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Dedicated to Tayba and Layla. I love you both, you make every day an adventure. Thank you.

And Layla, TAKE HEED!!! X









PROLOGUE THE WOODEN HORSE


My great-grandfather’s grandfather Ichabod Mason was born out of wedlock, the fourth in a family of seven candlestick makers… It’s okay, I’m only joking. I know how grindingly boring it is to read about major ‘rock stars’ who begin their books three generations ago, so there is no way this minor one is going to kick off proceedings with such a blatant display of rabid ego. That comes later. Over the course of these pages, I will airdrop you in and – implausibly – extract you out of some of the most interesting moments of my life. I will try to stick mostly to the truth, or my truth anyway, but I never ever let the truth get in the way of a good story so, you know, think on.

Now, allow me to push you out of the aircraft and straight into the action – not into the heart of the darkness, but a relatively relaxed period in which me and my bandmates really were rock stars. Or kind of rock stars anyway. What kind? Well, that plays out over the course of these pages, but certainly not your average reactionary rock stars who are rebels right up to the point when the first royalty cheque arrives. Anyway, no time for that now. Don’t bother checking your parachute; I did it earlier. You are up next and GO! GO! GO!

Interviews in the US were very different to those in the UK. We had, sort of accidentally, fallen out with 90 per cent of the UK music press – mostly through crossed wires, lack of understanding, arrogance (mostly on their part) and extreme anxiety and nerves (entirely on our part). But, in the US, we had a clean slate, the chance to begin again. The journalists were also wildly different in their manners and attitude: upbeat, positive, excited and, in some ways, quite naïve. If you kept a deadpan, serious-about-my-art, sensitive rock-star face on, you could tell them just about anything and see it printed in a magazine the following month.
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Beta Band on tour in the USA, 1999. Baseball cap legend reads: ‘If assholes could fly, this place would be an airport.’



During the summer of 2001, it was exactly this kind of interview that Beta Band drummer Robin Jones and I found ourselves in while on tour supporting Radiohead. It was our third or fourth US tour within two years and we were trying to make the best of a boring situation. So, we spun a yarn about having a mini train track running around the outside of the stage during the show with various animals attached by their hoofs and paws to little electric trains. Cows, sheep, dogs, cats and even a llama joined us onstage every night, helping to create a very special atmosphere. At the end of our performance, we would each select an animal and our animal trainer would attach four helium balloons to the creature, at which point we would mount our steeds and float off above the enraptured audience.

Interviewer: ‘So, doesn’t all the animal poop build up onstage and cause you guys issues?’

Us: ‘That was an initial problem the first time we incorporated the animal train into our live show, but we have a band guru, Rod Hull, who meditated on the problem and then lent us four chimpanzees he had rescued from the PG Tips Chimp Jail. We trained them, over many hours, to ride tricycles with scoops on the front and they would simply take care of the problem. Rod wants them back now, though. He’s putting in another pool and they are such hard grafters.’

Interviewer: ‘This is really… I mean… just from a welfare point of… don’t… I mean… do the British audiences really go for this? I mean… how do you… you’re not doing this tonight, right? Right?’

I’m not having a cheap childish swing at our ‘shoulder-to-shoulder special relationship’ here, but you just couldn’t get away with that kind of crap in the UK. We did try.

We did two support tours with Radiohead, which were two and four weeks long respectively. I think the band would agree that they were the most ‘fun’ (for us, anyway) shows we ever played. We had never supported anyone before, deliberately, and never really imagined it would be this much of a good time. We had zero responsibility and worked for forty minutes every two days. A doddle. Even better, by playing to 40,000 people at each gig, we would probably cut out five years’ worth of touring our own show.

In some ways, the band was at its height. After the disaster of our first album, we had performed a Lazarus with the follow-up Hot Shots II and had mostly buried the bad memories that trailed the infamous NME front cover where I was quoted as saying ‘Our album is rubbish’ upon the release of that debut record. Parlophone, our record company, still thought we might achieve greatness, our song, ‘Dry the Rain’, was featured in the new movie High Fidelity and generating a lot of interest, we had new (American) management and I was training hard in Shaolin kung fu and necking back the antideps in an effort to stay on course mentally. But, and I know this is what you want, going back to the zero-responsibility thing…

So, we all rolled into the venue, the Suffolk Downs racecourse in Boston, Mass. The gig was right on the track, with the stage in the middle and the dressing room/catering area behind the stage. Except our dressing rooms were not. We had been given the jockeys’ changing rooms in the main building overlooking the racecourse. No problem: a bit of a trek to the stage, but who are we to complain? Okay, we did complain and were given a golf buggy, but as a band, we didn’t have a good track record with these. We loved them, but other people didn’t like what happened when we were in control of such a machine.

