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Foreword


by Tony Visconti


As an American new to England I thought the name Woody Woodmansey might have been a Tolkien invention, like Tom Bombadil. I had never heard of such a name. Mick Ronson was singing his praises, though: Woody was Mick’s favourite drummer and we had to import him from Hull immediately.


The ‘we’ was David Bowie and me. Months earlier David and I had been completely taken with Ronson’s guitar playing and formed a backing group called the Hype with drummer John Cambridge, who’d suggested Ronson to us in the first place. Ironically, back in Hull, Woody replaced Cambridge in the Rats, Ronson’s earlier group, and now at Ronson’s behest he was replacing Cambridge yet again, this time in the Hype. Rock is a cruel mistress.


David and I occupied a huge Victorian flat in Beckenham, Kent, and Woody and Ronson moved in, sleeping on mattresses on the floor. Sometimes their girlfriends from Hull came down for a visit, and that would make nine of us all together, including our girlfriends and Roger the roadie. But most of the time we were downstairs in a disused wine cellar, banging out arrangements for the first songs of the new David Bowie album, later to be called The Man Who Sold the World.


Mick Ronson was right about Woody – he was an amazing drummer. His speedy hands were a blur, adapting quickly to the strange juxtaposition between sophisticated chord changes, sudden time signature changes and songs structured like operettas. From the USA I brought in concepts like the jazz bolero – the instrumental section of ‘All the Madmen’ – that Woody learned in five minutes. I got him to play instruments he hadn’t heard of, such as the guiro and timpani. He mastered everything thrown at him. He had my respect, and I know as a bass player and producer that I certainly had to earn his.


We were a happy bunch of musicians when we entered Trident and Advision Studios in 1970. We blew their roofs off and we completed the album feeling triumphant. What happened afterwards will be told later . . . but in 2014 I received an email from Woody asking me if I would like to play The Man Who Sold the World live in concert, as we had never actually done that back in the day. I was iffy about it, because I was uncertain whether I still had it in me to play the Herculean bass parts which I’d busked so many decades before.


I didn’t fully commit until I got this email from Woody:




Hi Tony,


Was It something I said? Mac stuck on SLEEP?


Hiatus?


Woody




That was the slap in the face I needed. I accepted the challenge.


At the time of writing this we have performed The Man Who Sold the World at least forty times to wildly enthusiastic audiences in the UK, Japan, Canada and the USA. We are still on tour with our core group of Glenn Gregory, James Stevenson and Paul Cuddeford and will play it at least twenty times more.


This is my story with Woody Woodmansey. Now let Woody tell his, how a young man from a blues band in the north of England ended up as the drummer in the Spiders From Mars.


Tony Visconti, 2016




PROLOGUE


‘A rediscovered TV performance by David Bowie singing his classic song “The Jean Genie” live on Top of the Pops is being shown tonight for the first time in almost forty years,’ newsreader Fiona Bruce announced. ‘It was thought the performance had been lost for good . . .’


It’s a funny thing to see a video of yourself from forty years ago pop up on the BBC’s six o’clock news.


It was a few days before Christmas in 2011, and in amongst all the stories of scandal and conflict, there it was – a recording of Bowie and the Spiders, which had been broadcast on 4 January 1973 and not seen by anyone since. Although the BBC’s tape had been lost or recorded over, one of the cameramen from the day, John Henshall, had made a copy for himself that had been kept in a drawer somewhere – until now.


Later that evening, they played the full video on the Top of the Pops’ Christmas special and I sat down with my family and watched. Although I was sixty-one years old, as I watched my twenty-two-year-old self I was caught up in the excitement all over again.


At that moment in time, we’d had a hit single in the UK and US with ‘Starman’, and the album The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars had been released in June 1972, so far having spent twenty-five weeks in the charts. ‘The Jean Genie’ had been released the previous November and was number sixteen in the charts (and about to climb a lot higher). We’d just come back from our first US tour and were in the middle of a small English one before heading back to the US again. It felt like things were really beginning to happen.


As I listened to Mick Ronson play that familiar guitar line harder and more aggressively than the recorded version, I remembered that when the BBC asked us to do Top of the Pops Bowie had been absolutely adamant we’d only appear if we could play live. Over the course of the tour the live version of the song had become more energetic and raw, and we all felt strongly that it would have more impact on the show than simply miming to a pre-recorded backing track, which was normal at the time. Luckily the BBC agreed, and we had time to fit in our appearance between our gigs in Manchester on 29 December and Glasgow on 5 January. Although we’d only had about three days off over Christmas, which hadn’t really been enough time to unwind, none of us felt tired as we arrived at Studio 8 for the recording.


Our stage look was always evolving and our designer, Freddie Burretti, who was on a roll now, had made us new clothes for the show. Bowie was bare-chested, wearing a turquoise patterned jacket with blue trousers. He’d added a necklace and one single pendant earing. Mick wore his new black and gold suit, Trevor his black and silver suit.


