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Author’s Note




    The names of some of the places and characters in this book have been changed and some have not. If any of the material offends anybody I apologize in advance. I am neither racist nor homophobic and not really all that crude, but It was necessary to include a number of politically incorrect words and phrases in this work because they were very much in use during the 1970’s and to have omitted them would not have provided a totally accurate representation of the decade.


  




  

    
Chapter One - The ‘Me’ Decade




    I suppose it is hardly necessary to point out that anyone who was born in 1960 would have been aged from ten to twenty years old in the Seventies, but I will anyway, just for the purpose of getting this book started. The second decade in the life of the majority of human beings surely has to be the most unforgettable of their existence on Earth, mostly because it is during these transitional years that he or she first experiences the things that make adult life precisely what it is. If, like myself, you were born at the very beginning of the Swinging Sixties, it would certainly have been during the 1970’s that the vast majority of your life’s most important landmarks occurred and although I am an Essex boy and this book is written around the environs of my own youth, I doubt if things were very much different in the South East from anywhere else in Britain at the time. Therefore, if you were a teenager living anywhere in the UK from Lands End to John O’Groats, I suspect you will be able to relate to my story.




    If you were a lad like myself and born in the early Sixties and you lived right, although still probably doing the things you would have done as a very young child, it would have been at sometime during the Seventies that you would have encountered that first serious crush, that first kiss, your first broken heart and your first shag (if you were lucky), as well as experiencing ownership of your first motor vehicle and getting drunk for the very first time (although hopefully not on the same occasion). You would also have probably bought your first record, had your first serious punch-up, got your first tattoo, started your first gainful employment and maybe even have scored your first blow-job during the latter part of the decade – in short, you would have embarked upon just about everything that makes the adult world go around – all coming hard on the heels of going to cub scouts just so you could play in the Saturday football team, wanting a red Raleigh Chopper bicycle so much that it hurt, and sharing a jamboree bag and a stolen peck on a rather grubby cheek around the back of the school bicycle sheds with Margaret Harrison. Experiencing life’s most significant and paramount matters for the very first time cannot help but be momentous occasions and it is a sad fact of life that once one has done so and knows what they are all about, these long-awaited occurrences will never be quite the same again and eventually even become mundane.




    The world continues to change at a frightening pace and whatever decade you personally came of age in will obviously have had a great effect on how you yourself experienced the harrowing transition between being a child and an adult. This is a book about doing just that in the 1970’s and is not just my story, but the story of every other man or woman who grew up during what will always be remembered as perhaps the most permissive, politically incorrect and famously fucked-up ten years in the history of Great Britain; the decade the media dubbed the ‘me’ decade.


  




  

    
Chapter Two - Home, Sweet Home




    Before we get into the really juicy 1970’s stuff, please bear with me for a couple of pages in order to allow me to tell you something about the home where I lived and was brought up in, as it will appear often in my story and also had a great influence on why I became exactly like I did. The family bungalow of my childhood and youth was certainly a far cry from the suburban semis that most of my school friends were raised in and looking back, I realize that growing up where I did definitely went a very long way to making me become the slightly wonky individual that I eventually turned out to be.




    Brittons Lane was situated right at the end of a very quiet, winding country road called Goatsmoor Lane. This lane was flanked by dark woods and overhung by trees to such an extent that in the summer, the lane resembled nothing less than a green tunnel. There were rumours that flashers, perverts and modern-day witches still carried on their strange rituals in the woodlands that Goatsmoor Lane ran through, and many of my school friends found the ordeal of making their way down the lane so uncomfortable they would hesitate to make the journey on foot or on a bicycle alone even in the daytime, let alone during the dark of the night, when they said Goatsmoor took on a malevolent atmosphere all of its own. I never thought anything of it myself, for in living there I had come to regard Goatsmoor Lane as my own territory and I knew every tree, ditch, fence, stone and field like the back of my hand. In fact, I felt far more comfortable walking there late at night than I did in any built-up street in Billericay.




    Brittons Lane was officially in Stock rather than in Billericay, but was so close to the boundaries of both it was questionable exactly where it was really situated. Suffice to say you could easily have pissed in either parish without actually taking a step. I always felt this ambiguity gave me the best of both worlds, as it somehow made me a part of two towns, but a true resident of neither. It also meant I could choose to be from either one of them whenever anyone asked me where I came from, depending on how I was feeling at the time.




