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  ‘Ian Dury always seemed to me to be an exceptionally witty and concise singer-poet, with an especially admirable talent for

  making contemporary references and language feel a part of the long tradition of lyric writing and balladeering.’




  Andrew Motion, Poet Laureate, October 2008




  ‘I’m a well-known softie.




  You know that, an old pudding.




  It’s a pack of lies what they say about me.’




  Ian Dury, May 1998




  

     

  




  Introduction




  This is the story of a great man who battled severe physical setbacks to become a cultural icon of the late twentieth century He inspired, loved and motivated nearly everyone

  with whom he came into contact in his various roles as husband, lover, father, artist, teacher, photographer, drummer, songwriter, pop star, stage and film actor, voice-over artist, television

  presenter, charity fundraiser, goodwill ambassador for UNICEF and perennial Teddy Boy.




  He never really grew up. He never really had to. His sense of awe and wonder was frozen in time from the moment that the joy of childhood was stolen from him in a tragic twist of fate.

  Following the early trauma of polio, he became a warm and compassionate mentor to many and retained an almost childlike enthusiasm for the marvels of art and music. He raved about the

  paintings of Vermeer, the flamenco guitar of Segovia, the jazz saxophone of Ornette Coleman and the wild, rebel yell of Gene Vincent and the Bluecaps. He obsessed over the creative detail, wanting

  everyone to know about the images and sounds that rocked his world.




  But genius is pain. And throughout his life he was a tightly wound ball of complex emotions, as his closest friends and relatives will attest in the story that follows. It is not the purpose of

  this book to describe a sometimes unpleasant man. Although he ‘had his moments’, he was somebody who most people felt they were glad to have known and who enriched their lives. As

  his former manager, Charlie Gillett, says, ‘He had a fantastic smile, as if he was sharing an unspoken joke. And he was friendly, with a genuine look of

  affection.’




  To his many fans he will always be ‘the diamond geezer’, a worthy subject for that vacant plinth in Trafalgar Square, but the scale of his celebrity was not unlocked until he died

  from cancer in March 2000. We may be some years away from a blue plaque outside one of the dozen or so addresses he called home at various times and from the full recognition his work undoubtedly

  deserves, but right now Ian Dury is the working-class hero, a household name whose drug- and booze-fuelled career, Bohemian lifestyle and deft ‘wordsmithery’ inspire admiration,

  fascination and fear.




  The posthumous respect has been building for some time. In 2003, comedienne Linda Smith nominated Ian Dury for inclusion in the BBC Radio 4 series Great Lives, in which he swaggered in

  the unlikely company of Lord Nelson and Tchaikovsky. The following year, London mayoral candidate Simon Hughes chose ‘Reasons to Be Cheerful’ as his campaign song. The Internet is awash

  with celebrity tributes. Try this from Clive James: ‘Ian Dury was a magic messenger straight out of Prospero’s island.’ Shortly after Ian’s death, the Poet Laureate, Andrew

  Motion, described him as ‘a remarkable English poet’.




  Since his death, his work has grown in stature. Hardly a week passes without his name appearing in the media. As well as two previous biographies, numerous magazine articles and CD reissues,

  there has been a stage play, Hit Me: The Life and Rhymes of Ian Dury, written and directed by Jeff Merrifield, and London’s Graeae (pronounced grey-eye) theatre company, its cast drawn

  from physically disabled actors, is planning a musical. A full-length feature film, entitled Sex & Drugs & Rock & Roll, starring Andy Serkis in the lead role, written by Paul

  Viragh and directed by Mat Whitecross, is promised for 2010.




  At the end of his life, Ian was said to be a ‘national treasure’. He would have hated this somewhat patronizing term, often used to describe a

  lovable artiste of a certain vintage. But to many, Ian was a treasure. The differently abled community whose causes he enthusiastically supported, adopted him as their poster boy, and when

  the BBC’s ‘Ouch’ website conducted a poll of ‘Great Disabled Britons’, Ian was placed second with a credible 28.6 per cent of the vote (behind Professor Stephen

  Hawking, but some way ahead of Sir Winston Churchill!).




  As probably the most famous victim of England’s post-war poliomyelitis epidemic, his full-on life was a multi-faceted journey through a wild and colourful landscape. But did his

  unfortunate condition become ‘the catalyst that sparked the revolution’? Did polio give him a psychological and emotional resilience that drove him ruthlessly towards stardom?

  This was the conundrum that compelled me to research Ian’s life and write his biography.




  We met on a number of occasions when I was researching No Sleep Till Canvey Island – The Great Pub Rock Revolution, primarily to talk about that era. I was apprehensive about our

  first interview session because I had once experienced the sharp end of his tongue. It happened in 1973, when Kilburn and the High Roads played the Zero 6 in Southend-on-Sea, and I foolishly

  wandered ‘backstage’ after the show. When I became a touring musician myself I found out how irksome it can be when fans insist on gatecrashing the dressing room within seconds of the

  encore, thus interrupting the inevitable post-show inquest and the privacy a musician requires when changing his trousers. Anyway, Ian was in a state of undress, dripping with sweat, and he told me

  to ‘fuck off!’ just like he would tell Chaz Jankel to fuck off some years later and, no doubt, many others since.




  We bumped into each other from time to time. The Kilburns appeared on bills with my own group, the Kursaal Flyers, and I would occasionally see him in Dingwalls or up at Stiff Records and found

  him a little abrasive, but when we met in the 1990s, Ian gave me his full cooperation, and I am grateful to him for his generosity at a time when he was contending with serious illness. The interviews took place at his home in Hampstead. The living room was a picture of Bohemian chic, with large paintings, some of which were early Dury works, adorning

  the walls. On the dining table stood an unopened bottle of white wine amid a surreal array of bric-à-brac. At the back of the flat, overlooking the garden, was Ian’s workspace. The

  small, narrow room housed a high-level desktop scattered with large sheets of layout paper. These contained meticulous handwritten notes, some of which would show up in future songs.




  After one lengthy interview session, Ian summoned me back for more, saying he felt he had ‘left it half unsaid . . . or something’, so I returned for further riveting yarns.

  I’ve never kidded myself that the tales he treated me to were exclusive or indeed completely true; his anecdotes were finely honed, oft-repeated and told with dramatic purpose. But now that I

  was equipped with some 30,000 of his hugely entertaining words and a first-hand account of key periods in his life, I felt I had the basis for a biography of the man I regarded as an extraordinary

  entertainer and England’s foremost lyricist, or ‘wordsmith’ to use Ian’s preferred term.




  My overriding impression from listening to Ian was how proud he was of his time at the Royal College of Art and his family’s lineage. ‘I met Betty, my late first wife, at the Royal

  College,’ Ian told me. ‘She was at Newport College of Art. Her dad went to the Royal College in the thirties. My girlfriend’s [Sophy, later to become Ian’s wife] old man,

  Joe Tilson, went there. We’ve got a little baby now [Bill] who’s a third-generation Tilson. His dad and his granddad and his mum went to the Royal College of Art. All my three

  children’s parents went to the Royal College of Art. If they go the other way and grow up to be vicars, I shall be gutted.’




  When discussing his songs, Ian was able to recite every word and nuance of his earliest, unrecorded efforts, as if the distant couplets were meticulously archived in some huge mental filing

  cabinet. He also had perfect recall of seemingly trivial events, dates and places. He savoured the detail and, as he reminisced, I could sense him mining his

  impressive memory vaults to summon up the minutiae. If ever I was in doubt about a certain biographical detail, it was Ian’s version of events, where available, that I relied upon.




  The detail that peppered his stories would have informed a great autobiography, had he chosen to write one. ‘I did once speak to Robert [McCrum] at Faber,’ he told me. ‘To me,

  a title’s important. I had “It’s All Lies” or “On My Life” – it implies it’s true, but it ain’t. But my kids might read it, so I could only put

  half of it in, and then it would be a very boring book. Then I thought of getting all my mates round and have a few bevvies and take notes. Then I thought I’d like to do a book of anecdotes,

  like the David Niven books, with about 800 stories, but I don’t really want to get into the forty-five-year plod. Does the world need another book? It’s a lot of work.’




  So it has been left to others to reconstruct Ian’s life and decide what to include and what to omit. Ian seemed concerned about his family ‘reading the truth’. He also

  didn’t wish to appear ungrateful to his ‘Aunt Moll’, who augmented his mother’s efforts and often came to the rescue when times were tough. ‘My mum always wanted the

  best for me when I was a kid,’ said Ian. ‘Chailey was a fine place to be. Those four years made me strong enough to get out in the world again. But if I wrote my side of a certain

  scenario, my family might see that in the wrong light. I didn’t enjoy High Wycombe, but I couldn’t put that in the book because my auntie would read it and she helped me to go there.

