of mod meant to him at the time.


He compared the young mods’ sartorial outlook with the peacock style of Spanish bullfighters, and their subversive nature to that of the Viet Cong, fighting against the establishment from the left field. But most importantly he defined the concept of mod thus: ‘Modism, or mod living, is an aphorism for clean living under difficult circumstances.’


It means nothing, but at the same time it means everything.


Turner’s interview was eventually published in the NME in 1979 off the back of the mod revival. And, as a young mod at the time, I was captivated. Meaden’s words seemed to join the dots and fill in the gaps. He gave me something to believe in and that was this rather indefinable and dysfunctional thing called mod. Meaden and Paul Weller made me the person I am now.


Strangely, by the time I read those words, I had already met Meaden. In 1978, when he was with his son Sascha at the home of my childhood friends Jackie and Mickey Curbishley, whose dad Bill was by then managing The Who. Peter was back in the game, looking after The Steve Gibbons Band for Curbishley’s Trinifold management company. He’d been a consultant on the film Quadrophenia, saying, ‘This film’s about me, man; this is my life,’ after reading the script. But he took his own life just two months later, never having seen it.


His NME interview had such an overwhelming impression on me that I named this book in his honour.


Clean Living Under Difficult Circumstances.





PART 1






1


ALTERNATIVE ULSTER


It started innocently enough.


In the early months of 1983, a letter arrived at my mum’s house in Loughton. It was addressed care of Extraordinary Sensations, the mod fanzine I’d been running since 1980 just before I left school. Now up to Issue 8 with a circulation pushing 3,000 copies a time, this homemade magazine had become one of the mod scene’s leading publications, taking over from the legendary but long defunct Maximum Speed.


I received an enthusiastic postbag of around 25 letters a week. Teenagers wrote from all over the world: unsolicited articles for publication, futile pleas for long-out-of-print back issues, demos and fanzines for review or forthright views for the letters page. The fanzine was part of an underground network catering for the young but seemingly ever-growing mod scene that had appeared organically on the streets of London in early 1979.


Dubbed the ‘mod revival’ by a cynical and generally hostile music press, the scene initially coalesced around The Jam before an explosion of like-minded bands appeared on London’s gig circuit that spring. Mod enjoyed its brief time in the spotlight. The Jam, the film Quadrophenia, the two-tone phenomenon and dozens of hit bands like Secret Affair, The Lambrettas, the Purple Hearts and The Chords ensured a loyal teenage following, but by 1982, ignored by the music press, mod had retreated back underground.


And it was here in the shadows that – even after The Jam split in December of that year – the scene continued to grow, word spreading through a growing network of teenage fanzines and newsletters. It’s estimated that at the scene’s peak in 1983 there were more than a thousand of these home-made magazines serving a youth culture that had spread to more than 20 countries.


Mod was underground, unfashionable and, apart from the occasional tabloid ‘Bank Holiday riot’ exposé, invisible.


But it was thriving . . .


This particular letter to Extraordinary Sensations was postmarked Belfast South.


Make no mistake, at this point Ireland was at war. An ugly, brutal civil war that saw a demented catalogue of religious and political murder forced onto an embattled population. In London we were somewhat insulated from the insanity, which hid behind the almost innocent-sounding euphemism of the ‘Troubles’. The English had, to a degree, lost interest in the constant atrocities being committed by both sides.


IRA, UDA, UDR, INLA, UVF, SDLP, UUP, DUP. Always those endless fucking initials. Of course, we knew it was happening, but unless there was a bomb in London or Warrington or Brighton it tended to pass us by.


Of all the regions of the UK, Belfast was where the mod influence was biggest. Stylistically the scene may well have been a year or so behind what went on in London – and the adherents correspondingly younger – but the passion and commitment was total. I received plenty of letters from Ireland, often in envelopes decorated with targets, the colour of which was the only reference to religion, political persuasion or tribal loyalty: from the Republic in the south and the Catholic areas of Northern Ireland, the targets were invariably green, white and orange; from Northern Irish Protestant communities, they were red, white and blue.


How quaint, I’d thought. Like the random graffiti left by Arsenal or Spurs fans. Except that it wasn’t quaint. It was deadly fucking serious. I was a naive 19-year-old who certainly wasn’t aware of the internecine politics of Ulster.


The letter came from an Extraordinary Sensations subscriber called David Holmes, Homer to his mates. He lived on the Ormeau Road in Belfast in a mixed area (and by that I mean it was a suburb where Catholics and Protestants lived side by side) and was still at school. He made me an offer: he said a group of Belfast mods had taken it upon themselves to club together to hire a venue so I could come over and play some of the latest London tunes. Belfast’s various independent record shops that stocked my fanzine agreed to sell tickets. Crikey, I remember thinking to myself. This might actually work!


I’d been DJing since 1981 and by this time regarded myself as a proper mod-soul DJ. I was part of a setup of similar-minded teenagers from East London who hosted regular club nights and sold-out alldayers at the Ilford Palais. My partners were Ray Margetson, the editor of Patriotic fanzine, Dean Port from Hainault and Mappy from Walthamstow, and we were starting to make a name for ourselves at Ilford clubs like Barons and the Regency Suite.


It was a great scene, but did I want to do something different for a weekend and go to Belfast? Damn right.


I wasted no time contacting mates in Dublin. Sean O’Gorman and Robbie McDonald were Extraordinary Sensations subscribers hosting their own gigs under the aegis of the Emerald Society. Mods were big on clubs and societies back then; that was the way of our world in the early Eighties. We did everything ourselves and built up excellent channels of communication in those pre-internet days. I duly posted my missives on that wafer-thin blue paper reserved for international correspondence: could they tie something up for me in Dublin over the same weekend?


Some three weeks later, again by airmail, they replied in the affirmative and I set to planning my trip. We chose the upcoming Easter weekend, although on reflection we might not have thought things through properly!


This was the plan: I’d ride my Vespa over to Wales, catch a ferry to Dublin, attend a scooter ride-out on Good Friday, DJ, wave goodbye to my Dublin friends and make my way up to Belfast cross-country – spending Saturday night with another fanzine subscriber who lived in a small village somewhere en route before ending up with David Holmes and the lads in the ’Fast for a DJ session on Easter Sunday. Next day, I’d join 50 other scooters on a run to Bangor on the Irish east coast and ride back to London the day after that. A simple enough journey on paper, but over 800 miles and a ridiculously long way in practice. The thought of going abroad on my scooter for the first time was appealing, but my naivety was appalling.


I’d recently lost my job and found myself with some extra time on my hands. As a result, I’d become a junior NCO in the Territorial Army.


Malcolm Knox, a mod mate from Epping, had suggested joining him in the TA – specifically the regiment where he was a full-time sergeant, the London Scottish. Apparently the advantages were legion. You could fit your service in with real work or stay on the dole and do as much or as little training as you liked. It paid regular army wages and, best of all, on completion of a paltry 14 days’ training a year they paid you a tax-free ‘bounty’ of £250, which was more than enough bunce for a decent scooter at the time. What was there not to like?


Initially five of us – all mods from Essex – signed up and were shipped off for basic training at Cultybraggan, a former German POW camp in west Perthshire. Once briefly the home of Hitler’s doolally henchman Rudolph Hess, the camp gained notoriety in the spring of 1945 when five Waffen-SS were arrested for the murder of a fellow inmate suspected of being a British spy. Yep, our temporary home had once played host to an incident that resulted in the largest multiple execution in 20th-century Britain! It was that kind of place.


Those two weeks in the Highlands came as a shock. It was the height of winter, with 2 feet of snow on the ground, and conditions were not just beyond basic; they were bordering on barbaric. No heating in the World War II Nissen huts (the same ones the Nazi prisoners lived in!), a temperature of -10°C, awful food and quite literally crap, substandard equipment. The camp’s commanding officer was a former SAS lunatic who began each day at 5.45am with a three-mile run dressed in full combat gear wearing an eyes-only balaclava, the unfit jokers of the London Jocks stumbling through the snow in his wake.