    We moved into the wooden shack down the unmade, potholed Brittons Lane in January 1970 from a comfortable, semi detached house in Orchard Avenue, Billericay when I was ten years old, and it was to be my home and my refuge until I grew up. The lane was an impassable bog for six months of the year; part of the house was built of old fruit boxes and the few neighbours that lived around the area all seemed to be lunatics of some kind or another. It must have been something in the air around Goatsmoor and Brittons Lanes that caused this affliction, because after a while we were certainly no saner than anyone else ourselves.




    We had no proper heating system installed at Brittons Lane and the place was freezing cold in the winter, especially when the wind whistled across the surrounding open fields and the ice formed on the insides of the windows. The chilling screams of barn owls and the manic yelping of sex-starved foxes kept us awake all night during their courting seasons and the house was rumoured locally to be haunted by the ghost of a young man who had killed himself in the deep well in the garden, which was situated just outside the bedroom I shared with my younger brother.




    My friends all lived miles distant and the nearest shops and pubs were a twenty minute walk away – cut down to fifteen if you took the scenic route, which involved leaping a dirty ditch so wide it was almost a small stream, then risking your testicles whilst climbing through three separate barbed wire fences. Next up to brave was the clinging mud of a ploughed field, followed by a boggy meadow that was often home to a murderous herd of bullocks. If this intrepid journey sounds daunting enough during the daytime, just you try it late at night after seven pints of lager at the Cock Inn or the Baker’s Arms public houses.




    On the upside of living in Brittons Lane, in the spring and summertime the surrounding lanes and countryside came to glorious life, usually at about the same time as the hideous nocturnal screams of the screech owls were replaced by the melodious notes of the nightingales that came to sing every year in the hedgerow that ran alongside the potholed track where we lived. The five acres and the small wood we owned provided a rural playground right on my doorstep that was very much more satisfying than Lake Meadows Park in Billericay could ever be. I could shoot catapults and air guns without fear of being arrested, ride bicycles and later scramble clapped- out motorbikes through the lanes and across the fields, and climb trees and make rope swings so high and so dangerous that Dad used to cut them down periodically in order to save my young life. Depending on my mood of the moment, I could make pets of or murder the local wildlife, enjoy a book in our back garden in the sunshine in total solitude, set purse nets for rabbits in the field next door, take the short-cut to Hanningfield Reservoir to hunt for birds’ nests and poach trout, or walk five minutes down Goatsmoor Lane to fish in an old water-filled bomb-hole that teemed with stunted rudd. My school friends (and enemies) all lived so far away it was entirely my choice whether or not I wanted to see them on the weekends and evenings, which suited me just fine. Instead of feeling isolated, I came to love the fact that I wasn’t going to bump into anyone I didn’t want to.




    Brittons Lane boasted a ramshackle set of stables some distance from the house, which became known as ‘down the bottom’. It was here that Mum kept other peoples’ horses and ponies at livery in order to finance her own equestrian aspirations. Now, if you don’t know it already, horses and ponies always mean females and ‘down the bottom’ was populated at weekends by an ever-changing legion of teenage girls and young women, which could definitely be a bit of a bonus at times, too. Most of the other boys at school had to make do with discarded copies of Playboy, Fiesta and Men Only in order to get their eyeful of female flesh, but things were rather different down at Brittons Lane. In my schooldays I was very fond of telling any of the lads who would listen that if they hadn’t seen a pretty seventeen year old girl or a young wife in her early twenties dressed in a clinging, soaking wet shirt that revealed just about everything energetically soaping down the withers, flanks and finally the dangling, eighteen inch knob of a smug looking male nag, then they surely hadn’t lived.




    As well as the prancers and a donkey called Merrylegs we had pigs, chickens, ducks, turkeys, cows and geese on the smallholding at Brittons Lane at various times whilst we lived there, and all this stock kept Mum and Dad (who also held down a job as something in the city) so busy I was left almost totally to my own devices. This was great, as I was therefore free to run as wild as I pleased and to bunk off school whenever I felt like it, which I soon began to do with alarmingly increasing regularity.




    It is inevitable that Brittons Lane will appear frequently at various times throughout this book as it was my home, my sanctuary and my Kingdom. Having spent the most formative years of my life there, I suppose it was understandable that I would be upset when I was twenty and my parents announced they were considering upping sticks and moving to Devon, but I don’t really think anyone, myself included, knew just how devastating their impending move would prove to be to me. Although I never really knew it at the time, Brittons Lane was as much a part of my blood as the red and white corpuscles that flowed through my young veins, and when the property was finally sold, my identity went right along with it. In retrospect, this move was almost certainly why I chose to spend the majority of the rest of my life in Asia.