  I’ll wait ’til I’m about sixty before I write about that.’




  Tragically, Ian was not to live to see sixty, or even fifty-eight, and it seems we will have to get by without his memoirs. Does the world need a new book about Ian Dury? It’s a question I

  have often asked myself, but whenever I got a little disillusioned during my ten-year ‘plod’, a new batch of research material materialized! I’m sure there is more out there, and

  I’d love to hear from anyone who might wish to contribute to a possible future revision, or correct any factual errors. From Sydney to Tel Aviv, the stories

  are endless, and it pains me to think I may not have heard them all! Can there be another popular entertainer to match Ian for disgraceful, yet often hilarious, behaviour in public? Oliver Reed or

  Keith Moon spring to mind, but it seems you can only ever scratch the surface of Ian’s vast catalogue of misdemeanours.




  But hey! This was the man who wrote:




  

    

      Skinny white sailor the chances were slender the beauties were brief,




      Shall I mourn your decline with some Thunderbird wine and a black handkerchief?




      I miss your sad Virginia whisper, I miss the voice that called my heart,




      Sweet Gene Vincent, young and old and gone . . .


    


  




  For this and other lyrical gems, all of the memorable shows and his stoic ‘triumph over tragedy’, there are reasons to be thankful indeed. And if it hadn’t been for his chance

  encounter with the polio virus, we may not have enjoyed ‘Sex and Drugs and Rock and Roll’ or had ‘Reasons to Be Cheerful’ – two of Ian’s phrases that appear in

  various dictionaries of quotations and still constantly feature in newspaper headlines.




  His life was one of extremes, from the euphoria of the hit parade to daily, debilitating physical pain. It was no wonder he craved adoration, recognition and approval, the key drivers in his

  pursuit of fame. As his former minder, Fred Rowe, says, ‘Ian simply wanted to be loved.’ When he became a success, he was adored by his public, but when the hits dried up, mass

  adulation was swiftly followed by bitter rejection, all against the backdrop of severe disability. And throughout his wild years, there were voices in the back of his head, reminding him of his

  genteel family background and his mother’s and aunts’ efforts to educate and equip him for great things. His life was both tragic and charmed in

  equal measure, frequently eventful, always intense. If we’re talking about the ‘emotional roller coaster’, Ian’s seat was reserved at birth. This is the true story of Ian

  Dury and his life-long struggle for acceptance.




  

     

  




  Prologue




  Hammersmith Odeon, London, 1979. Through a door ajar we see the star, meticulously applying mascara to a pantomime visage with razor-blade earring and a head full of

  jet-black curls. Like the boss of a travelling circus, he is often miles away from home, distanced from reality and once again preparing to ‘give’ for his people. There are two men in

  the room. ‘Come on, you tart,’ says the bald one. ‘You can’t hurry art,’ replies the star, leaning into the mirror to position a beauty spot on his left cheekbone.

  ‘Ready are we?’ asks the bald one. ‘Ready,’ says the star as he completes his nightly routine, although no two nights are ever the same.




  Another ritual is taking place in an ante-room, where the musicians are tuning up and hurriedly discussing the fine detail of chords, keys, tempos and sound effects. As the dying echo of the

  opening act swirls around the backstage corridors, the star emerges from his dressing room on the arm of his minder. He shuffles past the band, oblivious to their technical discussions.

  ‘Awright Davey?’ he grunts self-consciously, making minimal eye contact with the wiry saxophonist. The troupe commences its long walk towards the stage, the pace of which is dictated by

  the star’s painful gait.




  A gangly youth in gorblimey trousers makes his announcement. ‘Here they are, all the way from the Goldhawk Road, Ian Dury and the Blockheads!’ The band settles into a familiar

  groove, and the star reaches for the arm of the bald one, gesturing towards the stage with his walking cane. He purposefully limps into position and croons his saucy

  opening line: ‘I come awake, with a gift for womankind . . .’




  It’s show time, and all the comic-strip characters are on parade: ‘Billericay Dickie’ (who is not ‘a blinking thicky’); the terminally uncertain

  ‘Clevor Trever’ and ‘Sweet Gene Vincent’, he of the ‘lazy skin and ashtray eyes’, a tragic role model for the artiste now in the spotlight. For seventy-five

  minutes he entertains with unexpected gestures, off-the-wall introductions and a carrier bag full of novelty items including a magic walking stick on an invisible wire. His best prop of all is the

  rubber-band-powered paper parrot that he will wind up mid-set and release from his good arm.




  Some nights, the toy bird flaps its wings and soars high into the gods, guaranteeing a round of applause. Other nights, it misbehaves and hits the wall. Tonight, however, will be special.

  Standing at the edge of the stage and carefully judging the trajectory, the star releases the parrot with great care. It glides upwards and gracefully circles the auditorium. Then, sensationally,

  it returns like a boomerang and comes to rest in the star’s outstretched hand. Magic! Thunderous applause, then a loud and immediate ‘Rhythm Stick’! The audience is enthralled,

  showering their hero with love.
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  It’s a Boy, Mrs Walker, It’s a Boy




  Belsize Park, London, 1937. Cigarette smoke fogged up the bar of the Adelaide Club where thirty-one-year-old Bill Dury was presiding over a game of dominoes. The voice

  of Bing Crosby – ‘the new American singing sensation’ – wafted from the Bakelite radio. In Germany Adolf Hitler was tinkering with a map of Europe, but Bill paid little

  attention to politics. Under the dull illumination of a 40-watt light bulb, he lit another Craven A and amused his friends with a sly conjuring trick. When he looked up, he noticed that three

  ladies had entered the room. They were neatly attired in tweed and laughed amongst themselves as they ordered soft drinks, but Bill couldn’t take his eyes off them. They came from another

  world.




  When the dapper Bill Dury spotted twenty-seven-year-old Peggy Walker it was lust at first sight. Peggy, the long-legged daughter of an Irish country doctor, had flunked college and worked as a

  health visitor for Camden Council, whilst Bill, the dashing bus driver of immense charm, came from Kentish working class-stock, but their contrasting backgrounds were no bar to courtship.

  Magnetically attracted from the outset, their love affair would be fuelled by two overriding factors: Peggy’s yearning for children and Bill’s desire to rub shoulders with toffs.




  William George Dury was born on 23 September 1905 at 18 Speldhurst Road, Southborough, near Tunbridge Wells in Kent. His parents, William Ernest and Mary Dury, already had four daughters when Bill arrived, and a second son, Victor, was born in 1911. To avoid confusion at home, the family referred to William junior as ‘Will’, whilst to his

  nieces and nephews he became ‘Uncle Billy’. Personally, he preferred ‘Bill’. His father had worked as a school caretaker and general labourer, but became too ill to work by

  the time Bill turned thirteen, leaving the young boy no option but to quit school and seek employment to help support the family.




  A keen amateur boxer, Bill took a series of menial jobs, ending up at the Royal Blue Coach Company, where he learnt to drive. When Royal Blue became part of Western National in 1935, Bill found

  himself driving coaches between London and the West Country. Occasionally his journey called for an overnight stop in Winchester, where he would visit his cousin, Bert Tipping, an army man who

  lived with his family in the drill hall. ‘Bill Dury was very suave,’ recalls Bert’s son Leslie Tipping. ‘He would sometimes bring his girlfriend, and they’d stay with

  us. On one occasion we all went to see Dury Street in Winchester and had our photograph taken there.’




  Bill was curious about his family name. Later in life, he researched its origins and discovered that Dury was part Scottish, part French. He thought about visiting the town of Dury in northern

  France, but never got round to it. He learnt that in Scotland, the name was spelt ‘Durie’; that Robert Louis Stevenson devised a character called Henry Graeme Durie for his novelette

  Master of Ballantrae; and that in 1868 the French had a minister of education named Victor Dury. The history books tell us that in eighteenth-century Kent, smugglers Thomas and William Dury,

  from Biddenden and Flimwell respectively, were members of the notorious Hawkhurst Gang, but Bill decided that his immediate forebears were all born and raised in Southborough.