Unsurprisingly, the cockneys in G Company, London Scottish were hated Sassenachs and given a hard time by the genuinely Highland instructors. It wasn’t just us, though – they hated the scouse and Geordie Jocks too!


Surprisingly, I loved it.


Map reading, forced night marches, weapons training, orienteering, combat tactics – all outside my 19-year-old comfort zone. Word about the easy wages spread and, bizarrely, within six months there were 25 London mods in our ranks. I got super fit, and the old Euston sleeper train, flights or occasional road trips every other Friday for training in Perth, Dundee or Kirkaldy instilled an enduring love for Scotland. But one thing we hadn’t done was consider the politics of it all – at least I certainly hadn’t. I was doing it for the craic and the money.


There was a permanent notice pinned to the board at our HQ, a beautiful 19th-century drill hall in London, close to Victoria Station. Standing orders proclaimed that any soldier was obliged to inform his company commander if he intended to visit Ireland, either the Republic or Ulster. Being a good lad, I left a note in the boss’s pigeonhole.


Alarm bells didn’t ring even after I received a summons from the colonel. Such communication was extremely rare; our OC occupied dizzy heights and didn’t deign to mix with us mortals overmuch. It was unusual for him to enter a training session and unheard of for him to pull a junior soldier out of one.


‘Corporal Piller?’ I put down the workings of a Carl Gustaf anti-tank weapon and came to attention. ‘Come with me. I’ve got someone in my office who would like a word.’


Gulp. What had I done? Or could it be a promotion? A couple of months earlier I’d been awarded the Messines Trophy (given to the ‘most promising’ soldier in the regiment and the only thing I’ve ever won in my life). Maybe I was about to be promoted to ‘full screw’, which would mean a pay rise!


I followed the colonel up the stairs to his office and waited outside for a minute to be summoned.


‘Enter.’


I marched inside and saluted. The office was a small, flyblown room painted antiseptic grey and in it my OC was sitting behind an enormous desk, a large coronation portrait of the Queen on the wall behind him. All I could remember about the boss was that his tam-o’-shanter appeared to be made from a far softer material than mine. The perks of command, I supposed.


‘Ah, Corporal Piller. Take a seat.’ He gestured to an ancient elbow chair with sagging upholstery. It’s an anachronism that the rank of lance corporal, the second lowest in the army, is always referred to as ‘corporal’.


A second man was sitting to his left. It was him who addressed me.


‘I’m the army intelligence officer attached to 1st Battalion, 51st Highland . . . blah . . . blah . . . blah . . . And your CO has told me that you’ve a trip to Ireland coming up?’


‘Er, yes, I do,’ I spluttered. Where was this going?


He paused and I had a chance to study him. Light-brown hair cut in a short back and sides, an ordinary face with a clipped moustache; dressed in a ubiquitous dark-grey pinstriped suit with an off-white Aquascutum mac folded over the wooden arm of his chair. He raised an eyebrow and looked at his fingernails.


‘Do you mind telling me the purpose of your visit?’


‘I’m going on holiday . . .’ I told him that as well as a part-time soldier I was a DJ and had been invited to Dublin and Belfast to play soul records to a bunch of teenage mods. He smiled indulgently, obviously amused. I was probably the only DJ he’d ever met.


‘Well, corporal . . .’ A long pause as he stared at me. ‘I’d prefer it if you cancelled your trip. The situation in the province is becoming increasingly dangerous for members of the armed forces. I understand that I can’t force you, but I’d strongly advise against going.’


He emphasised the word strongly and looked hard at me as he delivered it.


Mind racing, I blurted out a defence. This was ridiculous.


‘Sir, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. See, on our scene we really don’t care about that kind of stuff . . . I mean sectarianism or the Troubles . . . er . . . things like that. In fact, it’s probably the only place in Ireland where everyone’s come together regardless. I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m staying with friends every night . . . erm, just ordinary people.’


I tailed off, aware that it sounded pretty weak. For fuck’s sake, I didn’t even consider myself a proper squaddie. We were just a bunch of mates having a laugh and getting paid for playing at soldiers – kind of like Scouts with benefits. Weren’t we?


‘All right, if you really insist on going, then I’ve a few words of advice. Under no circumstances are you to mention to anyone that you’re in the British Army.’ Stressing the word anyone as if an overearnest delivery would drum home the seriousness of the situation I’d be putting myself in.


‘You may well find yourself approached in social situations and asked seemingly innocuous questions. This is extremely important: you’re not to discuss religion with anyone. Avoid questions as to your schooling; if your primary school’s name was St Something-or-other, this could imply a Catholic education. Similarly, profess ignorance to any aspect of Scottish football . . . Under no circumstances mention you’re in the TA. Do I make myself clear?’


This was a joke, right?


Silence hung in the air until: ‘By the way, just what religion are you?’


‘Well, sir . . .’ I hesitated. What religion was I anyway?


‘I’ve a Catholic mum and my dad’s Church of England . . . I was brought up Catholic but gave it up when I went to senior school. I suppose I switched to C of E . . . Well, that’s what we had in assembly . . .’ Uncertain now. ‘But that was donkey’s years ago and I haven’t given it a thought since I left school. I find it all a bit boring.’


‘But, Corporal Piller, they certainly don’t find it boring in Ireland. If asked, I would suggest you say you’re Jewish. You’re from the East End, so it’s not entirely implausible.’ I smirked, recalling the family legend that we had a healthy dose of frummer somewhere in our distant Bethnal Green past.


‘However, if anything untoward happens, anything at all, you’re to contact me as soon as you can. Your colonel here will pass on any messages. I may need to debrief you on your return. Ireland can be a very dangerous place for members of the services. Do not forget what happened to Captain Nairac.’ Again, heavy emphasis, this time on do not. Although who Captain Nairac was and what’d happened to him was a complete mystery to me.


The interview ended and I was dismissed none the wiser. I remember thinking at the time how odd the whole conversation had been. Of course, mods didn’t give a shit about religion. To us the philosophy of mod had pretty much replaced the church – hadn’t mod guru and The Who manager Peter Meaden called modism the ‘New Religion’ in 1965? We were mods first and anything else a very distant second. I was going to stay with mates; mostly boys I’d been penfriends with for years. All would be fine, wouldn’t it?


I didn’t give the matter another thought.


The Wednesday before Good Friday, I sorted out the records I was going to take to Ireland. ‘What’s Wrong With Me Baby?’ by The Invitations, ‘Ain’t There Something That Money Can’t Buy’ by the Young-Holt Trio, ‘My Baby Must Be a Magician’ by The Marvelettes and Tony Clarke’s ‘Landslide’ were typical of the set I took, and there were a few of the big hits too – ‘Never for Me’, ‘I Can Feel It’ and ‘Seven Days Is Too Long’ – along with some classic organ jazz from Jimmy Smith and Jack McDuff.


I carefully packed my rucksack with four days’ worth of clothes, a washbag, wet-weather gear, sleeping bag and my army bedding mat, which meant that the trusty Vespa P200E was truly overloaded. I could have taken the infinitely cooler Lambretta GP175, but to be honest it was unreliable and had neither front nor rear racks, which I needed to strap my kit to. No, the less fashionable workhorse, my P Range, would do the job. Always started first kick and never let me down.


As well as riding half the length of Ireland, I’d be traversing the whole width of the UK. I spent the night planning my route to Fishguard, where I’d catch the ferry to Rosslare and then cross-country to Dublin.


I rose before dawn to a dull, grey and rainy day so typical of Easter weekends. It always looks like the weather will hold but it never quite does. By now, the Bank Holiday trip had become an established tradition – mods had ridden out to most British seaside towns since the cinema release of Quadrophenia in the summer of 1979. Prior to that, the majority of us had got the train for a day trip.


Without fail, weather-wise, Easter seemed to always promise more than it delivered. My old nan used to say, ‘Ne’er cast a clout till May is out’. It wasn’t until I was halfway to Great Yarmouth on Good Friday in 1981 that I’d realised what she was on about. Sun does not equal warmth – at least not in April!