    Thirty-five years have passed by since I walked out of the front door of our funny little house for the very last time and under the rickety porch where the sparrows used to nest every spring, before finally driving my old purple mini away over the ruts and ridges of that bumpy, unmade road, all the while trying very hard not to cry, although admittedly, without a great deal of success. Despite the passage of time, even now I wake up some mornings thinking I am in my bed in our bungalow at Brittons Lane and if I am to be completely honest, I often wish I was still there.


  




  

    
Chapter Three - Back To School




    I started at Mayflower Comprehensive School, Stock Road, Billericay in the September of the first year that we moved into Brittons Lane. I had always been a well-behaved, rather quiet and somewhat sensitive little boy up until then, but less than one minute in time after entering my designated form room for the first time, I instinctively realized that if I was to survive life at my new place of learning without living in complete terror, this was something that was going to have to change pretty quickly.




    The children at my Primary school – Buttsbury Juniors – had, by and large, been a soft lot; many of whom I had known since we were still wearing nappies. When I walked into my new form room at Mayflower, I could see at once that this was not going to be the case there, at all. Late as usual, having managed to get lost in the confusing labyrinth of corridors around the huge new school, I was the last kid to walk into the room, and I was greeted by the rather worrying sight of my new classmates – a good deal of whom looked extremely tough, confident and alarmingly boisterous.




    The new form teacher had not arrived yet and the lads I didn’t know had apparently already begun throwing balls of screwed up paper and poking fun at of some of boys I had known at Buttsbury, who were sitting on the other side of the room, almost cowering in fear and attempting to ignore their tormentors. In a flash of intuition, I knew the decision I made at that very moment would very likely define how bearable the whole of the rest of my time at Mayflower was going to be, although I was not yet astute enough to realize that it would also probably affect the remainder of my life. All at once I knew I could join the cringing Buttsbury boys on the left hand side of the classroom and face four miserable years of being the butt of merciless piss-taking and possibly even worse – or I could front it out and introduce myself to the hard lads from Outwood Common and South Green, and hopefully be accepted as a kindred spirit. Noticing how Tony Magwitch from Buttsbury actually had tears in his eyes as he realized what his existence was about to become, I plucked up my courage, controlled my shaking legs, and swaggered (apparently) boldly over to where most of the din was coming from.




    “Never thought I was going to find the fucking place,” I said to the loudest of the lads from Outwood Common, “like looking for a virgin in a knocking shop if you ask me.” The boy grinned at me widely, showing a chipped front tooth, before unceremoniously booting one of his mates off the chair next to him, so I could sit beside him




    “Yeah, welcome to Mayflower”, he said, offering a grimy hand and ostentatiously crushing my own in a strong grip none of the ex-pupils of Buttsbury could ever have possessed, “My name’s Dave Newport. Pleased to meet you, mate! I can hardly believe that we are in for a four stretch here!”




    Apparently it was just as easy as that to walk away from the person I really was. Although I thought I was being brave and clever at the time, in reality I was taking the easy way out, because the truth was that in doing what I did, I had started living a lie already. Predictably, in time, the lie was to escalate to such proportions that should I have been afflicted with the same unfortunate disorder that Pinnochio had suffered, I would certainly have possessed a nose the size of the Eiffel Tower by the time I hit my teens. At Mayflower, the sad facts of life were simple. You were going to be either be one of the ‘lads’ or a ‘stiff’ and it seemed to me that to choose the latter option would be leaving myself open to a school career of being mercilessly ridiculed and possibly even bullied by the former, so as something of a coward, I really had no choice. As it turned out, I wasn’t too far wrong in my initial split-second assessment, either.




    In fact, it turned out that most of the lads in the group I had befriended on my first day at Mayflower were high-spirited rather than dangerous – although it soon became plain it was unarguable that there certainly were some weird, wonderful and thoroughly nasty characters attending my new school for sure. This seemed to be especially true of a number of the nutters in the upper years. Some might say that some of the teaching staff didn’t really behave all that much better, either. Just for starters, if the pupils of Mayflower were to believed, their ranks included a drama teacher who later reportedly had a complete sex change and became a rather ugly woman, a woodwork teacher who used to throw small pieces of sawn-off wood at misbehaving pupils which cracked against their heads with unerring aim, and a head of year rumoured to be a rampant bender who was known as old Gropey and whose mission in life it certainly did seem to be to cane as many firm young male buttocks as was humanly possible. There was also a Physical Education teacher who was in the habit of hanging boys who cheeked him up by the seat of their shorts on the metal hooks in the changing room, and a handsome young male teacher of indefinable rank who had previously been an ice-cream man just outside the school gates, but had mysteriously turned up on the teaching staff one day and who spent far too much time in the interior of his van showing the prettiest of the older girls the complicated workings of his Mr. Whippy machine. Just to even things up, the staff also boasted an attractive young female Geography teacher who had reputedly lured several of the boys in the fifth year back to her home for ‘extra tuition,’ which reportedly consisted of helpfully showing them the exact position of some of the World’s hot and humid regions and telling them precisely what to do in them when they got there.