It made me smile to see my get-up – a white- and black-striped jacket, with padded shoulders and very wide lapels, red Oxford-bags-style trousers, a black shirt and metallic-silver tie. It looked brilliant but Freddie tended to forget that I needed to be able to move my arms. The sleeves of the jacket were so tight that I wasn’t looking forward to playing in it.


I was positioned at the front of the stage, which was not my usual spot for live performances but the producers had used the same set-up when we’d done ‘Starman’ the year before and that had obviously been successful. What was different this time was that we were playing a live version of the song with an extended guitar solo, which would last as long as Mick felt it should last, so eye contact was important – I knew Mick would give me a nod as he finished his solo. In the recording you can see me turning my head around to be able to see his cue.


By the time the show was broadcast we had been on our way to the Glasgow gig and never actually saw it. None of us probably thought about it much again.


Watching it now, though, it felt odd that this moment had been sitting in a drawer somewhere, one song from so many that we played together over those years. We didn’t know then what those songs would come to mean to people all over the world. I had no idea that more than four decades later, people would still come up to me and tell me that watching us changed their life, made them think differently. We were just up there, playing the best we could.


If you’d have told me when I was starting out that all those years later a video of me playing the drums would be on the news, I’d have laughed in your face and told you not to be daft.


But that’s the story I want to tell you now; how a boy from a small town in East Yorkshire became a Spider from Mars.


Woody Woodmansey, 2016




1


ROCKER IN WAITING


I remember, with absolute clarity, the moment when I knew I was going to be a rock musician.


It was a warm summer day in 1964 and I was fourteen years old. The Beatles’ ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ and the Rolling Stones’ ‘It’s All Over Now’ were riding high at the top of the charts. I was more of a Stones fan – the Beatles were a bit too smooth for me. Everybody liked them, including my parents, which was a real turn-off. I also liked the Animals, the Kinks and Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. Top of the Pops had started airing in January that year and like millions of teenagers I sat glued to the TV on a Thursday evening. But my epiphany didn’t come as a result of hearing any of my favourite bands. I was standing on the edge of a farm machinery repair depot in the Yorkshire town of Driffield when everything changed.


My friend Frank’s dad owned the place, and we’d often go down there to mess about on the machines and play football. That afternoon four of us were kicking a ball around in an open area of concrete between the huge combine harvesters and tractors. It was basically a bit of wasteland surrounded by tall banks of nettles. I kicked the ball at one of the other kids, but it shot over the nettles and vanished.


I went in search of it, finding it lying next to the door of a brick building that looked a bit like an air-raid shelter, maybe twenty foot long, with no windows. I’d never noticed it before. The ball had rolled up to a silver-painted door; the words ‘The Cave’ were painted on it, graffiti-style.


As I bent down to pick up the ball I heard music coming out of this building. At first I thought someone had a transistor radio in there, and then I realized that it was more dynamic than that. I could feel the vibration in my body, even standing outside the door. I shouted to Frank, ‘What’s that music?’


‘It’s my brother,’ he replied. ‘He’s playing in there with his band.’


‘What kind of band?’


‘Rhythm and blues, or pop, or something,’ Frank shrugged.


‘Can we go in and listen?’ I asked.


‘No, you only get in there if you’re wearing a dress,’ he told me.


The music had really grabbed my attention, though, and I pestered Frank to ask his brother if I could go in and watch, even just for one song. A few days later Frank said, ‘They’re practising tonight, come down. My brother says you can go in and watch if you want.’


The first thing I noticed as I went inside the Cave was that it smelled strongly of damp. The second was how dark it was, lit only by a single red lightbulb. The band, who were called the Roadrunners, had hung what looked like fishing nets from the ceiling in an attempt at cool decor, which added to the atmosphere – to my eyes it looked very rock ’n’ roll.


At the far end of the main room was a stage, about a foot high, that was carpeted. There were five musicians on it, so it looked pretty cramped. In the middle was a drummer sitting at his kit, on the left stood a guitarist and a bass player, on the right another guitarist, and the singer was out front. They were already playing when I arrived, a Bo Diddley song I recognized. I’d never seen a band play live before and, only 10 feet away from them, every sense I had was being assaulted. I was mesmerized. It was the most exciting thing I’d ever experienced. They all had long hair, but the singer stood out as his hair was ginger. He was wearing bell-bottom jeans and shaking a pair of maracas in time to the drummer’s Bo Diddley beat. They all looked so cool and confident.


I was a shy kid, so even going in and watching the Roadrunners was pretty nerve-wracking for me. But I had to do it: something was compelling me. I even tapped my feet and nodded my head to the music, by my standards a major display of exhibitionism. Watching the Roadrunners, I was so happy; the impact of the music hit me so hard. I thought, ‘This is it. This is what I’m going to do, I’m going to be in a band like this and play music.’


Up to that point, if I’d thought about it at all, I’d have assumed my life would be spent in Driffield. It was a busy little town in a picturesque part of Yorkshire, surrounded by farmland, with turkeys, sheep and cows in every direction, as well as cornfields. There was a little bit of industry, but not too much: we had Bradshaw’s flour mill on the outskirts of the town. There were a couple of factories, including Dewhirst, which made shirts for Marks & Spencer, and Vertex, a spectacles company.