  In stark contrast to her suitor’s humble background, Peggy Walker was descended from the sprawling bloodline of an Irish Protestant land-owning dynasty that farmed County Donegal throughout the nineteenth century. It was said that her branch of the Walker family could be traced back as far as the Reverend George Walker, joint governor of Derry who

  in 1689 helped defend his town against the besieging Catholic forces of King James II. Reverend Walker was later to die at the Battle of the Boyne. His famous monument, erected by the Protestant

  ‘Apprentice Boys’ in 1826, was blown up by the Irish Republican Army in 1973.




  Peggy’s grandfather, William Walker, was a wealthy dairy farmer who had inherited from his parents a 300-acre estate in the Finn Valley between the twin towns of Ballybofey and Stranorlar.

  In 1866, aged twenty-three, William set sail for Scotland, where he found a wife, one Margaret Ferguson Cuthbertson of Helensburgh, Dunbartonshire, some 30 miles north-west of Glasgow. William and

  Margaret married in Scotland in 1867 and settled at 46 Charlotte Street, Helensburgh. They would frequently commute to County Donegal in Ireland and stay at Kilcadden, a substantial family home

  that provided accommodation for their vast family. Five sons and two daughters were born between 1868 and 1880. In 1881, William and Margaret returned permanently to Ireland, where three further

  children were born. Most of the Walker children rejected the farming life and moved to England as quickly as possible to pursue professional careers in civil engineering, journalism and, in the

  case of their second son, John, medicine.




  John Cuthbertson Walker was born on 5 March 1870. Upon leaving school, his medical studies took him to England, where he qualified as a general practitioner. In 1894, he secured a post in

  Mevagissey, a fishing village on the south coast of Cornwall, where he became a partner at the surgery of Doctor Charles Walker Monro Grier. He would frequently return to County Donegal, where at

  the turn of the century he met Mary Ellen Pollock of Finneederk, whom he married in Londonderry. He brought his bride back to England, and they lived for a year in a rented cottage at 106 Church

  Street, Mevagissey. As soon as he had established himself as a medical practitioner, thirty-two-year-old John designed and built a new house with an adjoining surgery

  for himself and Doctor Grier at the top of School Hill, Mevagissey John Walker named the double-fronted property ‘Pentillie’ (the original name for Mevagissey) and employed a domestic

  servant, one Elizabeth Blight, to assist Mary in running the home.




  John and Mary Walker’s first child, William Cuthbertson Walker, was born at Pentillie on 7 February 1904. Two years later, there was much excitement in Mevagissey when the celebrated

  author George Bernard Shaw rented a room in John Walker’s house to carry out background research for his new play, The Doctor’s Dilemma. On 5 June 1906, the Walkers’ second

  child, Doris Elisabeth Cochrane Walker, was born. She would grow up to detest the name Doris and asked everyone to call her Elisabeth.




  In 1909, following a financial disagreement with Doctor Grier, John Walker moved his family to the north of England. William and Elisabeth were five and three years old respectively when their

  parents moved into 188 Milnrow Road in Rochdale, Lancashire. It was there that Peggy was born on 17 April 1910 and christened Margaret Cuthbertson Walker. A fourth child, Mary, was born on 8

  September 1913, also at Milnrow Road. Mary, who would become known as Molly, remained the youngest of the Walker children, none of whom inherited their parents’ Irish accent. In fact, they

  would all speak impeccable Oxford English. But although the Walkers were outwardly upper middle-class, they were far from wealthy. ‘Money was a very difficult thing for my father,’ says

  Molly Walker. ‘He wouldn’t have anything to do with borrowing it. An overdraft was as far as he would go. He thought banks were respectable, but this wretched overdraft pursued us all

  throughout our childhood.’




  In 1914, the entire family left Rochdale and returned to Mevagissey, but two years later John Walker was enlisted into the army and posted to Stockport,

  Lancashire, to work at the military hospital, from where he would write a number of lively letters to the British Medical Journal. Throughout the First World War, William and Elisabeth were

  away at boarding school, and Peggy and Molly were sent to Ireland to stay with their grandmother at Kilcadden. Upon returning to Mevagissey in 1918, Peggy and Molly were sent to the local primary

  school, while William and Elisabeth continued their secondary education further afield. All four children gained the grounding that would equip them for university and, in most cases, excellent

  qualifications.




  In 1923, seventeen-year-old Elisabeth entered University College London for three years of preclinical studies, resulting in a degree in medicine. Eight years after Elisabeth’s graduation,

  Molly also went to University College and studied French, gaining a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1938. Peggy, however, was overshadowed by her sisters’ academic achievements and, although she

  attended University College, left after one year, having failed her exams.




  In 1935, Peggy and Molly pooled their resources to rent a small flat at 29 Adelaide Road, Chalk Farm, later moving to 1b Belsize Road, near Swiss Cottage, where Peggy was living when she met

  Bill in 1937. Peggy’s work as a children’s health visitor chiefly involved calling on families with small children and keeping an eye out for head lice. As she cycled the streets of

  Camden, she dreamed of having children of her own but first needed to find a husband, marriage being a prerequisite for parenthood in polite 1930s society. In contemplating wedlock, however, Peggy

  knew she would be breaking with family tradition; none of her aunts or female cousins ever married and her two sisters continued the trend. ‘The Walker girls,’ recalls a descendant,

  ‘didn’t go in for that sort of thing.’




  There was, however, a somewhat apocryphal explanation for such rampant spinsterhood; it was said that several generations earlier, within their Irish Presbyterian family, a young Walker girl had married a Catholic man against the wishes of her father. The father was so outraged by what was a very public ceremony that he placed a curse on all Walker women.

  From that day on, he declared, they would all die as spinsters. Peggy was having none of it. ‘She was fed up with all this business about us Walker women never getting married,’

  remembers Molly. ‘She had been visiting Kilcadden and heard that our uncle Arthur was going up to the little place where they used to live, the place where the father had cursed all the

  Walker women. Peggy said to Arthur, “I’d love to come with you,” and she followed him up the hill. I never heard the details of what happened next, but I do know that a few months

  later Peggy got engaged to Bill and quite soon after a lot of her cousins got engaged.’




  Just as Peggy had a weakness for children, Bill Dury had a weakness for class. His niece, Margaret Webb (née Dury), observes, ‘A gulf existed between Auntie Peg’s side of the

  family and ours. There wouldn’t be a gulf now because we’re all on an equal standing, but back then Mummy said, “Uncle Billy married Auntie Peg because he had aspirations to be a

  gent.” He used to come and stay with my auntie and walk around in a sort of smoking jacket and wear silk dressing gowns. He also spoke very nicely. He liked to think of himself as a

  gentleman. They said that’s why he married Peggy. He was marrying someone of a different class.’




  At thirty-two, Bill Dury had charmed his way into many a girl’s arms but had always retained his independence. Settling down was not really on his agenda, but, like many couples of the

  day, Bill and Peggy were thrown closer towards marriage by the threat of war with Germany. It seemed like it really could be the end of the world, and the usual courtships were often dispensed

  with. But the conflict was almost a year away when Peggy and Bill announced their plans to marry at All Souls Church in Loudoun Road, South Hampstead on 23 December that year. Peggy’s mother,

  Mary, travelled alone from Cornwall to attend, her husband, Doctor John Walker, having died just weeks before the ceremony.




  The turnout was small, since both families regarded the marriage as an unwelcome event. The Dury families, their men manual workers, their women housewives, looked on the Walkers as

  non-family-orientated, middle-class intellectuals. In turn, the Walkers dissociated themselves from the Kentish clan. Bill’s nephew, Leslie Tipping, says, ‘Peggy wasn’t accepted

  by some members of the Dury family, and they didn’t have a lot to do with one another. Amongst Peggy’s family, the consensus was that she should never have married.’ After the

  wedding and a small reception back at their flat, Bill and Peggy got down to the business of starting a family. Bill had left his own lodgings at 103 Finchley Road and moved in with Peggy at

  Belsize Road. Molly also shared the accommodation. ‘I just sort of flopped about and worked in various places and finished up with a job in education,’ says Molly Walker. ‘My

  particular interest was children who needed special help.’




  Elisabeth, now a paediatrician, was a frequent visitor to 1b, much to Bill’s irritation. The three Walker sisters were inseparable and found much to discuss about their complementary

  professions and shared interests. Molly, in particular, was passionate about Eastern philosophy and the teachings of her ‘guru’, Basanta Kumar Mallik, a renowned Indian thinker who, in

  1937, settled in Oxford, where Molly would later work as a director of Nuffield College. With the Walker sisters’ skills clearly focused on the welfare and education of sick or disadvantaged

  children, their family infrastructure was such that, if they were to ever encounter a child with special needs, he or she would be guaranteed the best possible support.