Mob-handed, we took a blast down to the jockeys’ dressing room to check it out and see what was going on. It was okay, but then someone spotted a wooden horse. It was just like a rocking horse but slightly bigger – like, say, for a small adult (or, as you might know them, a jockey). We all laughed about this horse, but I noticed something at the same time as bassist Rich and Robin. This horse was on wheels…

Obviously we started pushing each other about on it, but that got boring until we found some rope. Wooden horse on wheels, rope, golf buggy and zero responsibility. We got the whole ensemble tied up and started working on Robin to be our jockey. Robin was certainly the band daredevil, like an artistic Evel Knievel. If there was a job too dangerous for me, Rich or keyboard player/ sampler John, Robin would always, always get it done without any complaints.

Anyway, it was showtime and we needed to get to the stage, so it was stage clothes on, saddle up and pedal to the metal. I was driving the buggy with Rich and John as passengers shouting abuse/encouragement to Robin, who was fully saddled up. As we got closer to the course entrance, I saw the crowd had started to queue up, right across the path we were on and the racecourse itself. We were going to have to go straight through them. I didn’t lift the throttle, we all started shouting (by this point Robin was screaming for me to stop anyway) and the crowd began to realise what was approaching them. I heard someone shout, ‘Dude, is that the Bayta Band?’ Because I had been weaving the buggy in a concerted effort to throw Jones from his steed, the horse was now alongside the buggy and the rope was tight. ‘They’ve got a horse, dude. Get out the way.’ It was a sizeable crowd of people all in a neat line stretching across our path, waiting to see their favourite band. But they can move when they need to, those Radiohead fans.
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Through the crowd we powered on towards the stage itself, with full intentions now of arriving on stage for our show aboard this ramshackle horse disaster. But there was one man blocking our way. He wouldn’t move. He was angry. Really angry. American angry (meaning, he’d gone red and was calling for air support). We stopped just short of him and he ran at us, causing John and Robin to jump ship. But me and Rich wanted more fun, so we engaged RedMan with full minor rock-star pomposity.

It didn’t go well. For some reason, I noticed the Venetian blinds in Radiohead’s Portakabin window part. In the middle was the face of a perplexed-looking Thom Yorke. He seemed to be mouthing the component parts of the scene before him: a wooden horse, a golf buggy, the Beta Band and a volcanic American stage manager. We called time, but I will never forget RedMan’s parting words to Rich and me (I think he was referring to the wooden horse): ‘Hey buddy, this is America and in this country we don’t take things that don’t belong to us.’ We nearly re-engaged, but instead both burst out laughing. Our work here was done, it was time for music.








Chapter 1 ANGELS, LAMBRETTAS, PYJAMAS AND A FORD FIESTA (1974–88)


I was born in Kirkcaldy on 26 July 1971 at the Victoria Hospital. T. Rex weren’t playing in the delivery room and I wasn’t born with a Stooges T-shirt on and a Johnny Rotten snarl on my face, holding a copy of Kropotkin’s The Conquest of Bread. But if you want to believe that, I’m fine with it. The thing I want to talk about is a little difficult because I have never really been sure if it was a dream or if it actually happened. But I have very, very vivid memories of things that happened in Kirkcaldy – and, later, in St Andrews. Strange things. Unexplainable things – unless you file them away as dreams, which is the easy option. But I’ve never been a fan of the easy option.

So, in 1974, me and my mum and dad were living at 24 Barry Road on the Dunnikier Estate in Kirkcaldy. It was a classic two-up, two-down little suburban house with my dad’s silver Mk2 Ford Cortina parked proudly in the driveway. Nothing unusual there. All perfectly normal. But it was in this house – and this isn’t the strange bit – that I found out Santa Claus wasn’t real.

I was three years old and it was Christmas Eve. And, like any three-year-old, I was finding sleep completely impossible the evening before the best day of the year. Our silver artificial Christmas tree (from Cybermen to wristwatches to guitars to push bikes, everything was silver in 1974) was set up downstairs with presents scattered underneath. My great-grandad was snoring away in his room after completing another jigsaw and my brand-new sister Bianca, born just a few weeks previously, was stuffed full of milk and asleep in her cot. I was tossing and turning in my own bed, unable to find peace on Earth, but succeeding in building up layers and layers of static electricity.
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Christmas, 1974. Steve and Bianca.