That description makes the town sound pretty boring, I’m sure, but it could be exciting at times: there were a few local rock bands, and occasionally a big London band would come up and play. We had a couple of good coffee bars with jukeboxes, where we hung out.


Driffield was only twelve miles from the coast, where there were resorts like Bridlington and Scarborough, and then Hull was the nearest big city, about thirty miles away. Perhaps that’s not such a long way to travel if you’re driving or taking a train, but, believe me, the cultural distance between Driffield and Hull was huge in lots of ways. Driffield had one main street of shops and one main venue, the Town Hall, whereas Hull was a bustling city which at that time had the third busiest port in the country, although this would change drastically in the seventies after the Cod Wars with Iceland saw the local fishing industry decline. It had a university and an art college as well as clubs and theatres. In Hull all the big names of the time – the Beatles, the Stones, Roy Orbison and Jimi Hendrix to name a few – would come play at the ABC Theatre.


My father, Douglas Woodmansey, was originally from the village of Langtoft, which is about six miles north of Driffield. He joined the army with a friend of his when he was in his teens, because they wanted to see the world. I don’t recall which regiment he was in, but I know he served in the Far East, including a spell in Hong Kong.


My mother, Annie, was born in Driffield, and was part of a large family. She became a nurse at East Riding General Hospital in the town, and met my father when he was home on leave. They never really talked much about that time, perhaps because they weren’t keen to admit that she got pregnant. Mum and Dad didn’t get married at that point because they weren’t sure if they would be together in the long term. He wanted her to be an army wife following him around the country, but she loved nursing and wanted to continue in the profession. They were both on their own career paths and hadn’t got around to making big decisions yet. It took a bit of thinking through, especially with the stigma of having a baby out of wedlock. It was a hell of a big deal in a small, very traditional community like Driffield at that time.


Mum kept working right up until I was born, hiding her pregnancy with a sort of corset worn around her abdomen. It was so tight that she passed out on the ward one day, and I appeared shortly afterwards, on 4 February 1950.


My mother’s father wanted to kick her out of the house, I later found out, because she’d got pregnant. He’d been in the army himself, and was a real disciplinarian. But her mother – who was a very no-nonsense woman – stepped in and said, ‘Annie’s staying in this house, and she’s having her child here.’ My grandfather was tough, but she was tougher.


So I spent my early years living in my grandparents’ house at 18 Eastfield Road, which was also home to my mother, her uncle Edward, her sister Deanie and their two brothers, Harold and Ernest. It was on a new council estate, and I’d cycle around on my little three-wheel bike and chase fire engines, and go so far from home that my long-suffering relatives would be scouring the streets trying to find me and bring me back. My mother worked nights a lot and my dad was away most of the time, so essentially my grandmother raised me until I was five, when my dad left the army. Although I was christened Michael Woodmansey, I went by the name Mick Bradley then, using my mother’s surname.


My grandfather was an engineer at the local gasworks in the centre of the town. I went to the works with him a couple of times when I was little; I remember burning my hand on a pipe. My grandmother was a housewife, looking after their four children and me. It was a really good period of my childhood. I was a happy kid.


The old cliché of neighbours being in and out of each other’s houses was completely true for the families where we lived. People would leave their front doors open and you’d go round and have tea. The whole street was like that, except for one particular set of neighbours whose house you’d never go to. I remember very clearly that there was some animosity between our family and theirs. One day in 1954 those annoying neighbours complained to my family that I was keeping them awake with my drum kit – even though I didn’t have one. I don’t know what they’d actually heard, if anything, but this gave my uncles an idea . . . so they went out and bought a snare drum, sticks and a stand and took me upstairs to the bedroom next to the neighbours’ bedroom.


‘We’re going to shut the door,’ they told me cheerfully. ‘Make as much noise as you can!’


Apparently I really went for it and beat the hell out of those drums – and that, looking back, was the very start of my career as a drummer. I like to think I’ve developed a bit of subtlety in my technique since then, but you never know.


When I was five years old my parents got married. I guess they must have slipped away and done it as they never mentioned it. They had finally come to the decision that my dad, rather than my mother, would give up his career so we could live as a family in Driffield. The outcome was that he left the army and the three of us settled down together at 49 Westgate, a terraced house divided into two flats: we had the ground floor and the garden, plus an outside toilet which was about thirty yards away from the house, and an outside bathroom which was about twenty yards away. This was an outhouse with a concrete floor and three tin baths of different sizes hanging on the wall. There was a boiler in there so you could heat water up for the baths, and it got very steamy: you couldn’t even see your feet to wash them.


After you’d had a bath, it was too wet in there for you to put your clothes on, so you had to wrap a towel round you and sprint to the house through the wind, rain and snow, thinking, ‘Fuck!’ Being clean took courage! This was normal back then, by the way; we weren’t a poor family, although there wasn’t a lot of spare money. (After a couple of years we moved into the upstairs flat, a considerably nicer place with an inside toilet!)