The journey to Wales before Easter 1983 was uneventful, if cold, wet and uncomfortable. Motorways in the early Eighties weren’t what they are now and a long journey like that in drizzle on an overloaded scooter with wheels the size of dinner plates was a terrifying thing. In spite of this, I arrived at the port in good time, lashed my bike to a strut on the ferry’s main deck and took my place at the bar for one of the most uncomfortable four-hour journeys of my life.


As I soon discovered, the Irish Sea can be an unforgiving bastard. Always windy and bitterly cold, dirty grey waves with their spume-flecked ‘white horses’ incessantly pounding the hull; it made an irregular passenger feel more than a bit sick. Relieved to reach land, I disembarked and headed north.


By the time I reached Dublin, the sun had returned and the day was really quite pleasant. I searched out my correspondents: Sean O’Gorman first and from there we rode to Robbie McDonald’s, whose family lived somewhere up in the north of the city and had generously offered me a bed. I remember how different the countryside was to what I was expecting; a magnificent estuary with rolling dirty-green hills created a majestic backdrop to my first taste of Guinness in a proper Irish pub. That first night passed pleasantly. I met a few of the people whose names I knew so well from our regular letters and we resolved to meet again next morning, Good Friday, to go on the ride-out around the streets of Dublin.


Rising early, we were sent on our way with a hearty breakfast cooked by Robbie’s mum, who was, like all the mums I met in Ireland on that trip, generous and kind.


‘Why’s it so busy?’ I asked Robbie, who did his best to fill me in.


By the time of the Easter Rising in 1916 there had been any number of heroic but unsuccessful insurrections by a host of freedom fighters, revolutionaries and secret societies, long forgotten by us, the English, but cherished and revered by them, the Irish. The cause of Irish freedom was much more complicated than I’d understood and, as Robbie told me, Easter was always a big weekend in the Republican calendar.


In a Georgian square some way off the beaten track we met up with 40 or so mods gathered together and sitting astride their scooters. They were chatting, some revving engines, waiting for the metaphorical dropping of a handkerchief that would signal the mass hornet-buzzing of hairdryers as they roared off in a pack for our ride-out.


I asked where exactly we were going. Rory (or more properly Ruraigh), a tall, be-parka’d lad with a fine collection of two-tone patches sewn up one arm, laughed and slowly looked me up and down.


‘Jeez, Eddie, so you mean they’ve not told you where we’re off to . . .? There’s only one place we can go on a Good Friday . . . And that’s the GPO.’


I looked at him blankly, as if the further meaning of what he’d said would become instantly apparent if I stared hard enough. It didn’t of course. My knowledge of Irish history was negligible at best. He sighed and spelled it out.


‘Eddie, we’re going to join the Bhoys . . . You know, the Republicans . . . Every year, they commemorate the Rising down at the post office on O’Connell Street. There’s a big march and bands and stuff . . . It’s a grand old party, son – you’ll love it!’


Well! That told me. This was my first inkling that the weekend would be political.


The scooters snaked through side roads until we reached the wide-open avenue that was O’Connell Street, where crowds had already gathered. Sure enough, I spotted Sinn Fein banners being carried among the several hundred people milling about. Speakers were addressing the crowd and the vibes were something akin to a carnival.


We pulled up. Although the Dublin pubs were shut (this being a religious holiday), several lads produced cans of beer from pockets or scooter toolboxes and lit up fags. I took in my surroundings. I didn’t smoke, but happily tucked into a proffered can of Harp lager. Friendly banter ensued and we were soon joined by others with no scooters who’d arrived to take in the atmosphere and watch the ride-out. I’m sure we listened to some of the speeches, but I zoned out, relaxing in the sun. We were just doing what groups of mods did: rejoicing in our shared fellowship, talking about records, gigs, fanzines and clothes.


I pulled out a few dozen copies of the latest Extraordinary Sensations, the sale of which pulled in a handful of punts for my beer and petrol. In those pre-Euro days, Eire still used its own currency – the punt being the equivalent to the pound sterling. The one-punt note even looked suspiciously like our quid but without the Queen’s head!


As things wound down, we mounted up and rode our scooters round the city again. Exhilarating.


The rest of the day went to plan. We’d dumped the bikes off and I got stuck into DJing at the pub for the Emerald Society. The atmosphere was electrifying. Everyone was sporting their best clobber: boys in sharp-cut tonic suits and girls in minidresses and white tights or more formal in A-line skirts and white knee-length socks. There were even a few with feather-cuts and those long, three-quarter-length jackets favoured by suedehead girls. A brilliant night.


I rose late on Saturday and met some of the lads for breakfast. Before long, it was time to be on my way: I was in an unfamiliar city with 50 miles to cover before I reached my next stop, where I’d arranged to crash with another young mate – well, a pen pal actually. He lived in a village halfway between Dublin and Belfast. I had a map but wanted to arrive early as I didn’t fancy searching out his house in the dark! At 1 o’clock I reloaded the Vespa and said my goodbyes. Robbie had plans and arranged to meet me later, so Sean O’Gorman, Jeff Lefroy and a few others rode with me for 20-odd miles before leaving me to press on to Ulster alone.


The sun was shining as I headed north and it was warm enough to take off the US Army parka, roll it up and strap it to the Vespa backrest with a bungee. Riding a scooter through lush countryside is a beautiful thing and it was now that I truly understood why Ireland is known as the Emerald Isle. Somehow, the grass really did seem greener. Fields took on a lushness seldom seen in England, and as for the coppices and woods, they invited short comfort breaks when another can of Harp was whipped out of the rucksack.


I was searching for a small town in County Monaghan called Castleblayney, as my friend Micky had given me specific directions to his place from there. His village was a couple of miles further along, still deep in the countryside.


This was where my lack of knowledge of Irish geography became something of an issue!


I made it to Castleblayney with no problems. It was still early evening and the pubs were open, so I stopped to check the directions. I later realised from the map that Monaghan was part of the province of Ulster but, along with Cavan and Donegal, was in the Irish Republic and not Northern Ireland.


The place I was looking for was the next village along, just over the border in South Armagh.


I never really noticed a specific border, no obvious rivers, walls, fences or barriers. I knew I’d arrived in Northern Ireland by the fucking great watchtower that rose some 40 feet up by the side of the road. It reminded me of a deer hideout that hunters might use in the culling season except that it was made of steel, three times as big, painted a dull grey and looked menacing and sinister. Half a mile further along I rode past an imposing concrete and metal fortress set back from the road, with steel gates some 12 feet high. I was just on the edge of the village, so kept going for another 200 yards until I came to a square. I pulled up, dismounted and stretched my legs.


About 30 yards opposite was a pub with maybe 20 men gathered outside. It looked like they were celebrating something. I assumed there must have been some kind of local sporting victory but had no idea what. Hurling? Gaelic football? Certainly it seemed like someone local had excelled at a particularly Irish sport. Again, my ignorance about the fact that sport had been a weapon in the Irish war for over a hundred years is both damning and slightly shaming.


It was a balmy evening and the group across from me looked boisterous but good-natured. I decided to sample a pint of Guinness and walked towards the pub, pulling my map out as I went. Perhaps one of the lads could give me directions to Micky’s gaff?


A few seconds later things went wonky.


I was halfway across the road when I became conscious of a change in the atmosphere. I stopped and looked up to see a handful of the previously jubilant and apparently friendly crowd pointing and beginning to move in my direction. My initial reaction was curiosity and, as you do, I looked over my shoulder to see what they were pointing at.


Shock and surprise, there was nothing behind me. The 20 or so men across the square were pointing and shouting at me. Worse, they were moving towards me now and with real intent. It became obvious that I was their object of interest – and for some reason I couldn’t quite fathom, they looked pretty pissed off.


I acted instinctively: did a quick about-face and sprinted back to the scooter. All I could think was thank Christ it was the Vespa or I’d have been fucked. The Lambretta would surely have seen me pushing the bike up the road trying a jump-start. But my P200E burst into life first kick and I jumped on.