  Early in 1939, Peggy announced that she was pregnant. The flat in Belsize Road had already become too cramped for its three occupants, and, with a baby due, Bill and Peggy sought to move to a

  larger home. Bill had heard about some new rentable housing that was being built at Harrow Weald, Middlesex, specially designed for young families who wished to

  escape the centre of London. The first dwellings in Weald Rise had been built in 1927, but even by the summer of 1939, when Bill and the pregnant Peggy arrived at number 43, the thoroughfare was

  still unmade and without pavements. The end of their road tapered off into a muddy field. ‘I went along with them,’ recalls Molly Walker. ‘It was a funny house on a kind of

  estate. You didn’t get to know people very well and there was no social life. I was working at the time and what I objected to was when all the lights went out and I had to get home on the

  bus. It was a difficult journey in the dark.’




  From their new semi-detached home, Bill made friends with Tom Johnson, also a bus driver, who lived next-door-but-one. Maurice Cattermole, who lived three doors down and was still a resident of

  Weald Rise over sixty years later, remembers: ‘Mrs Dury loved children. There were always kids playing in the street and they had a big English sheepdog [named Bella] that used to join in. If

  any of the parents in the street had trouble with their children, Peggy went over to help.’ But the idyllic street scene was to be shattered by the outbreak of war and, more profoundly, a

  family tragedy. The pressure of moving home had put great strain on Peggy’s pregnancy, and her first, longed-for baby was stillborn. Molly remembers: ‘It must have occurred a short time

  after we moved to Harrow. The moving may well have had something to do with that. I suppose they thought I was just a kid and I wasn’t to be worried about any details of it, but I know that

  it happened pretty soon after they moved. Peg was very fond of children and must have been very upset.’




  In September 1940, Britain’s city centres became prime targets for the Luftwaffe, and thousands of small children were evacuated to escape the bombing. Harrow, a suburb of London, was

  considered a safer area, and the childless Peggy was quick to take in two children named Richard and Jill, who would stay with her for the duration of the war. ‘They weren’t strictly

  evacuees,’ says Molly. ‘It was a private arrangement, but Peggy treated them just as other evacuees were treated. They were pretty young, not yet in

  long clothes, they hadn’t quite started school.’




  Now in his mid-thirties, Bill Dury might have been pressed into one of the armed services but was exempt from conscription owing to his reserved occupation, that of bus driver for London

  Transport. In 1941, Peggy fell pregnant for the second time and at 9 a.m. on Tuesday 12 May 1942 gave birth, at home, to a healthy baby boy. Peggy had bought a three-year diary in anticipation of

  the momentous event, and her entry for the day of the birth reads: ‘Weight 7lb 6ozs – marked by forceps – slight facial paralysis – Tuesday’s child.’ Within

  forty-eight hours, the proud parents registered the birth at Hendon Register Office and, incorporating Bill’s mother’s maiden name, called their son Ian Robins Dury.




  ‘I was conceived at the back of the Ritz and born at the height of the blitz,’ Ian quipped some fifty-three years later when we met to discuss, amongst other things, his early years.

  It was a typically colourful couplet to describe his world debut. He went on: ‘My mum was a health visitor, and her sister was a doctor, and her other sister an education officer. My dad was

  a bus driver. He was bright, but he wasn’t educated. He left school at thirteen. He came from a long line of bus drivers, as they say. They were proud of it.’




  Despite Ian’s amusing claim, there is no record of any of Bill’s relatives having been employed on the buses. In fact, Ian’s grandfather was a general labourer who died at the

  age of fifty-three, and Bill himself was considering a career change. His marriage to Peggy was threatened from two standpoints: her literary leanings and his line of work. In the early days, he

  would arrive home after a hard day navigating his bus through the ponderous London traffic, only to find Peggy and her two sisters sitting at the kitchen table, embroiled in deep, intellectual

  discourse. With the intelligentsia at close quarters, Bill began to resent his exclusion from conversations that took place under his own roof. Possessing only the

  bare bones of an education, he felt humiliated and incompatible. In an attempt to re-establish himself in Peggy’s eyes, he started taking steps towards self-improvement, but Peggy was already

  thinking about departing the capital. The war forced her hand.




  In the autumn of 1943, with a sky full of enemy bombers, the suburbs of London had become hazardous at best. Peggy suddenly announced that she was leaving Harrow and taking the three children to

  the safety of Penmellyn, a house on the Portmellon Road in Mevagissey, where her mother had lived since becoming widowed in 1938. Bill’s job with London Transport prevented him from joining

  his family in Cornwall, and he stayed in Weald Rise. At Penmellyn, Peggy nurtured the infant Ian, devoting every spare moment to his early learning. Although he would remain an only child,

  Peggy’s two foster-children provided Ian with excellent company as he started to toddle. Molly recalls: ‘Peggy said it was absurd that she couldn’t send them to the local school,

  so she said, “I’ll teach them.” Ian didn’t like being left out of things, as you can imagine, so he came and joined in.’




  Peggy and Bill’s marriage was effectively over, but certain events would reunite the couple. On 26 May 1944, Ian was baptized by the Reverend Charles Whitworth Phillips at St Goran Church,

  in the parish of St Goran, Mevagissey. Bill made the 540-mile round trip from London. While in Cornwall, he witnessed his wife’s diligent effort to educate their son. He noticed that

  Ian’s development had become an almost obsessive project for Peggy, who was perhaps driven by her own academic under-achievement and the realization that Ian might remain her only child. The

  memory of her first son’s stillbirth haunted her, and Bill’s work-related absence made matters doubly difficult. But these factors guaranteed that Ian would receive Peggy’s full

  attention. The house was crammed with books and other visual stimuli, which, combined with a mother’s guiding hand, encouraged Ian’s love of words and

  images. He responded well to the continual nurturing, and the hours that Peggy dedicated to him formed the basis of his education.




  By the age of three, Ian could read many two-syllable words and simple stories. His vocabulary grew, and he became quite talkative. ‘The story went that Ian picked up a nursery rhyme book

  and began to fit words to a rhyme he knew,’ says Molly Walker. ‘He said, “I can read, mum.” He knew that the words fitted into the tune, he was quite bright in that

  way.’ Mother and son also kept scrapbooks, and Ian could often be found sitting in a sea of tiny paper clippings. An assortment of pencils and crayons was never far from reach, and his

  imagination was fired at every turn.




  Shortly after the war ended, Peggy decided that she and Ian should leave Cornwall so she could resume her career as a health visitor and accepted an offer to stay with her

  sister Elisabeth, who now lived in a cottage at 90 Front Lane, Cranham, near Upminster in Essex. Foster-children Richard and Jill had been returned to their mother, leaving Elisabeth, Peggy and Ian

  living at the cottage. Like Peggy, Elisabeth also loved children, but she had never married. She’d long ago decided that, if she was childless by the age of forty, she would try to adopt.

  Although Elisabeth was single, adoption was straightforward, as the war had left thousands of fatherless children whose widowed mothers were unable to cope. In 1946, Elisabeth adopted a baby boy

  named Martin, who would one day provide company for Ian. A few years later, Elisabeth would also adopt a baby girl, Lucy Catherine.




  By the summer of 1947, Ian was nearing school age. For someone who had been heavily doted upon for five years, he was always going to find formal education a wrench. Compared to the security and

  warmth of home, where he received tuition from his mum, the daily trudge to Upminster Infants School was too grim for Ian to even contemplate. Confident of his

  reading ability, Ian questioned why he should go to school – what was the point if mum was providing all the education he would ever need?




  December’s severe weather with its heavy snowdrifts and icy pavements provided Ian with the perfect excuse for a spot of truancy. He was starting to taste the joy of rebellion, wondering

  how far he could push the boundaries. English law required all children over the age of five to attend school, but the wily Ian contrived ways to buck the system, including feigning illness and,

  his favourite trick, simply removing all of his clothes in the middle of the room and throwing a tantrum. Despite threats of a visit from the dreaded School Board man, Ian became a serial

  malingerer. ‘I was taken to the head-shrinkers because I refused to go to school,’ Ian told me. ‘They said I was disturbed because my parents had split up. Some quite loud

  arguments used to take place between them, but I could read before I went to school. I suppose you could say I was semi-precocious.’