It was quite a shock for me to leave the Bradleys, where I was part of a large, warm family who gave me a lot of attention. About a year after my parents married, my sister Pamela was born, which was something else to adjust to. But the most difficult thing was living with a dad I hardly knew, having only seen him when he was home on leave. He was very strict: I wasn’t allowed to jump on furniture or walk on walls like you do as a kid. I guess I’d got used to the more relaxed atmosphere at my gran’s when I had been the only child in the family. His viewpoint was that I was spoilt. To me he looked a bit like John Wayne, a bit of a hard man. I began to have a troubled relationship with my dad at this point. He carried a chip on his shoulder for quite a while, as I’d effectively come along and interrupted his army life. He had a lot of mates in the army, and none at home, so he didn’t have much of a social life because he was a young dad. I was the object of his frustration, basically, and that took a lot of getting used to. It’s tough for a kid to feel that his father resents him, although I realize that there were extenuating circumstances.


Sometimes my dad’s annoyance would be frightening: my mum would set the table for Sunday lunch and if he was in a bad mood he’d grab a corner of the tablecloth and rip the whole thing off. My dinner would be in front of me, and then all of a sudden it was dripping off the wall. This was scary behaviour.


I can understand it to an extent, because I have three sons myself; although I love them and I’m close to them, being a parent can be hard work, and I think it was especially hard for my dad because he was so young and his life had been overturned when I arrived. My relationship with him wasn’t all bad, fortunately: he had a great sense of humour, which I shared. We both loved listening to The Goon Show and watching Hancock’s Half Hour on TV and he took me to see the comedian Jimmy Clitheroe in Bridlington. I remember Jimmy came and sat next to me during the show, and it freaked me out because he was an adult but barely four feet tall. Dad and I would have play fights, and he took me fishing, too, and did a lot of dad stuff like that. There were good times as well as less good times.


My dad had one record, a collection of blues songs by Muddy Waters and others, although he must have played it at my grandmother’s house because we didn’t have a record player at home until much later. I must have wanted to play music rather than just listen to it, because I remember at the age of eight I had a tantrum in Woolworth’s. Apparently I wanted a trumpet, of all things, although I have no idea why because I’ve never wanted to play a brass instrument since then. I kicked up merry hell, lying on the floor and shouting, and they had to carry me out. I didn’t get the trumpet either. That was the end of my performing aspirations until I was fourteen, by which time I’d started to get into music properly, mainly through listening to Radio Luxembourg, which was the best source of contemporary music, although the BBC Light Programme had shows like Pick of the Pops where you could hear what was in the charts.


Even though I lived in a very small place, I was always interested in the outside world. There were American air force personnel based at RAF Driffield in the late 1950s and I had a couple of American friends; it felt very alien to have them in our schools, because they were so different from us. I remember playing baseball on the school field with George Smith, who had a typical American crew-cut and who wore sneakers and jeans which seemed a lot cooler than the ones we wore, better fitting and more stylish.


George was a nice guy, but quite a few kids at school didn’t mix with him because he was different, and people didn’t like things being different back then. But there was something about America that fascinated me from an early age: I used to wonder what it would be like to go into a diner in Texas and order dinner. When you were in a farming town in Yorkshire, the idea of ever doing that was almost unimaginable.


What I didn’t know at the time was that Americans like George’s dad were in Driffield because the US wanted to deploy their Thor ballistic missiles in Britain. RAF Driffield was home to three of these nuclear warheads, which were capable of reaching Moscow. Considering that made us a target should the Soviet Union ever launch a nuclear strike, I’m glad I was oblivious to this. But I do remember the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, when it seemed America and Russia were on the brink of nuclear war. It was made very real for us because our American schoolmates were so fearful.


My curiosity was also fuelled by reading science fiction comics. I bought every comic I could lay my hands on and so did two of my school friends, Johnny Butler and Graham Cardwell. Johnny’s father was in the navy and he’d bring back American science fiction comics like Amazing Stories and Weird Tales. I was hooked on them; some of the stories really opened your mind up to different possibilities.


There was often a moral in these stories, which taught me right from wrong much more effectively than anything I ever read at school. There was one story about an astronaut who crashed on a planet, searching for an earlier astronaut who had been lost. It was raining heavily on this planet and there was mud everywhere. He saw what he thought was a monster, covered in lumps and hunched over, and assumed it was an enemy – he spent most of the story trying to kill this ‘monster’ but actually it was the lost astronaut. Then the rain started burning his own skin and raising lumps, and he began to turn into a monster himself – and that was the end. I thought, ‘Whoa! So the moral of this story is that appearances are deceiving, and you can’t judge things by how they look.’ This was an interesting way for a kid to learn about life.


I liked thinking and talking about the meaning of life, although I do remember very clearly that my mother had no interest in these subjects whatsoever. I once asked her, ‘Don’t you ever wonder what life is all about, Mum?’ and she sighed and said, ‘Oh no – what do I want to think about things like that for?’ That was always her attitude but I didn’t hold it against her. She had a lot on her plate trying to run a household, with money and time in short supply.


Still, I was different from my parents in that respect, and from my sister Pamela too, who was going the same way as my mother in that she wanted to be a nurse when she grew up. Pamela and I were close, though; we had good times growing up together.