    In retrospect, I suspect that in reality Mayflower School and its teaching staff of the Seventies were probably no better or worse than any other Comprehensive school in England at the time. Although it was undeniable there certainly were some wankers amongst their number, there were also many teachers working there who were caring and dedicated and who did their best and were very good at their jobs. It certainly could not have been all bad, because it is a fact that many pupils left Mayflower with very good results, and a large number went on to study and do well at the Nation’s Universities. Due to the nature of schoolchildren, rumours are bound to traverse around any school and I am sure that many of the stories that circulated around Mayflower were completely false, so the previous paragraph should therefore perhaps be regarded as nothing more than speculation and the possible idle chatter of kids.




    As far as dodgy pupils went, the culture of violence and football hooliganism was big in the 1970’s, so it followed that we had a veritable army of soccer thugs at Mayflower representing most of the London clubs in the football league. When I first arrived at the school, at least five of the older lads laid claim to the title of the ‘Daddy’ of the school, including one named Dick Duffy, who used to do his best to prove his point most break times by throwing some of the younger pupils over a fence at the back of the school field into a large bed of stinging nettles.




    On one memorable occasion, another of the contenders to the throne of hardest lad in the school attacked the mild-mannered teacher on playground duty with a length of wood into which he had driven several large nails, whilst yet another hopeful pretender - a big lump of a fifth former – frequently used to attempt to justify his position by jabbing other kids up the arse with the sharp tip of a Stanley knife blade. As well as these famous head cases, there was also a fine assortment of various other minor louts, thugs, bullies and delinquents who happily prowled the playground and the school field at break times, looking for their next victim – a situation which if you were of a nervous disposition, did not make the school a pleasant place to be.




    Take just one particular group of lads in the year above me, for example. There were around fifteen of them, and their main purpose in life seemed to be living for what they called the ‘bundle.’ This gentle pastime consisted of pushing an unsuspecting kid over on the school field, then when the victim hit the ground the whole gang would take running leaps and dive on top of the struggling melee of heavy bodies, one after the other. The ‘bundle’ was an incredibly dangerous game to play and besides the numerous sprained wrists and ankles, bloodied noses and bruises that it caused, it really was a minor miracle that nobody was ever really seriously hurt or even killed.




    Besides the more violent schoolyard games that were popular at Mayflower, there were also those that were simply disgusting. Now, everybody knows that boys can be repulsive creatures, but a couple of the tricks that found craze-status whilst I was there went truly beyond the merely foul. Take ‘gob-planes’ for an example; a very simple idea, but one that was deadly effective. Basically, all a ‘gob-plane’ consisted of was a standard paper dart, usually launched by a grubby hand from the back of the classroom, where the lads habitually sat. Harmless enough, one might suppose, until told that the wings of these deadly little paper airplanes were generously loaded up with the biggest ‘greeny’ a lad could hawk up from his throat without rupturing his oesophagus. If thrown correctly, with luck the gob-plane would turn in the air at just the right moment and release its slimy load onto the head of a stiff sitting at the front of the rows of wooden desks. If less skilfully lobbed, the gob-plane would merely smack into the head of the intended target. Although this obviously had pretty much the same effect, misfires like this were regarded by gob-plane virtuosos as being somewhat clumsy and definitely lacking in finesse.




    Possibly even more vile than the gob-planes was the way in which the ‘Jif Wars’ we used to indulge in finally (and perhaps inevitably) evolved. It all started harmlessly enough. After all, schoolboys squirting each other with streams of water discharged from the little plastic lemons Jif Lemon juice was sold in back then was nothing more than good clean fun, and even pleasantly cooling on a swelteringly hot summer’s day, and does not seem like too much of an unsavoury prank at all. But when you consider that after some bright spark first conceived the idea of peeing into our weapons and we all went one step further and periodically visited the boys toilets to refill our Jifs (and not with water, either), it becomes as clear as piss just how unpleasant and potentially damaging the famous Mayflower School Jif Lemon Wars actually were.