  Ian’s education was not much affected by prolonged absences, but he wasn’t a complete homebody. He also enjoyed typical children’s pursuits and would often play outside with

  Barry Anderson, whose family owned the Plough public house nearby. ‘We were about five,’ recalls Barry. ‘The pub had a long corridor, and I remember seeing this little boy

  watching me from the doorway. It was Ian. He lived up the road and we became close friends.’ In the summer of 1948, Barry was invited to join Ian and Peggy on a trip to Cornwall, where they

  would stay with Ian’s grandmother. As ‘best mates’, this was the first of many holidays or day trips Ian and Barry would enjoy together. ‘Ian used to read me stories,’

  says Barry. ‘The books were a little beyond my understanding, but Ian could read them in a way that he made me understand. These were books about history or politics. He’d pick one out

  and say, “Would you like to hear about George Washington?” Even before that he was reading me Rupert the Bear. His mother got him the books. He

  had Rupert the Bear everywhere. She put this into him.’




  While Ian was wriggling out of school, Bill’s career was gaining momentum. In 1945 he had seen a newspaper advertisement, placed by Rolls-Royce, offering advanced driving courses for

  trainee chauffeurs. He quickly imagined himself behind the wheel of a prestigious motor car, rubbing shoulders and exchanging conversation with some distinguished client, perhaps a politician or a

  film star. Upon joining Rolls-Royce he quickly rose to the position of chauffeur for the company chairman, Lord Hives. He was also hired out by the famous motor company to drive businessmen all

  over England and occasionally across Europe. When his work took him to Switzerland, he arranged for his family to join him, perhaps hoping for a reconciliation with Peggy. The Swiss trip of 1948

  provided Ian with a typically amusing story in later life. Reminiscing in his Hampstead work den, he told me, ‘I lived in Switzerland once, when I was six, for six months. My dad had a job

  driving a rubber millionaire called Ellerman. My mum said he got the sack for cavorting with the geezer’s missus . . . could have done, my dad was a bit of a chap. I’ve never been able

  to get this quite right, but we lived in a little village of chalets called Les Avants, near Montreux. In 1958 Noël Coward, as a tax exile, went to live in the same place, and I think it was

  the same house, called the Villa Christian. I was there ten years before Noël Coward! He probably found some of my notes! . . . and knocked out a couple of musicals on the strength of it, the

  old bastard!’




  Ian returned from Switzerland with a musical box for Barry and a longing to see more of his dad, but his parents were unable to square their incompatibility and chose to permanently live apart.

  Ian may have assumed as a child that his father had deserted him, but it was his mother who had chosen not to return to the family home in Harrow at the end of the war, preferring to move in with

  her sister in Cranham. Bill returned to central London and in between trips to Europe, rented rooms at 82 Ebury Street, Victoria. The accommodation was shared with

  a ‘lady friend’, disparagingly referred to by the rest of the family as ‘Lulu’.




  Despite their break-up, Peggy and Bill would never divorce, and Ian continued to benefit greatly from their individual attentions, especially when Bill turned up to take Ian and his friends out

  in the Rolls-Royce. The usual meeting place was the car park of the Plough. Ian glowed with pride when Bill arrived and people poured out of the pub to admire the gleaming automobile. Ian was

  beginning to feel he was in some way special, different perhaps from other children, most of who were unaccustomed to fancy cars or the simple pleasures of being tutored by mum. At the age of

  seven, he was Upminster’s very own ‘Little Lord Fauntleroy’. He had a doting mother who fed his imagination; two aunties who provided him with additional attention and a dad who

  drove aristocrats around in a Rolls-Royce. To top it all, he only went to school when he felt like it. What more could he want? He may have wished for a few more friends, but he was also quite

  content with his own company; Peggy had seen to that. In the spring of 1949, Ian Dury was king of the hill, but his life was about to take a dramatic turn.
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  Cruel Summer




  Southend-on-Sea, 1949. August was one of the hottest months on record, with temperatures in the south of England frequently hitting the high eighties. In the midst of

  the heat wave, seven-year-old Ian and his friend Barry Anderson took a day trip to the seaside, accompanied by Barry’s mum. They had been to Southend before, in the Rolls-Royce with Bill, but

  today they would travel by rail and visit the open-air pool on the Western Esplanade, situated close to the town’s pleasure pier, renowned as ‘the longest in the world’.




  Westcliff swimming baths, built in 1915 high above the beach, had a raised viewing area around its perimeter and tiny changing cubicles that opened onto a blue-tiled pool full of mildly

  chlorinated water. Overhanging the deep end were some diving boards and a water-slide, into the surface of which -according to local folklore – a young tearaway had secretly inserted a razor

  blade in the misguided belief that it would cut through and completely remove one or two of the young girls’ swimming costumes. This may have been some juvenile fantasy, but in truth a far

  greater danger lurked at the pool – the deadly poliomyelitis virus.




  Oblivious to the invisible menace, Ian and Barry splashed about in the shallow end for an hour. Full of excitement, Ian accidentally took a gulp of the icy water. Its harsh saltiness stung the

  back of his throat and made him want to vomit. He spat out as much of it as he could, but in that split second his life was changed for ever. Within hours, the

  poliovirus was quietly raging through his otherwise healthy body.




  Ian went home happy that evening. It had been an enjoyable day, and he could now look forward to a holiday at Penmellyn with Aunt Molly and his grandmother. Molly recalls, ‘Peggy knew I

  was going away for a fortnight’s holiday in Mevagissey, and asked if I could take Ian because she only had a short holiday herself and Ian had the whole school holiday. She asked, “What

  is he going to do with himself?” I agreed to take Ian, and we set off for Cornwall. The only thing I remember about the journey was that I asked him to go and have a wash before we ate. He

  said, “I don’t need a wash.” My mother had moved from our old house at the end of the village after my father died. Because she didn’t have room for all the furniture we

  had, she got a big barn. We used it as a sleeping place. Ian and I slept out there on this particular occasion, and I remember reading a chapter or two to him at bedtime, and the next night he told

  me he’d finished the book. Then he had an awful headache.’




  Ian’s grandmother immediately sent for the doctor, who tapped Ian’s knees to test his reflexes, but the reaction was worryingly poor. The doctor concealed his fears, but when he

  returned later that afternoon, he matter-of-factly announced: ‘I’m afraid it’s polio.’ An ambulance was called, and Ian was rushed to Truro hospital, accompanied by Molly,

  who had telephoned her sister and suggested she should get the night train. ‘My mum came down on the milk train, and they told her I was going to die,’ recalled Ian. ‘I was very

  ill. We were in Nissen huts. She wasn’t allowed in, but she could see me from outside and she said my face was the same colour as the sheet. The idea had been that I was going to go to some

  sort of school where children who were a bit precocious went, to be together. I was fucking glad I didn’t go there, but I got polio instead, as a sort of alternative route.’




  Poliomyelitis is an infectious viral disease that attacks the central nervous system. The highly contagious virus is easily transmitted between humans or by the

  ingestion of contaminated water, particularly in warmer weather. In a small percentage of cases, it leads to muscle weakness and the destruction of nerve cells. This can result in the asymmetrical

  paralysis of limbs, in Ian’s case his left arm and leg. The world had seen a number of polio outbreaks in recent years. On the other side of the Atlantic, the epidemic of 1949 had claimed

  over 40,000, with some 2,720 deaths. At the University of Pittsburgh, Doctor Jonas Salk, a thirty-five-year-old virologist, was taking an obsessive interest in the poliovirus, hoping to create a

  preventative. Salk’s famous ‘killed-virus’ vaccine would arrive in 1954, sadly too late to immunize sufferers such as Ian.




  About his life-altering experience, Ian told me, ‘When my mum died I went through her papers and found some correspondence between the medical officer at Southend and her. There were nine

  cases [of polio] reported in August, during the heatwave. I got a heavy-duty fever and I had to have a lumbar puncture, for fluid on the spine. I spent six weeks in an isolation hospital in Truro,

  because I was infectious. My dad sent me a postcard every day, and my mum gave me a toy farm animal every day. I had a farm on my bedside locker with a mirror for the duck pond, a bit of fencing, a

  cow . . . I was encased in plaster – both arms and both legs. I rallied round after six weeks in the Royal Cornish Infirmary.’




  During the time that Ian was in Truro, encased in plaster, Peggy was in constant touch with the health authorities, urging them to allow her son to be moved to a hospital nearer home. At one

  point the doctor at Truro wrote to Peggy stating that, although he couldn’t legally prevent Ian leaving Truro, such a move would be ill-advised. Quite simply, Ian was not expected to live,

  but he miraculously pulled through. ‘When I left the isolation unit my farm animals had to stay there,’ said Ian. ‘I was choked. They took me back to Essex on a stretcher, to

  Black Notley Hospital near Braintree.’