I was raised as a Methodist, and I got really into it and did all the scripture examinations. I was even thinking about becoming a minister at one point, which seems pretty amusing to me now. In church we’d discuss the nature of God, and where religion fits into life, but by the age of ten I found myself asking things like, ‘Does God have a mother, if we’re created in his image?’ and was told not to come to any more discussions because I was disrupting them with my silly questions. I also noticed one of the members of the congregation taking money out of the collection box at a point when we were all supposed to have our eyes closed – which clinched it for me. So I grew out of Christianity pretty quickly.


My parents both worked, although making enough money was sometimes a struggle for them. After my dad left the army he held down two jobs, one at the East Yorkshire Electricity Board and the other – more excitingly – as a fireman. Occasionally when I was at school I’d see him running across the field to the nearby fire station. In those moments he looked like a hero to me.


At the age of ten you don’t really ask yourself why your father’s got two jobs. I found out later that it was because my parents were saving up to buy a house, which they eventually did, at 30 Victoria Road in Driffield in 1961. That was a big place: a Victorian terrace with a bow window and three bedrooms, and the all-important inside toilet as well as one outside. The house was definitely a huge step up for us, socially and in terms of simple comforts.


My parents were ambitious for themselves and for their kids. My mother always insisted that I needed to do well academically. All through school I endured her saying things like, ‘Mick, your cousin’s working in the bank now, and you’re brighter than he is. I hope you’re going to work hard at school’ and ‘So-and-so in the family’s done well: he’s a lawyer. You could be a lawyer too, as long as you work hard’, and so on and so on.


I passed my eleven-plus exam in 1961, and it was a real learning experience for me: it made me realize that the grammar school system wasn’t remotely fair. When they were allocating places for the grammar and secondary modern schools, the teacher called me out and asked, ‘What does your father do, Woodmansey?’


When I told him my dad worked for the East Yorkshire Electricity Board, as well as being a fireman, he said, ‘We think  you’d be better off going to a secondary modern school, young man.’ That was the first time the class system really hit me: they were literally telling me that I couldn’t go to a grammar school because of who my parents were, and what their jobs were – even though I was top of the class in most subjects.


The whole process was ridiculously unfair but it didn’t really bother me, partly because even at that early age I wasn’t planning to have a long-term education. School just didn’t mean a lot to me, although I genuinely enjoyed some of the lessons. Perhaps most importantly from an eleven-year-old’s point of view, all of my close friends were going to the local secondary school, so I didn’t mind not going to the grammar school anyway. My parents didn’t kick up a fuss because in those days you didn’t argue with an authority figure like a teacher.


In September 1961 I started at Driffield County Secondary Boys’ School; there was an equivalent girls’ school 200 yards away. I was a good student at Driffield County, just as I’d been at my primary school. I really liked English and maths, and I was particularly good at art and football. I also did athletics; my father had been a sprinter in the army and it turned out I’d inherited his speed. I could do the 100 yards in 12.2 seconds, even at the age of eleven, and also raced in the 200 yards and the last leg of the 440-yard relay. Our gym teacher, Mr Wilson, asked me if I’d considered running as a professional, and entered me in a competition between the schools in the area – they wanted us to try out for selection to the English national team. I came second – pipped at the post.


I could have taken athletics further, but rock ’n’ roll got in the way in 1964, when I discovered the Roadrunners rehearsing at the Cave. Once I’d seen them play I knew I had to put together a band of my own, so I suggested it to some mates from school; they were Frank Theakston, whose dad owned the farm machinery depot where I’d discovered the Cave, Paul Richardson, John Flintoff and Michael Grice.


None of us had any musical experience, but that didn’t stop us: rock music was cool, and all around us, and we knew that we had to be a part of it. We went down to the Salvation Army shop and bought two acoustic guitars and a bass. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, though. I didn’t know how to tune the guitar, let alone play it. You probably won’t believe this, but I simply sat at home with it on my knee, thinking to myself, ‘Something’s bound to happen.’ Strangely enough, it didn’t! I don’t know why I never thought of getting a book to teach myself how to play, because such books were around. I had absolutely no idea how to get started. You can’t imagine today’s kids being that clueless. All I can say in my defence is that it was a different world back then. We had no information.


So the band got together for a rehearsal the following week in a shed which was in the same yard owned by Frank’s dad. The others all said to me, ‘Go on, play your guitar.’ I couldn’t play a note, of course, but Frank knew how to play chords and he quickly showed me some. Obviously I still couldn’t play the guitar, even after he’d done that, so they said, ‘You’re rubbish’, took it off me and gave it to Paul, who could play it as he’d been practising it at home.


Now I looked like a complete loser. But then Frank pulled a pair of drum sticks out of his back pocket and said, ‘You’re the drummer.’ I liked that idea a lot, so I took them and said, ‘Cool!’