    Of course, there were plenty of normal kids at Mayflower too, but if they were wise these comparative paragons of virtue usually chose to keep a low profile and stay well out of the way of the loonies. Okay, perhaps I may be exaggerating just a little for effect, but anyone who was there will tell you that Mayflower School in the 1970’s was no place for the faint-hearted, and if you were one of the stiffs it certainly paid to keep your head well down.




    As for myself, well, I had made my decision on that very first morning and did everything in my power to appear to be ‘one of the lads’. I was certainly no tough-guy when I arrived at Mayflower, but I was a good enough bull-shitter to carry the pretence off. My own personal ploy was to attempt to appear barmier than anyone else in my year; a charade I carried out with considerable success. I reasoned that if I could persuade everyone else that I was crazy enough to be capable of almost anything, most other lads would be reluctant to take me on, for who wants to risk the wrath of a madman? It was in this way that I managed to convince the majority of my schoolmates that I was not quite right in the head and possibly bordering on the mentally unstable. Unfortunately, however, it is a well-known fact that if you act a part for long enough, it is odds on that you will eventually find yourself becoming what you are portraying yourself to be. So it was through nothing more than fear of what might happen to me should I remain myself, that before long, from being a good little kid who never gave anyone any trouble, I managed to turn myself into a horrible, disruptive little bastard tinged with a definite touch of evil.




    Unlike some of the other boys, I still was not brave, confident or vicious enough to attempt to consolidate my position as one of the lads in the ways that they did; by fighting, threatening, punching or terrorizing some of the less assertive kids at school. The truth was – although only known to me – I was actually what was known as a bit of a ‘shitter’ (coward) and still rather scared of physical combat at that point in my life. I was also basically kind-hearted, so I didn’t really want to hurt anyone, either – although I could never have admitted this weakness to my tough new buddies, of course. So the way I chose to be accepted as one of the lads was my making the truly hard kids laugh. I was very good at it too, because although I was no fighter, my attempts at comedy knew no limits, which made me very popular with my chosen peers, as I could often cause them so much hilarity one or two of them would actually piss their pants.




    Of course, the more the lads laughed, the more I acted up, both inside and outside of the classroom. Obviously, this didn’t make me too popular with the teaching staff. I will relay just a few of my school tales to give you some idea of what the poor teachers were up against, although to tell them all would need a whole book in itself.




    If I managed to make the other kids laugh, I managed to reduce several of the teachers at Mayflower to tears during my time there, perhaps the cruellest instance being the time I managed to shut up poor Miss Benfleet (or Benny as we predictably called her) in a tiny book cupboard in a demountable classroom during a French Lesson. When Benny entered the miniscule cupboard, noticing she had left the key in the keyhole, it was an easy matter to dart forward from where she had previously put me in a desk in the front row, to shut the door behind her and swiftly lock it.




    Now, locking Benny in the little cupboard was no big deal in itself and not a particularly clever or wicked trick to play on her, but sadly, the effect of my actions were devastating and immediate, for how was I to know that the poor woman suffered from acute claustrophobia? In the normal course of events I certainly would have let her out after a minute or two, but the panic-stricken frenzy of screaming that came from inside the tiny, dark cubicle scared both my classmates and myself into reluctance to release her, for fear of what might happen, for it was pretty obvious that she hadn’t seen the joke. When the teacher from the demountable classroom next door was alerted by the hysterical yelling and came in to see what the hell was happening and set her free, poor Benny was shaking like an alcoholic denied a drink and her face was tomato red and tear-stained. Not surprisingly, she was also extremely angry. In fact, I thought she was going to hit me at first, which I probably deserved and would have actually preferred to my eventual punishment, which was to be marched off to Gropey’s office and given one of his dreaded White Forms.




    For those of you who don’t know, the White Form was Royal pain in the arse. This was because you had to present it to every one of your teachers at the end of every lesson for a week, in order for them to sign it and make a remark on your behaviour. Later, the appropriate Head of Year would examine it to be sure you were now a reformed character and playing it straight. This was bad, because it meant that you had to toe the line and refrain from any smart-arsed comments during lessons, and even worse, it meant you had to actually attend them. Anyone issued with a White Form also had to present it to their parents to sign, which obviously meant big trouble at home and was no doubt a considered part of the evil deal. However, the simplest of ideas are very often the best, and I got around this technicality quite easily, merely by forging my mum’s signatures on the form, which I practiced until it was so perfect I could have emptied her bank account. In this way, my parents were never any the wiser about any of the half dozen or so White Forms that I received during my time at Mayflower, which considering the view that my dad had on bad behaviour at school, was definitely no bad thing.