I U-turned and roared back the way I’d come, heading the 100-odd yards to the police station I’d passed on the edge of the village. Glancing back, I saw the lads had given up the chase but were still jeering and shouting. What the fuck was that about?


To be on the safe side, I pulled into the police station. I say ‘police station’ but the building looked more like a fort. Behind those 12-foot steel doors was a normal police station, except that it wasn’t in any way normal to me or to anyone else unacquainted with a police station planted foursquare in the middle of a civil war. I roared in, stole a quick look behind and, with a flat feeling in my gut that the lads from the pub might still be after me, jumped off and ran towards the entrance.


I bounded up the five steps and was immediately confused. There was some kind of three-way glass porch with a push-button intercom preventing me from getting inside. I ignored it and banged on the door.


‘Quick! Some people are after me – can you shut the gates . . .?’


I was shouting and panting at the same time, heart bursting out of my chest.


I doubted that anyone was still after me but was shit scared and freaking out, feeling very much alone and not understanding what was going on. Someone inside the lobby had taken a decision, though, and across the courtyard behind me the massive grey steel gates began to slide slowly shut . . .


Thank fucking Christ, I thought.


‘Move away from the door. Put your hands behind your head and lay face down on the floor.’


What the fuck?


A soldier (and member of the Ulster Defence Regiment, going by the Harp insignia on his collar) barked the order at me. He opened the convoluted three-way door system and walked out. An FN 7.62 SLR held confidently in his hands.


‘Who the fuck are you?’


The broad, guttural working-class Ulster twang did nothing but reinforce the surreal nature of the situation I found myself in. The man was a sergeant, sporting a long Merv Hughes moustache and, judging by his demeanour, didn’t think much of me at all. He gestured at me with the rifle.


‘Stand up.’


‘Now, sonny, just what the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


‘Well, I, er . . . I mean, I drove into the village and . . . er . . . a load of blokes chased me and started shouting, so I thought it best if I . . .’


‘They would have ripped you limb from limb if they’d caught up with you, you total wee fuckwit? Are you really that fucking stupid?’


He pointed at the Vespa with his rifle.


I looked down at my scooter. Fuck me, he was right. Just below the white lettering proudly proclaiming me from Woodford was a Union Jack sticker perhaps 5 inches across. It was not intended to be political; it was just a Who-type pop-art adornment on my flyscreen. All mods used the Union Jack, didn’t they?


The burly sergeant bawled me out for being such a fucking twat. He made it very clear that he had better things to do than deal with someone who’d just ridden around what they called ‘bandit country’ virtually waving a Union Flag.


He could see I was in shock, though, and after a couple of minutes’ shouting and berating me he relented, pointed to a chair and offered me a cup of sweet tea. The first thing he advised me to do was to peel off that sticker. I was embarrassed, of course; I’d given no real thought to life on the border.


What an idiot.


*


‘So, Edward, let’s just run through this again. What the fuck are you doing in Crossmaglen on Easter weekend?’


I’d been in the police station (or was it a barracks?) for close on an hour now and was still having trouble explaining exactly what I was doing there. They couldn’t believe that anyone, least of all an Englishman and a soldier at that, could come on holiday to one of the most dangerous places on earth to stay with people he’d never met. Apparently, the sergeant’s senior officer, a lieutenant who was obviously another battle-hardened veteran of the Troubles, had been in favour of opening the gates and kicking me straight back out into the village. The crowd had long dispersed, but until I could find Micky’s house I’d be a target for any revellers looking for an English idiot on a scooter to beat up. The officer asked me for the address of where I was staying and, after some discussion and rolling of eyes, gave me directions, wished me luck and told me to be very, very careful.


Eventually, slightly shell-shocked, I rolled up at Micky’s, parked up the Vespa and knocked on the door.


Thank fucking Christ.


I’d made it to the family’s small and cosy home on the outskirts of Crossmaglen with no further incident. I was in two minds about relating what had happened but in the end decided against it. There was no point.


The terraced house they lived in was too small for a large family, but again I was welcomed with a warmth that I was coming to realise was the default setting for all Irish families.


Micky was a real diamond, maybe just 16, smart with closely cropped black hair and a small, wiry frame. He was dressed in a green and blue tonic jacket, short-cut blue Sta-Prest with a pair of desert boots. We’d corresponded before but never met, and the first thing that struck me was his softly spoken voice with its lilting accent – the border accent is like that; nothing like the hard, guttural sound of Belfast.


It was dark by now. After unpacking the scooter and having the obligatory cup of tea, I set off with Micky, his dad and brothers to their local. Robbie McDonald was yet to arrive on the train, so was going to join us there later.


I was still somewhat shaken by my initial reception and was now advised by Micky to follow instructions from his dad: ‘Keep your voice down and don’t speak to anyone unless they talk to you first . . . Do you know your Hail Mary? Good. Oh yeah: you’re my cousin from London, OK?’


Well, it was certainly OK with me – more than OK. The penny had finally dropped and I now knew that I’d underestimated the Irish political situation and was completely out of my depth. In fact, the name Crossmaglen was starting to ring bells. As was that of Captain Robert Nairac, mentioned by my OC. It had suddenly come back to me. Nairac was a legendary undercover SAS soldier who’d somehow inserted himself into a border village in bandit country. One particular night, he’d been drinking and singing rebel songs in a Republican pub close to where I was now and had somehow been identified (or ‘made’) and executed, his body fed to pigs. Oh, that Captain Nairac, I thought to myself.


Fuck, wasn’t Warrenpoint where that IRA ambush took out a Para patrol just a few miles up the road?


Sweet Jesus! I was going to have to be very careful indeed.


The pub was small. All Formica tables and unmatched chairs but vibrant and warm with good Guinness. The bar was fuggy with a heavy layer of cigarette smoke and packed with working-class men and boys, all hard faces with smart jackets, shirts and ties. I don’t mean smart as in fancy, I mean smart as in Sunday best. Simple three-button affairs that were still the choice of working men back then. Invariably dark, they were worn for work – often manual labour – as well as socially and, probably most importantly, for Mass.


The evening passed amiably and without apparent incident. A couple of pints of Guinness relaxed me somewhat. Robbie arrived from Dublin and my set-to at the police station was long forgotten as I tucked into the beer and became more gregarious, enjoying the social situation. I remembered Micky’s dad’s caveat and did my best to appear invisible and keep my telltale cockney voice down. I assumed I’d been successful because it was way beyond the draconian official closing time when we walked back through the light drizzle for a nip and a nightcap. Whiskey was the drink of choice. My time in Scotland had taught me the difference between whisky and whiskey. The former was Scottish and the latter most definitely Irish. Powers, Bushmills, Jameson and Paddy were the brands of choice and, like everything else in the country, your drink was subtly political. As I climbed into my sleeping bag that night, I reflected that I was learning the nuances as fast as I could.


Saturday broke to a clear, cloudless sky. The sun was up and it was a fine morning. The house was all abustle and I was soon shifted from the sofa by Micky’s mum.


‘Here’s a wee cup of tea for you, Edward. Get yersel’ up and dressed because we’re off to church in a minute.’


Church?


Sure enough, the house was already crowded with men everywhere. Soon a couple of lads appeared and were dressing in the front room. Drummer-boy uniforms. I made myself scarce and sat outside on my scooter to wait.


The village had come alive and it seemed everyone was getting ready for church. As if at some prearranged signal, people began to assemble in the street. Fifes and drums to the front, families to the rear and in the middle a coterie of six men dressed in black polo-neck jumpers and berets. More to the point, each of them sported a Sam Browne belt – the leather over-the-shoulder arrangement worn by British officers to hold their small-arms holster – and all those belts contained a pistol.


It was clear these guys were heavy. I assumed that they were probably some of the volunteers from the South Armagh Provisional Irish Republican Army. The most feared unit of the IRA – the ones who apparently took no notice of the Army Council in Belfast.