I went and got myself a drum kit for the equivalent of 50p in today’s money from the Salvation Army shop. God, that kit was terrible. It was really old for starters: one of the cymbals was bent and sounded terrible when you hit it, and the skins were real animal skins, with old tears stitched up. Nowadays skins are synthetic and easily replaced. But it was a functioning drum kit, and I spent a lot of time tinkering with it. After a while I started experimenting with it, and, as time passed, I gradually learned how to play it.


We called our band the Mutations, which was the strangest name we could think of. And once we’d realized how badly the shed leaked in the rain, we got permission from the Roadrunners to move to the Cave for rehearsals. We used a little room next to theirs which had been blocked off from the rest of the Cave and had no door. It did have a large window – although there was no window frame or glass, just a rectangular hole in the wall. I had to put the drums through the window to set them up. I kept my kit at the Cave – my dad would never have let me play the drums at home – and I’d practise in there, on my own, at weekends.


The other guys in the band thought this was hilarious, and they used to throw sticks and stones through the window at me, just to piss me off. A stone would come sailing through and hit the cymbal, or a branch would come in and land on the drums. I’d shout abuse at them. I guess I took the band more seriously than they did.


I must have had a bit of native talent for the drums, because it only took me a week to master the all-important trick of playing different things with each hand. Once I felt a bit confident about that, I brought the bass drum in. I was dead set on getting a beat right; I was really motivated, actually. I remember finally getting it right one day, but I didn’t dare stop playing in case I lost it. I kept going with a single drum beat for about an hour. That was the moment when I first thought, ‘I can do this.’


Music began to mean everything to me from that point on, and I started listening to as much of it as I could. As I’ve said, my favourite band was the Rolling Stones, who made a huge impact on me because they were rebellious. I was starting to feel that way myself: pissed off with school, and having to study subjects that I thought were far less interesting than music and the drums. I got into earlier music too, thanks to the Stones who were influenced by the blues. American singers like Howlin’ Wolf and Muddy Waters were my idols; I’d make a real effort to find old blues records and learn the drum parts from the songs.


The first style of drums I played was rhythm and blues; if you couldn’t play that kind of music you weren’t accepted in the circle of musicians that I was starting to move in. After that I moved towards soul and Tamla Motown, and then I got into more musical blues-rock. A friend called Dave Simpson, who later became a roadie for the Roadrunners, had a lot of albums. He lent me the first Stones records and Five Live Yardbirds, the first Yardbirds album which featured Eric Clapton. He introduced me to John Mayall too and over the next few years I’d borrow the Bluesbreakers albums from him. I had a record player of my own now, so I’d play them incessantly. These guys were so advanced musically; that was why I was attracted to their music and the way they played it, although I certainly wasn’t any kind of advanced musician myself at that point.


Around that time I had to make a decision between music and sport, because if I was going to take my running any further I would have to devote a lot of time to it, and the Mutations would have to go. So I asked myself if there was a career ahead of me in athletics, and I suppose there might have been to an extent, but it wasn’t a passion of mine so I had to let it go. I didn’t mind, though: I was too busy with the drums to go out and run every day.


Now I was in a band I needed to look the part, so I decided to grow my hair long, which was the start of the downward slope, academically speaking. There were only four of us at Driffield County Secondary who had the courage to sport long hair: Johnny Flintoff from the Mutations was one of them.


The teachers hated it and wouldn’t let us eat our lunch with everyone else; they actually had a special table in the canteen for the long-haired boys. I guess it’s hard to imagine this nowadays, but back then the whole school would walk past you, chanting ‘Unclean! Unclean!’ and pretending to ring lepers’ bells.


I suppose that was moderately funny, but it didn’t feel like that to us so we told them to fuck off.


You have to understand that ‘long hair’ back then just meant that you hadn’t got a short back and sides; there was a little bit of hair over your ears. Look at any photo of a band from that era and you’ll see what I mean. Nowadays a kid would just laugh if he had hair like that and the teachers got angry about it.


When those morons shouted ‘Unclean!’ I felt conflicted, because of course it was a major put-down, and it made you feel like an outcast – but at the same time it felt great, because it was rebellion: a real fuck-you to them.


My grades began to go down after that, simply because I was losing what interest I’d had in my studies. I just wasn’t bothered any more because the drums were taking up so much of my attention. Worse, I also started to annoy the teachers, but not deliberately, and not just because of my long hair either. It was because I was trying to be funny. At the time I thought I wanted to be a comedian when I left school. I’d watch comedy shows on the TV trying to understand how humour worked. A lot of it was down to timing, which tied in with playing the drums, of course.


Perhaps unwisely I began to practise my comedy routines at school, repeating sketches I’d seen, because I was more interested in having a laugh than working. I was also fond of making what I thought were amusing comments in class. For example, one of the teachers had a mahogany stick, about an inch and a half square, and he would belt kids with it. He’d get it out and as a joke I’d say, ‘Me next, sir!’ That sometimes backfired and I’d get the ‘mahogany’ treatment myself. The idea was to lighten the atmosphere while some kid was getting beaten up. After a while the only reason for me to go to school was to get laughs.


When I wasn’t performing, if I was ever in a small group of three or four people, I would spend most of my time wondering what to say. I really was shy at heart, and it was painful.