    I have forgotten exactly what subject Mr. Barrett taught at Mayflower, but I do remember that he was a kind-hearted, easy going teacher, who was as pleasant, straight and as fair as any of the teaching staff I came across during my time there. There is no doubt that Mr. Barrett always tried to do his best for the school and the children in his charge, so much so that I always considered him far too soft for the career he had chosen, and thought he might have fared rather better running a nursery school.




    When I attended Mayflower there was a wonderful little shop in Colchester High Street which sold theatrical supplies and practical jokes, and one weekend I purchased a dozen blood capsules from the said emporium from the magnificent array of items on offer. Blood capsules were brilliant little things; you simply popped one in your mouth and kept it there until the requisite moment, at which time you crunched it open it with your teeth. When mixed with saliva, whatever was in the capsules formed a copious stream of gory claret that could not have been told from the real thing even by a qualified surgeon.




    Just before Mr. Barrett’s lesson on the Monday afternoon after I had purchased the capsules, six of us partook of one each and we limped into his classroom, groaning and holding our faces and sides, with blood apparently smeared all over our faces and running down our chins. The gentle teacher’s reaction was totally unexpected by all of us. He immediately became very distressed and when we told him we had been fighting over a disagreement over the football teams we supported, he sat down at his desk, put his head in his hands and started to weep softly. At first the six of us had fallen about laughing at the great joke, but realizing we had perhaps gone a bit too far, big Daniel Thomas – easily the most sensible and responsible of us at the time – gently tried to explain to Mr. Barrett how it had all been a harmless prank and that nobody had been hurt in the slightest. Of course, it was now far too late for such back-pedalling and we were all sent off to the now familiar environs of Gropey’s office to await our fate. More than forty years have passed since that day and I can’t remember exactly what our punishment entailed, but I do remember that I copped it rather harder than the others did, mainly because I was the little fucker who had supplied the items that did the damage in the first place.




    Poor Mr. Barrett; in retrospect, I can see now that he must have been a really decent bloke to have been so upset by the thought of a bunch of lads kicking shit out of each other over no more than a game of soccer. However, with the crassness of youth, it was inevitable that at the time I regarded him as nothing more than a soft-hearted wanker and scorned him.




    And so it went on. Releasing a score of lizards caught in a ditch at break time into a nervous young female teacher’s desk. Running onto the pitch and joining in the game during an important girls’ inter-school hockey match, whilst brandishing a walking stick, with a purloined blue skirt wrapped around my waist and a small football stuffed up my grey school jumper to represent a pair of tits. Completely flooding a classroom after attempting to break off a copper pipe, which turned out to be connected to the water mains, whilst roaming around the school during my own personal game of hide-and-seek, at a time when by rights I should have been in a lesson. Surreptitiously pinning up a huge poster I had spent hours drawing on the Fourth Years’ notice board, which depicted most of the teachers at Mayflower school in extremely derogatory cartoon form, many of them in compromising positions with other members of staff. An episode with a stink-bomb bought at the same shop where I purchased the blood capsules, which produced a smell so appallingly noxious the classroom had to be vacated and the lesson abandoned. Buckets of water placed on the top of half-open doors in such a way they would fall on any unwary pupil or teacher who entered them. Kicking a dead pigeon I had found all around the schoolyard in a bizarre game of football, until feathers, blood and guts covered both me and the tarmac in a scene reminiscent of some kind of an avian battlefield. Cheeking teachers and disrupting classes with almost constant smart-arsed comments, if the teacher was soft enough for me to get away with it. No doubt you get the idea by now, so I’ll say no more. There were certainly many kids at Mayflower who were much tougher and probably even quite a few who were even more badly-behaved than I was, but I sincerely doubt there were any who the teachers found so incessantly and mind-blowingly annoying. Of course, all my new friends thought me a fine fellow for giving them such big laughs, which, not surprisingly, just made me act up all the more.