Fuck, fuck, fuck! What was I doing? I was now at an Easter church parade with the IRA in Crossmaglen. Scared. Beyond shocked.


I looked across at Robbie McDonald, who simply shrugged his shoulders with a nervous grin. He told me later: ‘It wasn’t so bad for me because at least I was from the south. You on the other hand were a Brit and intruding on something very, very private . . .’


Although the sky was clear with no clouds, a cold breeze made me wish I’d worn my parka.


The helicopter rose above the trees some 300 yards away. It looked like a Lynx, but I was no expert on NATO aircraft. I’d spent hours memorising the bare silhouettes of Soviet Bloc hardware and could tell that this one bore no resemblance to a Hare, a Hat or even a Hermit (NATO code names for Russian helicopters all began with an H). No, this was one of ours all right and it was on a mission, of sorts. It was heading towards us.


Micky pulled me aside and pointed up at it, still 100 yards from the church and hovering at 200 feet, the noise of its rotors aggressively loud, almost deafening.


‘They do it on purpose, the bastards! They fly as close as they can to disrupt the feckin’ parade. Y’know, with the noise and stuff, straight over the feckin’ church . . . They never come close enough to get shot at, but they have long-range cameras. They’re looking for volunteers, men on their lists . . .’


He turned away, frowning.


The march was approaching the church now and I assumed we’d be led inside by the fifes and drums. But no, we weren’t.


The church was an enormous, imposing whitewashed 19th-century Catholic job just off the main street, surrounded by a large expanse of open green. As we got closer the band fell silent – but instead of parading through the main gates, the marchers veered off to the right and entered the graveyard opposite. The rest of the crowd, now maybe 100-strong, surged after them into the enclosed space and arranged themselves in orderly lines around what looked like, well . . . what had to be a freshly dug grave.


Robbie McDonald pointed across and told us to look. Sure enough, several men were gathered under the corrugated-steel mortar defence of the army watchtower on the outskirts of the village. ‘They’re spying on us!’ he shouted, as the telltale glint of binoculars sporadically flashed in the sun’s reflection.


The regular thok-thok-thok of the helicopter grew steadily louder as it inched its way closer, drowning out all but shouted conversation. A dark-green monster adorned with the blue and red roundel that seemed to have replaced the classic mod target of World War II vintage.


From there things happened so quickly that I can’t be sure of their order. A priest spoke for some minutes and handed over to a politician. At least, I took him to be a politician and he was warmly greeted. I was too far from the grave and the helicopter was making too much noise for me to hear what was said. What on earth was happening here? Was it some kind of memorial service?


No, it was an IRA funeral.


Jesus.


Robbie reached across, squeezed my arm in reassurance and shuffled closer as I tried to imagine myself invisible. The atmosphere was highly charged and I realised it was imperative no one sussed I was a Brit.


Suddenly, as if directed by an invisible hand, the crowd began to move backwards and away from the open grave. It was apparent that this manoeuvre had been performed before and probably on a regular basis. Into the gap, with a semblance of a regular army drill, proudly marched the black-clad volunteers of the Provisional wing of the IRA – only now they’d pulled balaclavas down over their faces beneath their berets. One thing stuck in my head: for some reason I noticed that, although their drill movements were tight, they didn’t have matching combat trousers. Some wore olive green, a couple DPM camouflage and one was wearing jeans.


At the command, they came to attention, removed their pistols from the Sam Browne holsters and pointed them skyward. Another command and three volleys were discharged in quick succession. At this, the helicopter edged closer to the graveside as if to get a better look. The crowd surged forward and mobbed the shooters, crowding in on all sides and shielding the volunteers from the army observers.


As one, the six men dropped to the floor and pulled off their balaclavas and berets. It was over in a second. As the crowd split into smaller groups there was no longer any sign of the volunteers. They’d slipped on civvy jackets and blended in with the crowd now making its way out of the churchyard and back onto the street.


Seemingly frustrated, the helicopter gained height and roared off.


It was time to leave for Belfast.


Belfast rocked.


My first memory of the divided city was of riding my scooter into the town centre, parking up and passing through some kind of security gates. They were painted red and the only thing I can equate them to is the turnstiles you clanked through to enter Seventies football grounds. In London in 1983, the idea of walking through security gates to bowl up Oxford Street would have been plain ridiculous, but in Ulster it was the norm. Of course, there were many bombings during the Troubles; in the space of just a couple of days I heard what I assumed was an explosion and there was certainly the sharp crack of distant gunshots.


Most bizarrely, within four hours of my arrival I witnessed a riot – its genesis and subsequent suppression – at first hand.


The riot was in a nondescript terraced street just 100 yards long. I was riding past on the scooter and what I saw was so shocking that I had to pull over, park up and just watch. I saw a squad of soldiers in classic ‘fighting in built-up areas’ (FIBUA) deployment spring into action. The soldiers, weapons drawn, appeared to be well organised, with the obvious objective being containment: keeping the rioters within the confines of the terraced street. They had clearly done this many times.


Then I saw it.


I think the local term was Flying Pig. A hybrid vehicle, painted a drab grey-green; a cross between a standard army Land Rover and 1-ton armoured car. The oddest thing was that it appeared to have an extendable wall made of steel attached to one side. With a dexterity no doubt perfected in countless practice sessions, in one swift move the Pig swung round and neatly blocked the end of the terrace. At the same time, a similar vehicle performed an almost identical move at the other end. It was done. The riot was contained, the youths would soon get bored of throwing their stones or petrol bombs and the army could deploy elsewhere – probably to perform the same perfect industrial ballet in another part of town.


How on earth could this dysfunctional, fucked-up city have become the biggest and most vibrant exponent of the mod revival? It seemed near impossible.


My guide – one of my fanzine correspondents riding his own scooter alongside mine – didn’t bat an eyelid. This was apparently normal life in early-Eighties Belfast and I soon realised that the Troubles actually fuelled the need for a mod scene. The mod philosophy empowered these young kids and somehow gave them the confidence to reject the sectarian attitudes of their elder brothers and sisters.


Many early-Eighties mod boys and girls took a lot of stick for not following their siblings down their own particular sectarian path. It really did appear that the paramilitary gangs were on the verge of losing control of an entire generation. They were hostile to youth culture specifically because it had its own values and rules that had nothing to do with the entrenched bitterness of the struggle. This independent spirit initially manifested itself in the late-Seventies punks who gathered around Terri Hooley’s Good Vibrations record shop and continued with the next generation of teenagers who just happened to be mods and rudeboys. Committing themselves to an alternative youth culture made kids less susceptible to pressure from the older generation to get involved.


In direct contrast to the chaos and tension, the people of Belfast – at least the ones I met – were warm, funny, stoic and generous.


I was to stay with David ‘Homer’ Holmes’s enormous and welcoming family on the Ormeau Road in south Belfast. The area had originally been a Protestant stronghold – indeed, it was where the first of the famous sectarian murals appeared (King Billy sat astride his horse in 1908 in the days before partition) – but by the time I’d arrived it was a ‘mixed area’. Even then, though, the tension was palpable, and I resolved to keep myself to myself and my accent under wraps.


Just as in Dublin with the McDonalds and the O’Gormans, and on the border with Micky’s family, the Holmeses welcomed me into their home. Homer had nine brothers and sisters, an unimaginable number to an Englishman, even among us left-footers! To be honest, I thought it must be something of a novelty for them to have an English lad staying in the ’Fast, but again the warmth I experienced was profoundly humbling.


The evening was soon upon us and before David took me down to the venue we got dressed in his front room, as smart mods must.


He was a few years younger than me with pale skin and dark, burnished-copper hair, and tall – almost as tall as I was and certainly tall enough to take his trousers and indeed whole appearance seriously. I’d brought my chocolate-brown tonic suit, but it’d been folded in my rucksack and was creased beyond redemption. I borrowed an iron from David’s mum and did my best to make my gear presentable. I wore a pink pin-collar shirt with a claret tie, while Homer dressed in a blue-green tonic. We spent ages trying to look good and I can’t stress how important that was at the time. Because we were mods, we both felt the need to make a sartorial impression; the whole thing, at least back in the early Eighties, was to look the absolute bollocks. I was in Ulster and, as I saw it, representing the East London mods to a whole host of kids that knew nothing about us. I needed to dress like I was the best. We took an inordinate amount of time over our look and style; if these Belfast boys had never met a proper English mod before, I wanted them to remember me by my clothes and my records.