  Ian’s friend Barry Anderson had a close call. His family worried that he too may have caught the poliovirus and kept him in bed with regular visits from

  the doctor, but Barry wasn’t told about Ian. ‘I kept asking, “Where’s Ian?”’ says Barry. ‘I didn’t see him for six months, but when he was in

  hospital in Braintree I went with his mother to visit him every few weeks. We’d be in tears from laughter, joking about, but I didn’t really understand what was wrong with him.’

  Ian spent eighteen painful months in Black Notley Hospital, by which time he was nearly nine years old. The polio epidemic – cruelly arbitrary in its choice of victims – had stolen two

  years of Ian’s childhood and designated him for a lifetime of physical discomfort. Although Ian put on a brave face, the early years would hit him hard. He became understandably bitter and

  physically off-balance, the loss of equilibrium making him irritable and stroppy, but his disability would render him effectively immune from physical retaliation if he chose to lash out with his

  tongue. Thus, polio was to become the major factor in Ian’s existence and greatly influence his thoughts, words and deeds.




  It had been a devastating blow for Peggy, whose dreams of Ian passing his exams and becoming a doctor or lawyer seemed to be dashed. She’d now been separated from Bill for three years.

  While Ian was in hospital, she and Elisabeth moved from the cottage in Cranham to a large corner house at 12 Waldegrave Gardens, Upminster. From there, the tireless Walker sisters would plan

  Ian’s rehabilitation.




  When Ian emerged from hospital in the spring of 1951, his left leg was supported by a steel and leather calliper. The left side of his body was now slight, his arm thin, his hand twisted and

  small. By contrast, the right-hand-side of his body displayed no abnormalities, and was quite strong. Physiotherapy sessions in hospital ensured that he would have the strength to move around

  virtually unaided, but would require a wheelchair for trickier journeys. Peggy turned to her younger sister for advice. Molly was now working in education and suggested placing Ian in a special

  school that would cater for his needs. She knew of one such establishment in East Sussex, where disabled children were given occupational therapy by learning a

  trade such as book-binding, carpentry or shoe-repairing. Peggy had envisioned none of these occupations for Ian, but, given his condition, it seemed a better option than returning to school in

  Upminster. She nodded her agreement, and Molly quietly made the arrangements.




  In April 1951, one month before his ninth birthday, Ian started at Chailey Heritage Craft School, a former workhouse that would become his home for the next three years. Chailey was founded in

  1903 by Dame Grace Kimmins, a pioneer of education for disabled children suffering from diseases such as rickets, tuberculosis and malnutrition. In 1894, Dame Grace had established the wonderfully

  named ‘Guild of the Poor Brave Things’ to help disabled boys become productive in society, but she could not possibly have foreseen the coming maelstrom that was Ian Dury. He had

  no intention of becoming a street-corner cobbler and proceeded to hang tough. What were his choices, after all – to be a nice, polite boy from a posh family and risk a kicking or to become a

  leader of gangs?




  In the grim, Dickensian atmosphere of the Craft School, Ian had no option but to fight. Combat would take place in various positions depending on impromptu ‘rules’ that took account

  of his adversary’s disabilities. If his opponent was severely disabled, with two callipers, fighting would take place on the ground. If he had only one calliper, they would fight seated on a

  bench. Those who were calliper-free could brawl standing up. ‘I don’t remember fighting with an ordinary person,’ Ian would tell BBC Radio 4’s Frances Donnelly thirty years

  later. ‘I mean by that, having two arms. There weren’t many of those there. I would start a fight sitting next to somebody. They’d have to sit on my left-hand-side ’cos my

  right arm wouldn’t give him no digs if he was sitting on my right-hand-side, I couldn’t get near him. We’d usually end up on the floor, I’d use my right leg as well, do a

  bit of kicking.’




  Ian would also recall his experiences in an aborted autobiography. ‘He wrote a chapter about Chailey,’ recalls future manager Andrew King. ‘It

  was the funniest, blackest thing I’ve ever read. It was called “The Night We Hung Charlie Young”. They just about killed this guy and you’re pissing yourself with laughter.

  They were drowning him in the lavatory hanging him upside down from the cistern by his legs, with his head in the pan. It was just terrifying.’




  Many of the Chailey inmates were in a far worse state of health than Ian, with either physical or mental afflictions. Some had no lower limbs and were wheelchair-bound. Others had breathing

  difficulties and were confined to an iron lung, a mechanical device designed to assist sufferers of respiratory paralysis. One such pupil who experienced the iron lung was Paul Bura, who, when he

  met Ian later in life, joked: ‘You’re not the bastard who used to beat me up, are you?’ To which, Ian replied, ‘No I’m fucking well not!’ and limped off in a

  huff. Bura later wrote a poem about the hardships of Chailey, which caused Ian to comment: ‘This geezer tells it the way it was.’ The two worst aspects of Chailey for Bura, and of

  course Ian, were missing their parents and being bullied or beaten up. Some children were less susceptible to bullying than others, but the harsh regime taught Ian not to take things ‘lying

  down’. Molly Walker confesses, ‘I thought it was a clever idea for Ian to go to Chailey, but they were too fierce there altogether. Ian used to say that if you fell down you had to get

  up. There was no running to help you. You were left to struggle. It was carried too far, I think.’




  There had always been a no-nonsense philosophy at Chailey, and the regulations were tough. The ethos was one of self-sufficiency, fresh air and cheerfulness, and the habits of hard work and a

  strong moral fibre were drilled into the children. New arrivals were given the task of building a toy ladder that, however crudely assembled, would become a symbol of the ‘ladder of

  life’. Most pupils would never physically get beyond the lower rungs, but they could aspire to reaching the top with their head held high. Most of their day

  was spent in the open air, year-round. Only during a thunderstorm – the outdoor beds were metal-framed – would the children be moved inside. An inspirational sign over the doors read:

  ‘MEN MADE HERE’.




  There is no doubt that the system at Chailey had a monumentally positive influence on Ian, but the school also had a dark side. As Ian later told me: ‘Chailey made me strong . . . it was

  all right, although some terrible things went on there. There were some really evil sadistic fucking bastards and bullies amongst the teachers. Anything I saw, I told my mum. If I was being

  sexually abused by anybody, she tried to put a stop to it. I didn’t hear of anything like rape or forced oral sex, mainly just wanking. There were a few pervy teachers there, but only on a

  wanking level. If there was any shagging going on I think I would have known.’




  It seemed to me that Ian was making light of the more sinister side of life at Chailey, where, as he later admitted to friends, he had been ‘forced to masturbate bullies’. Perhaps

  these incidents were rare, but such abhorrent abuse of a young, defenceless child was bound to leave its mark on Ian’s psyche, and even though he could now shrug it off with commendable

  humour, how much of this contributed towards the ‘difficult’ side of his adult personality? In addition to the sexual abuse, Ian also witnessed the occasional violence. ‘I saw

  some heavy-duty sadism a couple of times with a bloke hitting a kid with a stick, kids who were small and disabled and mentally not on the case. But there were wonderful things there. Bear in mind

  that the National Health Service had only been going for one year. Prior to that, Chailey had been a charity institution. It was a healthy place. We were outdoors most of the time. We were all

  tough little fuckers, it was a bit like Wandsworth, D-Wing. Once I got strong, I became quite a little tyke.’




  As Ian would one day tell journalist Steven Fuller: ‘Being in that place is one of the reasons I talk the way I talk. Before that I talked not quite BBC. A

  third of the kids were funny in the head as well as being disabled. It was a very tough place, very cold and very brutal. The law of the jungle reigned . . . thinking about it [Chailey] now, I

  realize it was fuckin’ heavy. It was like a hospital in one way, like a school in another way and like a prison in another way. It was very uncomfortable. Guys would die there.’ Ian

  then went on: ‘The third day I was there I woke up and discovered I had shit myself in the night. There was a guy called Hargreaves who had a big boot, he was an orderly . . . I was

  lyin’ on it and didn’t know what the fuck to do, and he came in and said, “Why haven’t you got up yet?” He says [to the other children], “Come ’ere,

  everybody.” They all came around the bed . . . I’m lyin’ there in the shit, and he says, “Now roll over.”’