    You might be forgiven for thinking that I loved my schooldays, because as I have already explained, as far as I was concerned, my time at Mayflower was spent in a never-ending quest for laughs. However, the truth was that I hated every moment of every day and although nobody ever knew it, I was never really happy during all my years at school. At the time I could never work out exactly why I was so pissed off with things, but with hindsight the reason is fairly obvious. You don’t have to be a psychoanalyst to see that I subconsciously hated myself for not being true to myself, because in my heart, I knew I should have been studying hard for the good future it looked likely lay ahead of me whilst I had still been at Buttsbury Juniors. In the back of my mind I was quite aware that instead of spending my break times fooling around, looking for trouble and smoking at the back of the school field, I should have been enjoying the chess club or helping to put together the next issue of the school magazine with Tony Magwitch and the rest of the stiffs. The problem was that the roller coaster ride I had chosen to embark on had picked up speed all too quickly and now there was no chance of me getting off without getting severely splattered. As soon as I made that split-second decision to walk away from myself on my first morning at Mayflower, there could be no turning back. So there I was – stuck with being a troublemaker and a clown.




    During my first three years at Mayflower Comprehensive the stunts and pranks I pulled to amuse my pals were – although no doubt infuriating for the teachers – essentially fairly harmless. Sadly, this began to change at the very beginning of my fourth year, when things took a turn for the worse and my behaviour began to become rather more sinister. I am quite sure that the catalysts that caused this were the combined effects of the onset of puberty coupled with the extremely unpleasant experience of receiving two strokes across the arse from old Gropey’s famous cane.




    In the 1970’s it was not at all unusual for lads who had seriously misbehaved at school to receive the ‘whack’, as it was known back then, but it had to be for doing something pretty bad. In my case it was for theft of school property, so I guess if anyone deserved it, I probably did.




    The crime I committed was to steal a book called ‘Skinhead’ by Richard Allen from the school library. It had a photograph of a right hard lad on the cover wearing Doctor Marten boots, and a quick look inside told me that it was full of sex and violence, which looked very interesting. I was not actually a member of the library, so I simply stuffed the book inside my grey school jumper and walked out with it, planning to read it at my leisure over the weekend. I had every intention of returning the book on Monday morning as I would have no further need for it anymore once I had finished it, but that was hardly an excuse that was going stand up in the High Court of Gropey, and quite rightly so, too.




    Perhaps it was Karma that caused my young brother Dave – also now at Mayflower School – to notice the book on my bedside table where I had left it. He must have liked the look of it as much as I did, because he decided to borrow it and read it himself. Dave must have found the story riveting, because he took that book to school with him on Monday morning, in order to let his mates have a gander at it. And where exactly did he take it out to show them? Yes, you’ve guessed it – the school library.




    When Dave tried to leave the library with the book still in his possession, unsurprisingly, he was accused of nicking it. In all innocence and honesty he told the teacher on duty at the library that he had borrowed it from his brother Peter, thus dropping me about as deep in to the shit as you can get. To cut a long and convoluted story short, when questioned about the matter, I thought the best thing to do was to confess to the blagging of the book, and I was sent to face old Gropey, who decided that a fitting punishment for the crime would be two strokes of the very best.




    Frankly, at first I didn’t give a flying fuck about being sentenced to the whack. In some twisted way, I was even looking forward to it, because receiving the worst punishment the school had to dish out – bar expulsion – would certainly confirm my position as one of the lads. Just like some of my friends had possessed in the past, I too would have a couple of red marks across my arse to show the boys in the changing rooms before the Physical Education lesson; scars of battle that I considered would go a long way towards me keeping my street credibility well up to the level that I had always fought so hard to achieve. Anyway, I reasoned, how much could being smacked across the dirt-box by some sad old duffer armed with a short length of thin wood really hurt?




    The answer to the question I asked myself as I did my walk of shame down to old Gropey’s office to receive my just desserts was, in reality, ‘a whole fucking lot’. In fact, I was quite amazed at the searing pain that getting lashed with the cane caused. If I’d had even half an idea it was going to hurt so much I would certainly have refused to accept the punishment. I had made the mistake of thinking that getting the whack was going to be the easy way out; quick, not particularly painful and over in a matter of seconds, with the added bonus that my parents would never be any the wiser about what I had done.




    How wrong I was. Gropey was a big, strong man and after he had told me to bend over a small wooden chair and touch the floor on the other side, he did not hold back and gave it all he had got. The red-hot throbbing that the blows caused tears of pain to spring to my eyes, but I certainly wasn’t going to let the old git see how much he had hurt me, so I bit my lip and fought them back. Sure, I had the requisite welts across my arse to show the other lads in the changing rooms, but there was no way I expected they would still be visible for well over six weeks afterwards, for that is how long they took to fade.