The gig itself was at a legendary Belfast pub called the Abercorn, which was legendary for all the wrong reasons. In 1972, at the height of the Troubles, the place had been blown up; two people were killed and over a hundred injured. No one ever claimed responsibility and even today a mention of the place elicits frowns and hard stares. I knew nothing of this of course, nothing at all. Just that it was close to the Europa Hotel, famous for being ‘the most bombed hotel in the world’.


It was the first time the crowd had heard ‘Smokey Joe’s La La’ by Googie René Combo on a dance floor, a jazz/R&B track I’d snaffled from Randy Cozens’ Mod Top 100 (Cozens was a particular hero, and his chart, published in Sounds in August 1979, became the definitive list of mod-soul records and was what I based my early sets on) and introduced into my set at Barons in Ilford. As with many of those rare early mod tracks, I’d picked up a US issue (on Class) – they were always cheaper than the UK pressings – with a ‘dinked’ hole, which meant that you needed a ‘spider’ or a ‘donut’ to insert into the large hole so it would play on a record player!


The pub was packed. By 1983 Northern Ireland had thrust its way to the pinnacle of the British mod scene and, like in Dublin, everyone had dressed up in their finest for the gig. Sweat was dripping from the ceiling and people were dancing on the tables.


This was why I was here – the incredible atmosphere was what it was all about. The night was a massive success.


Northern Irish licensing laws being draconian at that time, the night ended at 11 o’clock. I’d been drinking with a trio of Belfast girls who appeared to have adopted me as their pet, and Geraldine, Karen and Marie were now walking me towards a burger van a couple of hundred yards down the road to grab some food before bed. There were plenty of people milling about when suddenly a white Escort van sped round the corner. It was driving too fast and at the last minute swerved onto the pavement towards the food queue. Most people managed to throw themselves out of the way but one girl of maybe 17 years old wasn’t so lucky. The van clipped her and she spun round screaming, collapsing into the road as the driver sped off and chaos descended. People were shouting and crying and the girl looked in a bad way. We were 30 yards from the impact site and my instinct was to run and help her. I’d recently finished an army medical course and, with trauma injury fresh in my mind, thought of nothing else as I ran across the road.


Geraldine kept pace with me but grabbed my arm and pulled me to a halt.


‘Eddie, what do you think you’re doing? Just leave it; let the medics deal with her.’


It was obvious the injured girl needed some first-responder treatment and I wanted to apply my training. It was then that Karen uttered a sentence that made me realise how fucked the situation had become.


‘You can’t. You’re gonna have to be careful. This is what happens sometimes. They wait until the ambulance arrives. If it’s military, they’ve been known to top the medics.’


Fuck me.


This was the defining moment in a weekend of defining moments. Properly fucked up.


We waited for the ambulance from across the road and it was indeed military. It had been a great night up until now, but I’d had enough of Northern Ireland.


The next day, Bank Holiday Monday, I reluctantly joined the inaugural scooter run to Bangor in County Down, just 20 miles away on the Irish east coast, but to be honest my heart was no longer in it. I really wanted to get home to my dysfunctional mates in Woodford.


That weekend was a formative one for me. I’d seen so much, learned so much. Throughout it I’d seen mods acting as one, loving the music, scooters and clothes, and trying to create their own society among the literal rubble of their own grown-up world. I’d also seen and experienced much more politics than I’d bargained for. I even joined an Orange march on the way back from the Bangor rally as we rode into Belfast city.


Of course, the Vespa died on the way home – but what did you think was going to happen?


There is a postscript to all this.


In 2012 I’d just been diagnosed with cancer and had one more DJing gig before I began a rigorous regime of surgery, radiotherapy and finally chemotherapy. I’d be out of action for at least a year, if I made it at all.


Luckily, I survived! But I’d been told at the time that statistically my chances weren’t great, so in the back of my mind I was worried.


Still, this last gig was at the Voodoo Lounge in Belfast and one I didn’t want to miss, because I was spinning alongside my old mate and DJ partner David Holmes. David had, of course, gone on to be an incredibly successful musician and producer, who’d had his first big hit a decade and a half after we first met with the groundbreaking ‘My Mate Paul’, its lazy drums and upfront jazzy piano deftly sampling ‘Smokey Joe’s La La’.


It was raining when I arrived and I was pleasantly surprised to bump into Micky, the very boy I’d stayed with in Crossmaglen back in 1983. He was standing in a doorway, sheltering from the weather, and we immediately recognised each other even though I hadn’t seen him for over 25 years. He greeted me warmly and before long the conversation inevitably turned to the events of the Easter I stayed with his family.


‘Ah, Eddie, it’s grand to see you!’ Still with his soft, sing-song border accent. ‘Actually, I’ve been meaning to tell you something about that weekend.’


I laughed. ‘Yeah, fucking mental, wasn’t it? I’m probably the only person who’s ever been on a Sinn Fein rally at the GPO, an IRA funeral in bandit country and an Orange march in Belfast on the same weekend!’


He gave me a long, quizzical look. ‘Well, Eddie. Ah . . . Y’see, there was a bit more to it and I didn’t want to tell you at the time as it would just have made you . . .’ He was searching for the right word. ‘Erm . . . panic, which would have made things much worse. Actually, if I’d known you were in the feckin’ TA, you bloody idiot, I’d never have let you come in the first place. It would have been far too dangerous and, well, as it was you nearly came a cropper anyway.’


‘Eh, what do you mean?’ My interest was immediately piqued.


‘Well, remember when we went for that drink in my local?’ He paused and exhaled slowly, giving me another of those long, sideways looks. ‘Actually, Eddie, the leader of the South Armagh ASU [Active Service Unit] of the IRA was in the pub that night and your presence had been noted. They were sizing you up and called my da out to have a word with him. They said they didn’t like the look of you, a Brit in the village on Easter weekend. They were thinking about taking you for a drive and asking you a few questions . . . You know, in that situation they could be pretty heavy . . .’


Another pause.


‘Erm . . . What do you mean, “pretty heavy”?’ I spluttered.


‘Put it this way, if they’d asked you some questions and you’d given the wrong answers – and believe me, being in the British Army of occupation was most definitely a wrong fucking answer . . . Well, it’s quite simple. They would have nutted you. Shot you in the back of the head . . . Worse, they might have shot me as well for bringing you into the village. The only reason they didn’t was because my da persuaded them you were my cousin from London. I think you were pretty lucky there, son . . .’ He laughed. ‘Anyway, that was a very long time ago now, so let’s get inside and you can buy me a beer.’


And with that he went into the club, leaving me dumbfounded on the pavement in the rain.
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EDDIE’S DREAMING


In truth, I was always going to be a mod.


Born slap bang in the middle of the coldest winter since the retreat from Leningrad, I spent my first few days in the intensive-care unit at Wanstead Hospital. From there it was plain sailing. I don’t have a sorry tale of abuse, alcoholism or violence in my family, and I didn’t grow up on the mean streets of Bethnal Green, which was where my dad’s family were from. Instead, I experienced an idyllic upbringing in Woodford just five miles further east, where my mum was a housewife – a housewife who ran the Small Faces fan club, but a housewife nonetheless. My dad was a cockney bookmaker.


Cockneys love their traditions and since the 1850s each first-born Piller boy child was christened Edward, albeit with a different diminutive. My great-grandfather was Edward, his son was Ted, my dad was Eddie and I was Ed. My son is Ned.


We were a typical successful East End family, lower middle class and aspirational. The old man was born on Bethnal Green Road and my mum off the beaten track in Tottenham, and together they had made their way to the sunny uplands of the Essex border when I was a baby.