While the teachers were gritting their teeth over my sarcastic remarks at school, I was also getting into trouble at home. The length of my hair had now become a serious problem for my dad. He used to say, ‘I’ll make a man of you if it kills me!’


I woke up one night to find that he was actually trying to cut my fringe while I was sleeping. The scissors were dangerously close to my eyes. I pushed him away, but I can understand what he was thinking, because all this was happening at a time when a boy with long hair was regarded as a sissy, less than a man, especially in a northern town. People would shout, ‘All right, Mary, how are you doing?’ in the street. It was more than annoying.


My mum was caught in the middle of all this. She understood my dad’s point of view, because she wanted me to do well at school, but as my mother she also wanted to protect me. My grandparents were on my side to an extent, because of the fact that they’d raised me.


I get it, of course. My father didn’t want any son of his to go down the route that I was obviously taking. Before I started rebelling against everything I’d been a genuinely good student and my school reports had always confirmed that I was bright. My parents seemed to regard me as some kind of kid genius who was going to go places, although to them that meant being a bank manager, or having my own firm of accountants, or some other respectable middle-class profession. In their minds I was definitely going to do something along those lines, anyway, although I myself had no idea what I was going to do. What teenager does? None of the possible jobs the career officer gave me held any appeal and when I tried to come up with my own list – anything from detective to train driver – I didn’t want to do them either.


I have to give my parents points for perseverance: they really kept the pressure on me in the face of massive indifference from yours truly. I remember once I came home from school, delighted with a test result I’d got, and expecting them to be really pleased.


‘I came second in English!’ I said, bursting into the kitchen.


My dad looked up from his tea and replied, ‘Why weren’t you first?’


I was speechless, but he just looked at me.


Summoning up some words, I managed to say, ‘Well, some other kid did better than me, but second is pretty good, I reckon.’


He just ignored me, and I began to feel a bit annoyed. This wasn’t fair.


‘Oh, piss off then!’ I snarled, and turned to walk away.


That was the first and only time I ever swore at my dad. As I left the room, I heard him stand up and come after me. He grabbed my shoulders, spun me round and lifted me up by the lapels of my jacket so my feet were off the ground. There was nothing I could do except struggle: he was much stronger than me.


He carried me over to the coat pegs on the wall, hung me up by the back of my jacket and started thumping me. He completely lost it. Honestly, I’m not making this stuff up. It made me want to get away from there as soon as I could.


At Christmas 1964 the Mutations played the Christmas dance at the girls’ school. There were five hundred girls there, with us four guys, which was an eye-opener because we felt like rock stars for the first time. I realized at that moment that being in a band – a good band, anyway – could be pretty cool if you were interested in girls, as we all were.


My performance was hardly stellar, though: my drum kit was so rickety that the tom-tom fell off, and the cymbal stands weren’t stable so the cymbals kept sinking closer to the floor. I fell backwards off the stool too. Everybody had to wait until my kit was put back together before we could play on. It was dreadfully embarrassing. I didn’t know it at the time but a girl called June was there watching us on our first ill-fated performance. She later asked me if it had been me doing my Keith Moon impersonation.


Not long after that, the local authority merged the Driffield boys’ and girls’ secondary schools. One Monday morning, half of my class were moved to another room, and then a load of girls came in carrying their satchels. One of them was a pretty brunette with a Sixties Helen Shapiro-type hairstyle. She was wearing a mini skirt (just within the school regulations) with white knee-length socks! Needless to say, she got my attention all through that first morning. In fact, as she walked in, I saw her and I thought, ‘I’m going to marry her’, even though I wasn’t even looking for a girlfriend at the time. It was very strange, because I’d never seen her before in my life. I found out her name, and that she was from Middleton on the Wolds, a village not far away, but it took me a while to pluck up the courage to make a move.


In fact, I got John Flintoff to ask June out for me, although I later found out that before he approached her she’d put a Valentine’s card in my school desk. She lost her nerve, though, and took it out before I saw it. Our first date was sweet: I took her to the cinema but, a bit unromantically, I don’t remember the film.


I still went and watched the Roadrunners every time they rehearsed at the Cave or played a gig – I think I was the only one there who wasn’t connected to the band. They were about five years older than me, which is a lot at that age. I was still at school and they were working men. I used to sit there and watch Johnny intently; for me, he was just as good as Bobby Elliott of the Hollies, who I really admired. Johnny had great style, he never messed a beat up and he was also a nice guy on top of that. He and I are still in touch to this day.


I watched every move Johnny made when he played the drums at the Cave, and I remembered it, and then I went home and practised those exact things on my own kit. I listened to a lot of LPs all the way through, too. If I wanted to analyse a particular drum beat, I’d play the record and rest my finger on the vinyl: that slowed it down enough so that I could hear what tom-tom was being played, and so on.


I had fallen utterly in love with the drums, and, with them, the dream of being a star. It was all downhill from there . . .
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RATTED OUT


A turning point came in early 1965 when I got a really bad report, which with hindsight I deserved. The teachers wrote that I was disrupting the class with my wise-guy comments, and they also noted that I’d never once made it to school on time that year. This didn’t go down well with my parents, and I felt pretty bad about it, so for the next six months I knuckled down and worked really hard.