    The effects of getting the cane definitely did not last a mere six weeks though, because the brutality and indignity of the punishment I received stayed with me at least until I left school two years later. There is no doubt that getting the whack did something to me and changed me for the worse in some way, because from that day onwards, I started using violence against other children myself, which was something I had never previously done. Whether or not I reasoned that if it was okay for Gropey to bash kids if they pissed him off then I could too, I don’t know – but that is exactly what I started to do.




    I also brooded for a very long time after receiving my punishment and I became obsessed with getting my own back on old Gropey one way or another for the pain and embarrassment I felt he had caused me. Several months after the unpleasant incident, a rather cruel little poem appeared on the blank white wall right outside Gropey’s office. It was written in marker pen in thick black letters which were all of six inches high. There was another caption above it in smaller letters, informing the reader that the catchy little ditty should be sung to the tune of ‘Knees up Mother Brown’. As far as I can remember, the lyrics to the little tune went something like this.




    ‘Gropey is a bender, as bent as one can be,




    He likes to put his hairy hand right upon your knee.




    His palm slides up your trousers,




    His prick slides up your bum




    And if you gave him half a chance




    He’d even bum your chum’.




    Although I have always confessed to actually composing the verse, I still maintain that I had nothing whatsoever to do with it appearing on the wall in such a prominent position, and I was just as surprised as everyone else when it did so. In reality, it could have been just about anybody who put it there, because predictably, after it was first penned, the poem went around the school like wildfire and got sung by more kids at Mayflower than the latest hit by Slade. In the unlikely event that he should ever read this book, I suppose that the decent thing for me to do now would be to apologize to Gropey for any distress the composition of my poem might have caused him at the time and this I will do, for there is no doubt in my mind that I fully deserved the punishment I received for nicking that book from the school library all those years ago. All I can say in my defence is, man, did you really have to lay it on so hard?




    As I have already mentioned, unlike some of the other lads at school, who regularly knocked seven shades of shit out of each other in the middle of a circle of pushing and jostling kids all yelling fight, fight, fight! I had never considered myself to be a scrapper, nor had I any inclination to be one. Up until I got the whack, my reluctance to involve myself in combat of any kind had been for several reasons. First and foremost, I never really much liked the idea of getting hurt. Secondly, I was lucky enough to be born an extremely good-looking individual (what happened?) and I had no wish to irrevocably spoil the good looks that I intuitively knew would earn me many pleasant opportunities with the fair sex in later life by accruing a row of broken teeth, a bent nose and cauliflower ears. Thirdly, I was not really a vicious individual during my first three years at school and I had no wish to cause anyone any physical pain. And lastly, I feared that entering into a fight and losing it might somehow detract from the lad status I had so painstakingly managed to reach by acting the fool. However, from the beginning of the fourth year – whether getting my buttocks tanned had anything to do with it or not – my pacifistic attitude changed completely and I began to take an interest in fighting and violence that bordered on an obsession. This preoccupation with people hurting each other may sound terrible to the reader, but I have to say that it was by no means unusual for a lad of my age during the 1970’s, because sadly, violence was very much an accepted part of the youth culture of the time.




    So that was how – tentatively at first and making sure I always chose targets that I was pretty sure I could handle – I began punching a few bum-fluff and acne speckled jaws, blacking a few eyes and bloodying a few young noses myself. Looking back, it was a great pity that it was very rare that any of the boys I bashed ever tried to hit me back, for if someone had given me the good hiding I certainly deserved, perhaps it would have made me think twice about my behaviour. But it was not to be, mainly because the reputation of being more than slightly barmy that I had already carefully nurtured stood me in very good stead. In short, it seemed like none of my carefully chosen victims really wanted to take the risk of standing up to a lad who was regarded as being a bit of a nutter, which when you stop and think about it, is hardly surprising. After all, nobody ever really knows just how far a loony is going to be prepared to go.




    Despite the fact that many of the boys in my school were wary of me, the truth was that I had no great talent as a fighter and there were at least a dozen or more lads in my year who could have kicked my head in with one hand tied behind their back. However, I had already made damn sure that most of the lads that could have taught me the lesson I deserved were my friends, and although there were a couple of tough-nuts who did dislike me – probably recognizing me as the pretender I was – they chose to keep out of my way. No doubt their reluctance to give me the smack in the mouth I was crying out for was in part due to my now firm friendship with Dave Newport, who was undoubtedly the toughest lad in our year. Because I made him laugh, Dave and I became firm friends and he looked out for me, which meant that anyone wishing to have a crack at yours truly was going to have to go through him first, which was a pretty impossible task. It was Dave Newport who first introduced me to the wonderful world of football hooliganism, which we will hear more about later.
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