E. Piller & Son, Bookmakers of Distinction (Established 1889) was the name of the business, set up as racecourse ‘SP merchants’ at the arse end of the 19th century. By the time the 1961 Gambling Act was introduced, the Pillers had established a position of considerable advantage and soon amassed a chain of 11 shops in a crescent stretching from Waltham Abbey to Plaistow via Hackney. The Piller brand espoused the more acceptable shop-based bookmaking, which provided a fig leaf of legitimacy to what had been long considered ‘sharp practice’.


Back then, people referred to bookies as ‘starting-price merchants’ or ‘turf accountants’ – both terms sounding like the euphemisms they undoubtedly were. The game was definitely not the comfortable, (almost) socially acceptable business it is now. Bookmakers were frowned upon and polite society in the Sixties gave them a wide berth.


I never got the chance to understand how the business worked, but I do remember my dad’s frustration at the extremely tough conditions attached to his licences. No one under 18 was allowed to witness the internal workings of a bookie’s in case they were corrupted, so the shops all had frosted windows with etched images of greyhounds and horses. I was certainly never allowed beyond the back room.


The main nugget of wisdom my dad imparted to me as a child was simple: ‘Just one rule, son. Never gamble. You’ll struggle to find a poor bookmaker, but the world’s full of potless punters.’


I twigged early doors that the whole thing was almost certainly fixed.


Given that we were based in the East End, one would expect a certain amount of interference from the established crime networks that preyed on businesses such as ours, but truth be told, it wasn’t too much of a hardship as long as you played by the rules.


By the time I was at junior school in 1969 the Krays were in prison and had lost control of their traditional cockney heartlands. Indeed, my sister was in the same class as Charlie Kray’s nipper at a posh public school (she got a scholarship to Bancroft’s). All that remained were tales of how the only Piller shop not liable to pay ‘protection’ was the one 50 yards from the Krays’ modest childhood home in Valance Road. It was said that this was because Violet, the Kray matriarch, enjoyed the occasional flutter and the twins left our Bethnal Green shop well alone just in case she witnessed anything untoward. Obviously our other premises were subject to the same terms and conditions as everybody else’s.


The reason the Krays passed into legend is because of the misplaced rose-tinted nostalgia that saw them as ‘our boys’. They might well have been brutal thugs, but at least they were our brutal thugs. The reality is that they were of course brutal thugs, but if you paid your protection and kept out of their way they left you alone.


There was no getting away from it, the Pillers were relatively dodgy. Inevitably I heard rumours: my grandad being in trouble over some horserace-fixing shenanigans, the old man falling foul of the Old Bill on a couple of occasions and even whispers of armed robbery in the family. As I said, we were a typical East End family!


Born in late 1963, I came into the world just as the second wave of mod was getting out of the blocks. Of course, I was oblivious to the fact. My dad, Eddie, rode a Lambretta in the late Fifties and followed Ivy League style; he listened to Tubby Hayes or Joe Harriott at the Flamingo Club in Soho and regarded himself as a modernist in the classic sense, but by 1963 when his son Edward was born, any thoughts he’d had of jazz had been replaced by graft.


It was here that fate lent a particularly prescient mod hand.


On the East Ham/Manor Park border, next to the head office of E. Piller & Son and opposite Steve Marriott’s dad’s fish stall, was a traditional public house. Not just any pub but the most important cockney pub in mod history. This was the Ruskin Arms, owned by Mr and Mrs Langwith, who were the parents of a teenage mod called Jimmy and his brother Derek. The Langwiths were good friends with the Pillers, and when young Jimmy formed a band called Small Faces, my mum took an almost proprietorial interest in their fledgling career.


Jimmy Langwith couldn’t really play an instrument, so Steve taught him the basics of rhythm guitar and organ, and in exchange Jimmy’s parents let the new band rehearse in the Ruskin Arms. While West London’s The Who had been styled and dressed as mods by Townshend’s guru and former Marriott’s Moments manager Peter Meaden, Small Faces, from the East End, were the real deal: grassroots mods.


Almost immediately Jimmy switched his surname to the snappier-sounding Winston (his middle name), while his mum and dad bought the group a van and his elder brother Derek was drafted in as road manager. The band (now four strong) furiously rehearsed at the Ruskin Arms, putting together a short but high-octane set of mod-influenced R&B covers with a couple of originals and, before they were even properly ready, played their debut gig at the pub in front of family and friends with an enthusiastic Fran Piller, my mum, in the crowd.


Things moved quickly and despite still having no booking agent or manager Small Faces resolved to play as many shows as possible, wherever they could.


Within a month the band came to the attention of a heavyweight impresario called Don Arden, who quickly assumed the role of manager and Svengali and set about making them stars.


Just a whirlwind ten weeks after they’d formed, Small Faces reached a heady Number 14 in the charts with their debut 45 ‘Whatcha Gonna Do About It’ and were attracting lots of attention from fledgling fans. Looking around for help with their son’s band’s newfound fame, the Langwiths – who were already running a very busy pub – turned to their neighbours the Pillers. Fran and her friend Yvonne stepped into the breach, first answering letters and then creating an actual fan club; and so began a bizarre rollercoaster of gigs, newsletters, television shows and screaming teens.


A band logo and headed notepaper were commissioned, and a number of newsletters were drafted. These were typical of the time: ‘Your fave Small Face’ and ‘Where Steve gets his clobber’ typed on a rusty Remington and copied on a primitive Xerox machine. Fans sent a couple of shillings in postal orders to our house in Woodford, along with a stamped addressed envelope, and in return would receive letters and photographs. Within months the job, which was supposed to have been a bit of fun, had become all consuming – and expensive.


Mum and Yvonne lasted less than a year. The overwhelming pressure of replying to 50 or so letters a week eventually took its toll and the end, when it came, was swift.


Stationery had become an issue. The early expenses were met by Jimmy Winston’s parents, but he’d already upset the applecart by ‘acting up’ on stage and deflecting attention away from Marriott. Jimmy, essentially a rhythm guitarist, was unceremoniously dumped by the new manager and replaced by Ian McLagan, an organist from a West London mod band called The Muleskinners whose Hammond became an essential part of the band’s developing sound.


This move caused all kinds of internal ructions. The Langwiths had bought the band’s van and their other son, road manager Derek, had been sacked too. They were understandably furious and went as far as to threaten legal action against both the band and Don Arden.


The fan-club girls weren’t sure what to do; things were a mess and they obviously felt loyalty to Jimmy and his parents. After much soul-searching the pair continued running the club, but it wasn’t to last much longer. Interestingly, in the Small Faces newsletter that dealt specifically with Jimmy Winston’s sacking, the girls put a massive up-spin on the story, announcing his departure as if it was a step up to a brilliant new solo career with Decca.


Arden proved less than accommodating and the girls were now meeting a large part of the fan club’s costs themselves. The early hustle and bustle of exciting gigs and the feeling of being part of something special had been replaced by a screaming, hysterical wave of rapacious 13-year-old dollybirds and endless letter writing.


While the manager screwed down his teenage charges with a mixture of threats and intimidation – at one point even telling the families that their kids were heroin addicts – he also gave the lads a house in Pimlico, accounts in Carnaby Street clothes shops and a generous weekly wage. Most importantly, he made them pop stars; mod faces with the gear to match.


Yes, Arden manipulated Small Faces and yes, they didn’t get properly paid – but on the other hand he was an expert at rigging the charts and, unsurprisingly, under his tutelage the band had a string of big hits.


Small Faces had made the big time, but the fan-club girls were out on their arses as Arden brought their operation in-house and under his control. Fran remained friends with the Langwiths and the rest of the band, particularly drummer Kenney Jones, who visited our home throughout the Seventies. (His extraordinarily exotic Bentley S3 Continental ‘Chinese Eye’ had originally belonged to Douglas Fairbanks Jnr. It was instantly mobbed by the local kids whenever it was parked up outside our house in Woodford.)


But for Fran the intense and exciting period of the Small Faces fan club was well and truly over.