  For Ian, being away from home was the worst aspect of Chailey life, as he would tell BBC Radio 4’s Peter White: ‘I remember crying, waking up in the morning and hearing the bell

  ringing and facing the wall and knowing you were not at home. I missed my mates and my home and family.’ Ian looked forward to visits from his parents and the occasional outing. In May 1951,

  Peggy took Ian to London’s South Bank to visit the Festival of Britain, a ‘tonic for the nation’, which was slowly recovering from the ravages of war. There would also be trips

  back to Upminster in the school holidays. On one such break, Ian was taken to visit his paternal relatives in Southborough, Kent. With Peggy pushing Ian in his wheelchair, they travelled by train

  from Upminster to Tilbury and caught the ferry to Gravesend. The 122 bus then took them to Southborough. The arduous journey fatigued Ian, and he arrived at his destination in a mischievous mood.

  ‘He was a little “basket” that day,’ recalls his cousin, Margaret Webb. ‘He was so naughty, and I was so good, being a girl. He did naughty things that I found

  difficult to handle, because I wasn’t used to big naughty boys. He was bolshy, partly because of the reaction to what he was going through. He’d make silly faces and I found him a bit

  intimidating. When they were leaving that day, everyone said to me, “Give Ian a kiss goodbye,” but I wouldn’t. It worried me for years

  afterwards.’




  Barry Anderson visited Ian at Chailey and regaled him with tales of life on the outside. ‘I used to go to Saturday morning pictures at the Gaumont in Upminster where I would sing and do a

  silly act,’ says Barry. ‘Once they asked me to go up on stage in front of all the other kids. I got my courage up and did it. When I told Ian about it, he asked me a lot of questions:

  “What was it like being on stage? Did they cheer? Could you see them? Were you scared?” Ian was very interested in my experience.’




  In late 1953, Peggy arranged for Ian to take the eleven-plus examination, which he passed with ease. But on reflection Ian felt that his education at Chailey was poor. Unlike many of the

  children, however, he was able to read and write, thanks to his mother’s early tutoring. ‘Eighty per cent were affected mentally, mostly hereditarily,’ he told me. ‘Those

  that could write would have a queue of boys behind us asking us to write their letters home. “Did you get a parcel this week? A letter?” My mum thought if I stayed at Chailey until I

  was sixteen I would suffer education-wise. Only twelve out of 120 boys passed the eleven-plus.’




  With a grant from Essex County Council, Ian gained entry to the Royal Grammar School in High Wycombe. Once again it was Aunt Molly, now working in the Education Department of Buckinghamshire

  County Council, who was instrumental in securing the place. Molly Walker recalls, ‘Peggy wanted Ian to have a good start so he could get a position in the world, and she knew that it meant

  you had to have a certain amount of wit to get into further education. That was what she had in mind.’




  In May 1954, Ian made the journey by rail from Upminster to commence his secondary education at the Royal Grammar School in High Wycombe. There, he would board alongside 150 or so of the

  school’s 900 boys. The 400-year-old seat of learning, founded during the reign of Elizabeth I, was divided into three houses: Terriers, in an annex 4 miles

  away in Haslemere; Uplyme, which occupied several temporary structures, one of which contained the music room; and School House, which abutted the quadrangle of the main building and into which Ian

  was placed. The school was surrounded on three sides by built-up areas, but on its fourth was a large sports field with rugby pitches, tennis courts and a running track, none of which of course

  held any interest for Ian.




  On his first day at the school, he roamed the wood-panelled corridors, where portraits of former headmasters adorned the walls. He had been asked to report to the matron’s office, where a

  metal-framed sick bed and a comprehensively stocked medicine cabinet sent a chill through his bones. Had he brought all his school kit? Peggy had been issued with a checklist of mandatory items

  including ‘grey suit – short or long trousers at parent’s discretion’, or alternatively ‘grey flannel trousers with School blazer; shirts, white or grey’;

  ‘raincoats should be of navy blue’. Boys were expected ‘not to wear open-necked shirts at School except when a white flannel shirt is worn with a School blazer and flannel

  trousers’. Those taking chemistry in the upper school would be ‘expected to wear overalls to protect their suits’. The next item, sadly not applicable to Ian, called for

  ‘Gym shorts, towel and rubber-soled shoes; Rugby Football shorts, maroon and white jerseys, stockings, boots; Cricket: white shorts, white shoes or boots, flannel trousers’.




  Shortly after arriving at his new school, Ian was dragged to the surgery of one Doctor Agerholm, a specialist in matters of physical disability. With Ian accepted into the Royal Grammar School,

  the local education authority had seen an opportunity to put Agerholm’s medical skills to the test, but Ian steadfastly refused to undergo the foot lock operation recommended by the doctor.

  Instead, in a rare act of conformity, he joined the School House boy scout troop, at the suggestion of housemaster Reginald Howard. Although his time in the scouts was mercifully short, Ian would

  attend one summer camp, at Looe in Cornwall. ‘It rained incessantly,’ recalls fellow scout Graham Watson. ‘A few of us took it in turns to push

  Ian in his wheelchair, but he never stopped moaning and whingeing.’




  Back in school, the other pupils peered with morbid curiosity at the iron calliper that ran the full length of Ian’s left leg. Revealed by the short trousers of his school uniform, the

  device was designed to bend at the knee, if he chose to unlock it, but usually this would only occur at bedtime. In class he would sit with his leg out straight to one side. Bicycles were

  prohibited anywhere in the school grounds, but Ian was permitted to ride his customized tricycle on the playing field. This and other special dispensations singled him out, forcing him to contend

  with persistent taunts and jibes, some of which may have arisen because of the over-protective behaviour of the school matron, a Miss Toulson, known to the boys as ‘Toolbag’.

  ‘People did stupid things,’ says Molly Walker. ‘I only heard about this afterwards but I was horrified. The very first night Ian was at High Wycombe, the matron tucked him up in

  bed and bent over and kissed him goodnight. Well . . . there was a start for a boy in his teens. The other boys must have thought, “My God, what have we got among us here?”’




  The dormitory itself was a danger zone for younger pupils, who were often at the mercy of over-zealous, sadistic prefects and teachers of dubious propensity. And whereas day-boys would come in

  each morning freshly scrubbed, boarders only got their underwear changed after their weekly bath. Consequently, Ian and the other boarders could be easily identified by their smell. For Ian, living

  away from home had become bearable, but, in every other respect his time at the Royal Grammar School would be pure, unmitigated hell.
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  The Magnificent Seven




  High Wycombe, 1954. The dormitory bell rang at 8 p.m. sharp, followed by the cry: ‘Juniors up!’ As the command echoed around School House, the first-form

  boys washed their hands and faces, brushed their teeth and lined up in front of an imperious prefect who carried out his inspection. Ian, being a little slower than the rest, struggled to get in

  line before his absence was noted. Then it was all into bed and lights out. In the dark corridor the prefect crept about, listening for the sound of voices. Suddenly, he burst into the dorm.

  ‘Who was that talking?’ It was Dury, as usual, reciting a dirty joke.




  In September, after Ian had been at the Royal Grammar School for four months, a fresh intake of boys arrived. Among them was Warwick Prior, whose family hailed from nearby

  Aylesbury. For the next five years, Prior would live cheek-by-jowl with Ian, experiencing every nuance of his developing personality. Today, he has mixed emotions about Ian’s behaviour at

  school, ranging from reluctant admiration to outright loathing, but is generally of the opinion that a school that groomed rugby players for England was a strange environment in which to find a

  disabled boy like Ian. ‘He was not popular because he was not nice,’ says Warwick Prior. ‘You could argue that being there in his circumstances led to him not being nice, but he

  turned up there not being nice.’




  Ian had in fact turned up at the school still bearing the scars of Chailey, where a culture of bullying existed, from ward orderlies humiliating children who had

  soiled their underclothes to pupils picking on each other because of their tragic deformities. To such children, bullying was the norm and Ian brought the behaviour with him. Ensconced in his new

  surroundings, he began picking on the odder characters in the junior dorm, including a Jewish boy and a chronically asthmatic lad, whose wheezing kept everyone awake on a nightly basis. Both boys

  were unpopular and taken out of the school within a term. Although Ian wasn’t the ringleader, he had tagged on to their bullying because he’d seen an opportunity to deflect his own

  shortcomings.