I did my mock O levels that summer, which I thought went well, but when I got the results the teachers had marked me down for my previous bad behaviour – even though all that had been six months earlier – and given me E grades in some of the subjects. An E grade was a pretty bad fail at O level. I assumed there had been a mistake, so I went to a teacher and explained that I was top of the class in those subjects and therefore the E grades couldn’t be correct.


The teacher told me to go and see the headmaster, John Harrison.


‘We know how well you did in the exams – but six months ago you were messing about every single day,’ he told me.


‘That’s true,’ I admitted, ‘but surely I’ve behaved better since then? You can’t give me an E if I’m at the top of the class.’


‘We can write anything we want about you, Woodmansey,’ he said, looking squarely at me.


I told him that wasn’t fair, but he wasn’t about to back down. He told me that all the teachers had talked about me in the staff room, saying what a troublemaker I was. The fact that I’d behaved myself for the previous six months meant nothing, because I’d been so bad before that point.


This conversation all came as a bit of a shock. I thought about my situation and realized that if I stayed on to do the actual O levels in the summer of 1966, it would be a pointless exercise if the teachers weren’t willing to teach me. What the headmaster said next made all that irrelevant.


‘Either you leave,’ he said, ‘or we’ll kick you out. It’s up to you.’


I told him I was leaving. What else could I do?


‘And what are you going to do when you leave school, Woodmansey?’


‘I’m going to be a pop star, sir, and be on Top of the Pops.’


‘You’re a moron, Woodmansey – and you always will be. Get out.’


Some years later, in 1972, after The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust had been released and I had indeed played Top of the Pops, I considered driving up to the school in a limo and sticking two fingers up at his office, but I never did it. Perhaps I should have. John Harrison retired in 1991 and died in 2013, but I bear him no ill will all these years later. After all, being kicked out of school helped me focus on my drumming.


As I walked out of the school gates that July, the thought of never having to go back and do lessons that I wasn’t interested in filled me with excitement. The elation didn’t last: a moment later, that feeling was replaced by terror. I clearly remember thinking to myself, ‘Oh shit. What am I going to do with the rest of my life?’ I’d been unable to answer that question when the careers officers had asked it of me, and I was no nearer to answering it now.


I didn’t have a clue what being a working person was all about. Although kids could legally leave school at my age back then, I’d planned to stay on; I thought that I’d get smarter and wiser if I did that, and things would fall into place. I hadn’t planned on walking out of the school gates, aged fifteen, straight into real life.


So now I had to face my parents. I knew my mum would be disappointed and my dad would be angry, and I had to find a way to sell it to them.


‘Look, I’ve decided to leave school,’ I told them at the dinner table, trying to hide how scared I felt. ‘I really want to get a job. You know, learn a trade and make a decent living for myself.’


This was a lie, of course – I still wanted to be a drummer in a band – but I couldn’t think of another way out of my predicament.


Fortunately, my dad nodded. ‘All right then, son. It’s about time you did something with your life.’


My mother was less easy to convince; she obviously thought that I’d thrown away my education – and with it my potential. But she had to accept it. I didn’t want to go back to school, my father wanted me to learn a trade and that was that.


In essence, I’d been let down by the education system, but on the other hand it was entirely my own doing. I suppose I was different from most of the other students who understood why they were studying logarithms or technical drawing, or whatever the subject might be. I didn’t; I only wanted to do something that I enjoyed so much I’d happily get out of bed in the morning every day to go and do it. School certainly wasn’t that something. Music might well be but, in the meantime, I had to get a job.


My father got me an apprenticeship as a plumber and an electrician with a local firm in Driffield. As part of the apprenticeship I was supposed to study at college, but the firm didn’t want to pay for it, so that didn’t happen.


More importantly for me, the Mutations got their first proper gig (I don’t count that awful June-witnessed Christmas performance the previous year). It was at the Buck Hotel in Driffield, which is still there. We were talking music with the landlord one night and he asked us if we’d play there for a fiver between us. Our band – Frank and Paul on guitar, John on bass, Michael on vocals and me on drums – got a pound each to play six songs, including ‘Green Onions’ by Booker T & the MGs and ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ by the Stones, which had been a hit that summer.


There’s a repeated part in ‘Satisfaction’ which is just a drum beat with no other instruments going on, and I was absolutely petrified when it came along, even though it’s only two bars long. Those two bars felt like an hour to me; every time we played that song I thought to myself, ‘Will I get through this without cocking it up?’ I managed it each time, though, and, believe me, that was the high point of my career up to then.


We also did an original song called ‘Swan Lake’, which was embarrassingly bad. I can’t remember how it went, but put it this way: I’m glad YouTube didn’t exist back then. We didn’t have stage clothes and just wore regular gear like polo-neck sweaters and camel-coloured trousers because we hadn’t got as far as thinking about an image; we didn’t even know if we could get through a single song in front of an audience, who were mainly just locals.
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