While my mum was pondering her post-Small Faces future, within the year the band found themselves at the centre of a tug-of-war between Don Arden and the modish Australian entrepreneur Robert Stigwood. Arden won by famously having his minder, Mad John, threaten the interloper with physical violence, but the end was on the cards. Andrew Loog Oldham had been waiting in the wings with his new Immediate label and made a move. As he seduced Small Faces with promises of unlimited studio time, he set about releasing the ‘Itchycoo Park’ single.


This, dear reader, is where I come in! I know, I was only four years old, but incredibly found myself drafted into a Gered Mankowitz photo session for the ‘Itchycoo Park’ sleeve (Mankowitz remembers my mother as ‘pushy’), which was used on the single’s sheet music as well as on the US-only album release There Are But Four Small Faces. The photo is of four young boys holding a mocked-up Itchycoo Park road sign in a ‘rural setting’ that was actually Hampstead Heath. It was a windy day and the sign, being made out of paper, kept blowing about and was difficult to hold straight.


Nevertheless, by the age of five I’d been dressed by Small Faces – or rather by my mum with Small Faces in mind – for most of my life. Rupert Bear-check tweeds with crew-or polo-necks and baby guardsman jackets. I have vague memories of playing with the band on the swing in the garden at home. If that sounds unlikely, bear in mind that for Christmas in 1967 the mischievous Steve Marriott bought me a fully functioning air rifle.


Fran definitely enjoyed her time in the magic circle. In later life she was regularly interviewed for a number of rock & roll books and if you pushed her on the right day she might recount some of her more interesting stories. Countless tales of fun parties with the in-crowd, screaming teens storming dressing rooms, lazy days with the band in Essex or Pimlico and, just for that one moment, being in the centre of Swinging London’s cultural whirlwind.


Without a doubt her favourite experience was meeting Wilson Pickett backstage at Ready Steady Go!, ITV’s premiere rock & pop show. It was November 1965 and she’d been lounging in the green room with Ronnie Lane when the suited and booted American made a beeline for her orange pixie crop. She had no idea who the charming man was, but they chatted for a few minutes until the show started filming. On the spur of the moment, Pickett dragged her on stage to dance to his latest single, ‘Don’t Fight It’. She loved the experience and I still have the Rediffusion scrapbook that was handed to all RSG! attendees as they left the studios. Sadly, the majority of episodes of the most important British music programme of all time were wiped in the late Sixties and Season 3, Episode 11 is one of them. I’ve never seen her moment of glory. But she was there, and she lived it.


*


By 1968, in the Piller household at least, mod had been put firmly back in the box. My dad never lost his love of modern jazz and Italian tailoring, but the pressures of work meant the scooter-riding days were long gone. This was the way of the world in the late Fifties and early Sixties. Youth culture meant what it said on the tin: it was for youth. Boys and girls enjoying themselves before career and family got in the way.


As for me, as the colourful and exciting Sixties came to an end I was sent to Loyola, a Jesuit Catholic junior school in Buckhurst Hill.


If you aren’t up to speed on the vagaries of the Church of Rome, the Jesuits are the stormtroopers.


The headmaster, a Mr O’Gara, was an aloof figure who occasionally dispensed the wrath of God with a 12-inch slice of leather-covered whalebone called the Ferula, which was stingingly administered to the open palm or the back of the leg. But we had no real complaints – discipline was fair and you knew where you stood. Miscreants were punished quickly and effectively and the matter not mentioned again. On the whole, the teachers were kind and of Irish extraction, committed to the betterment of their charges. I loved my time there.


Gareth Barnard and Damien Cronin were my two special school friends. Gareth was my mum’s best mate’s son and seemed to be going through a pyromaniac phase, setting fire to anything he could, while Damian was a big lad who loved his rugby (he eventually went on to represent Scotland and the British Lions). Both became close friends and joined me on our mod journey a few years later.


For me, though, it was football. But despite being a goalkeeper for the school team, I was never much cop as a player.


My mum’s family were Spurs and, hoping to claim me, whisked me off to White Hart Lane as soon as I could stand. The Pillers, however, were thoroughly West Ham. My dad owned the bookie’s closest to the Boleyn Ground, mixed with players of all London teams and had season tickets in the west side at Upton Park and took me along weekly. He was always coming into my room at night with another autograph he’d blagged at some booze-up. My collection was unrivalled at school: John Radford, Martin Peters, Martin Chivers, Geoff Hurst, Noel Cantwell, Nobby Stiles, Phil Parkes, Clyde Best, Billy Bonds and dozens more. Pride of place in my bedroom was a signed first edition of Bobby Moore’s Moore On Mexico.


My parents were friends with Bobby and Tina, and me and my sister would occasionally ‘play’ with their kids Roberta and Dean in the school holidays. We were usually dragged to Bobby’s private members club, Woolston Hall (which became Epping Forest Country Club), where our mums drank G&Ts by the pool in swimwear. It was the only licensed premises we could visit where I wasn’t confined to the car park with a bottle of Pepsi and a packet of Golden Wonder.


The boy who sat next to me in class was Danny Greaves, son of the legendary Spurs striker Jimmy, who’d recently moved to West Ham; us boys regularly fought for a glimpse of the great man as he dropped Danny and his brother Andy off at school.


My eighth birthday was fast approaching, and when dad asked me what I wanted for a present, I told him I needed that super-cool West Ham away kit: the sky-blue long-sleeved shirt with two claret hoops on the chest. Dad said he’d sort it and would pull his various connections to rustle one up (we very rarely paid for anything; everything in dad’s life was based on favours, drinks and deals). Jimmy Greaves apparently had connections to a sports shop, so Dad had a word with him and I waited and waited . . . and waited.


Two weeks after my birthday had been and gone, I heard a knock at the front door and a couple of minutes later Dad popped into my bedroom with a brown paper bag that’d been hastily dropped off by Mr Greaves. Jesus. England’s greatest striker was hand-delivering a West Ham away kit. Just for me! Thrilled, I ripped open the package. But wait . . . What the fuck was this? The socks were yellow with a royal-blue band. I pulled them out and scrabbled with the white tissue paper to get to the shirt underneath. This wasn’t right. The shorts were royal blue. Eh? I unfolded the shirt to see the blue cannon of the Arsenal on a yellow shirt. Jimmy Greaves had delivered a fucking Arsenal away kit!


To say I was disappointed was an understatement. I picked up the offending rags and ran downstairs to my dad, who was sitting in the lounge watching television.


‘Dad, I think there’s been some kind of mistake . . .?’


He wasn’t even listening and barely looked up from The Goodies, grunting a non-committal reply. I was heartbroken – and this was possibly the first time the young pre-mod Piller realised that the wrong clothes were . . . well . . . wrong. The Gunners kit sat in a drawer for at least a year until my mum gave it to a charity shop! And, sadly, I never went to see the Hammers with the old man again.


Early football-related sartorial disasters aside, I experienced an idyllic childhood. Holidays in Jersey with my grandparents or Ibiza with my mum. At times it seemed like life couldn’t get any better. But then, one day, Dad poked his head round the bedroom door.


‘Pack your bags, son, you’re off to boarding school on Monday!’
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I’M STRANDED


When you find yourself on your own at the age of nine, you soon work out you have to sink or swim. There’s a multitude of conflicting messages from just about everyone who’s suffered it but, if you can cope with the bullying and the misplaced interest from ‘adults’, then boarding school can be the making of you – like it was for me.


Looking back now, I realise that the ‘idyllic’ home life I’d perceived was far from it; things hadn’t been quite so rosy in the garden. I’d spent almost all of my time staying with my nan and my relationship with my parents was somewhat fractured. They spent most of their time socialising and had little time for their kids.


I was still somewhat naive about my dad’s role in East End life. I genuinely thought he worked in a shop and the exotic fruit, trays of fillet steak, electrical gadgets and other luxuries he brought home were purchased in the market and not the result of dodgy connections in the docks. It would be some time before I understood the subtleties of the real situation.
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