  None of the others pupils could be bothered to walk with Ian because they found him incredibly surly, foul-mouthed and possessing a verbal style that was ill-suited to the public school

  environment. Fellow scholar Michael Claridge remembers his ‘slow and lurching gait’ being painful to watch. Consequently, Ian had few friends and spent much of his time alone. Claridge

  once attempted to help him when he appeared to have mobility problems walking over the clinker patch, but Ian just said ‘fuck off and stuck the worn metal end of his crutch into

  Claridge’s back. ‘He did it with an extraordinary force for someone with his disability,’ says Claridge. ‘In short, my perception of Ian Dury was that he was a thoroughly

  nasty piece of work.’




  Nasty or not, Ian was simply using whatever ammunition he could summon to survive under difficult circumstances. His unfortunate predicament didn’t help, but he did possess an undeniable

  charisma. Realizing this – and it was an important turning point – Ian began to exploit his special powers. Like some first-form Fagin he formed a gang, into which he enlisted two

  particularly impressionable boys to form a ‘terrible trio’ that frequently set on smaller pupils to extort money or tuck. Although violence was only threatened, Ian’s menacing

  presence, heightened by the flash of the leg iron, was usually enough to do the trick. As he and his crew moved up the school they became the persecutors, rather

  than the persecuted, emboldened by each little victory. But mugging boys for biscuits was fairly mild. Ian’s behaviour hit rock bottom when a lad named William Busby came into the school.

  Busby was tall and crippled with rheumatoid arthritis, in a far worse state of health than Ian, but he immediately became another victim. Ian would physically set upon him, force him to the ground

  and beat him. At last, Ian had found someone physically weaker than himself, whose life he could make hell and force to share his suffering.




  A sexual undercurrent exists at any boarding school where teenage pupils are thrown together to sleep in dormitories. The Royal Grammar School was no exception, and Ian dabbled

  in the mild homosexual behaviour that is common amongst twelve- and thirteen-year-old boys. Discovering masturbation ahead of the pack, he revelled in discussing the sensation of orgasm with his

  room-mates. ‘He tried to jump into my bed more than once,’ says Warwick Prior. ‘He found sex quite early on and had a hell of an “old man” compared to the rest of us.

  The fact is, he had an extremely strong personality and if he’d had all his faculties he could have become anything he wanted, but he chose to go the thug route.’




  Ian’s educational opportunities, it seems, were excellent. Perhaps he could have now become the doctor or lawyer that Peggy dearly wished for, but he preferred to obscure his background

  and play the cockney barrow boy for all it was worth. In truth, Ian was suffering from a massive identity crisis and chose to side with his working-class dad, deliberately assuming the role of an

  East End villain with all the attendant behavioural quirks. But despite his thuggish tendencies, it is generally agreed that he was ‘saved’ by his artistic ability. ‘He could draw

  like a saint, even at twelve,’ admits Warwick Prior.




  With his classmates watching in awe, Ian would produce drawings of big-chested pin-up girls for everyone’s amusement. Confident of his sketching skills, he

  mailed one of his cartoons to Punch, in the hope that they’d reproduce it. It depicted a Teddy Boy with a pick axe. In the first picture his luxuriant hair is swept back, but in the

  second frame his quiff has fallen over his eyes, making his work impossible. Ian received a kind rejection letter from the magazine. Nevertheless, he became celebrated around the school for his

  drawings of sexy females, many of which were painstakingly copied from magazines such as Reveille, Titbits and Parade. Even more exciting for Ian was that holy grail of adolescent

  titillation, Health and Efficiency, also known as ‘the nudist bible’. Published under the ethos of physical fitness and a vigorous outdoor lifestyle, this dubious publication was

  the one place where young boys could legitimately enjoy photographs of the naked female form, even if the pubic hair had been airbrushed out.




  Another source of inspiration for Ian was the paperback novel and, in particular, the works of Mickey Spillane and Hank Janson, whose lurid detective thrillers epitomized the genre of

  ‘pulp fiction’. Janson’s output in particular was prolific during the 1950s. In addition to the story, which usually contained some racy text, there was the bonus of a colour

  jacket illustration by the artist Reginald Heade, often depicting a vulnerable, scantily clad blonde. Priced at half-a-crown (12 /2 pence), Janson’s books were perfect pocket money fodder for

  teenage boys, and Ian devoured them. Heade’s illustrations informed Ian’s improving drawing skills, and Janson’s stories fired his imagination, but it was a novella entitled

  Two Murders, One Crime by Cornell Woolrich that had the greatest impact. The book’s central character, ‘Gary Severn’, was a three-time loser, charged with a murder he

  didn’t commit. Ian was captivated by the name. Seeking respect and tired of being referred to as ‘Spastic Joe’, Ian suddenly announced that forthwith he was to be known as

  ‘Severn’, perhaps failing to appreciate that a successful nickname is usually one that is given to you by others.




  Returning to Upminster in the school holidays, he insisted that he was now ‘Severn’ and gave his local friends nicknames as well. ‘He had to

  give everybody a bloody name,’ says Barry Anderson, ‘I was called “Lucky”; Dave Fry was “Spick”. We went to the pictures to see films like Blackboard

  Jungle and go to Upminster recreation ground and hang about in the park-keeper’s hut, pretending to be gangsters.’




  Ian’s friends and classmates were not about to start calling him ‘Severn’ just because he fancied the idea, and the name failed to catch on. In his frustration, Ian pushed

  himself even further into the character and persistently promoted himself as a hoodlum. Becoming ever more resourceful, he turned to petty crime. ‘I was an outlaw at High Wycombe,’

  insisted Ian. ‘I was as hard as nails, as tough as fuck. Resilient. I got a reputation as being a naughty boy, smoking, nicking. I had keys to every room in the school. I used to raid the

  desks for porno, ’cos nobody’s gonna grass up that the porno’s gone missing, and put it back in the desks again on Sunday night.’




  A contemporary of Ian’s at the Royal Grammar School was Ed Speight, later to become a dependable sideman in various musical ventures. One episode that stuck in Speight’s mind was

  when he and Ian broke into the Officers’ Training Corps signals hut to steal a long-wave radio set. ‘I would never nick anything like a thief,’ said Ian, ‘it was more like

  nicking a radio for the weekend, so I could listen to [Radio] Luxembourg.’ A longwave set also enabled Ian and Ed to listen to Voice of America Jazz Hour and introduced them to New

  Orleans jazz and the music of Louis Armstrong and Jelly Roll Morton. ‘In that closed society of boarding school,’ observed Ian, ‘you get people, complete nutters, who are

  interested in one narrow little area of music. I got the bug for music.’




  One record that made a big impact on Ian and a few other boys at the Royal Grammar School was Lonnie Donegan’s frantic recording of ‘Rock Island Line’, which topped the UK hit

  parade in January 1956. Donegan, who was famously crowned ‘The King of Skiffle’, played the kind of music that offered Ian and musical lightweights

  everywhere a viable alternative to more demanding styles. Skiffle music placed its emphasis on the rhythmic and vocal elements of the song, the only ‘real’ instrument deployed being a

  lightly strummed guitar. Ian went skiffle-crazy and fancied himself as a singer. School House already boasted a couple of budding musicians, so what could be simpler?




  Envisaging a future in showbiz, Ian engineered a school skiffle group but was quickly relegated to washboard, which he scraped rhythmically alongside guitarists Warwick ‘Rocky’ Prior

  and John ‘Jack’ Dawes. Robin Sackett plucked the ubiquitous tea-chest bass. ‘Dury had rhythm, no question,’ says Warwick Prior. ‘He could drum his fingers on the

  billiard table cover in a way that I quite admired, but he could not sing in tune. He was lucky to be in.’ Considering Ian’s love of wordplay, it is surprising that this incarnation of

  the skiffle group never acquired an official name. Perhaps they couldn’t agree on one, but the group became quite popular around the school, performing such songs as ‘It Takes a Worried

  Man (To Sing a Worried Song)’ and their ‘tour de force’, ‘Jesse James’.




  By May 1956, when the traditional school photograph was taken, Ian, just fourteen, was sporting a full ‘Tony Curtis’ hairstyle and a defiant expression. It is quite

  possible that he had just glimpsed a photograph of Elvis Presley, who was electrifying the hit parade that week with ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. With the advent of Elvis, Lonnie Donegan had a

  serious rival and the music-obsessed boys of School House a new hero. If Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ lit the touch-paper for Ian and his closest chums, ‘Jailhouse

  Rock’ would create an explosion. ‘The others didn’t all get it – they were busy playing football,’ says Prior, ‘but Dury and I did. It threw us together in a

  weird way because we weren’t particularly fond of each other.’
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