Frustrated, I gazed from my pillow across the bedroom floor. The sooner I get to sleep, the sooner it’s Christmas Day, I repeated over and over. But that didn’t work either, so I decided to get up and play with my toy cars for a bit. I was obsessed with cars and tractors, and a smattering of my collection was resting where I last played with them on the bedroom floor. I started to get out of bed when suddenly – albeit very slowly and quietly – my bedroom door started opening. I curled back into bed silently and closed my eyes just a little. A large – to me, anyway – Tonka toy crane was being carried through the open door. At first, I was stunned because this was exactly what I’d asked Santa for. Tonka! Even now I can smell it. Something about the alloy it was made from and the paint used gave it a distinctive smell that has stayed with me. I only have to say the word ‘Tonka!’ and my nostrils fill with the sweet, sweet perfume only known by the ’70s Tonka crew.

After the first few inches of the crane came through the door, I saw the hands holding them on either side and they in turn were attached to arms. Hairy arms. Santa in a T-shirt? A Stooges T-shirt?! Any moment now, I was expecting to see the shock of red sleeves as Santa walked through the door, but the hairy arms kept coming. I thought maybe it was bad luck to actually see him and maybe all my presents would disappear in a puff of silver smoke, so I closed my eyes tightly.

But I couldn’t resist. My three-year-old mind had zero impulse control and I opened my eyes just a tiny amount, just enough to see… my Dad. In his pants. He carefully placed the Tonka toy crane beside my bed and silently covered it with a towel before creeping out backwards and closing the door behind him. Santa was my dad. In his pants.

Learning, in ’74, that my dad was Santa, and discovering I was not able to fly when I shot both fists into the air in ’78 after seeing Superman: The Movie are the two events which I think have most set the tone for large parts of my life.

Now on to the strange stuff. So, around this time when I was three, I started getting up in the dead of night when everyone else was asleep and hanging around on the landing at the top of the stairs. I could sort of feel this area calling me – and the stairs too – almost like an older kid whispering for me to come out and play. I would wake up in the middle of the night and feel a magic in the air, my bedroom door framed in the hall’s light. It was an odd sensation, slightly sexually charged, like entering a parallel universe where I was the only person alive and time was just frozen for everyone else. I would lie down at the top of the stairs with my chin hanging over the first stair and gaze downwards in complete silence while everyone else slept.

After some time, I would find myself floating downwards, completely parallel to the staircase. As I descended, I remember seeing the corner of my pyjama top, which hung down due to gravity, flapping off each stair. As I got closer to the bottom where all the lights were off, a terrible feeling of fear and dread would come over me and I would arrive in the dark hallway on my stomach and immediately scamper under the sofa in the living room to hide – from what, I never knew. It was just a bad feeling, but I was very frightened. I would spend a long time under the sofa, gazing up at the rubber webbing that the cushions sat on, thick bits of grey rubber that criss-crossed the underside. When I felt the danger had gone, I would creep quietly upstairs and get back into bed. I know this happened at least two or three times because I have two or three distinctly different memories, but they all have a floating-down-the-stairs bit and a frightened-under-the-sofa bit. But I have no idea what was going on. Or if it really happened.

The next oddness happened after we moved to 41 Ruthven Place in St Andrews. It was another new-build estate, but this time it was mostly still in the process of being built. I think we were pretty much the first family to move in. Now four years old and still obsessed with cars and machinery, I loved it. Living in the middle of a building site surrounded by lorries, dumper trucks and JCB diggers was a dream for me. I didn’t have to play with my Tonka toys any more, I just opened my curtains and there it all was: industrial ballet. I hadn’t started school yet, so I got to know the men working on the site quite well because I was always hanging around. One of them used to share his lunch with me in the cab of his JCB digger. I was so happy. The smell of diesel, grease and tea from his flask was like notes of fine wine to me and I was drunk on the fumes of industry. One day, my JCB-driving pal let me get into the big bucket on the front and raised it all the way up. This was certainly the closest to heaven I had been. I felt like I could see for miles.
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Helping on site, 1975.



Today, building sites look like prisons, surrounded by fencing, security men with walkie talkies and everyone in orange bibs. However, back in the ’70s and ’80s, you could just walk onto any building site and nobody would bat an eyelid. It was brilliant. But now, a parent myself, I do question the wisdom of letting a four-year-old wander unchecked around a large working building site. The potentially life-changing dangers are many.

Back in the new house, though, in the wee small hours, things started happening to me again. Once more, I was drawn to the top of the stairs in the middle of the night and would lie there enjoying the exhilarating silence, solitude and feeling of excitement that I was the only person awake and that the world had stopped. It was like entering a vacuum where sound was impossible.

But, this time, something very different would happen. I would stand up and, after a while, something I couldn’t explain – a feeling – would reach critical mass. Some unseen hands would lift me from behind, under my armpits, up into the ceiling space above the stairs and push me off into the void, like pushing a boat out onto a calm ocean. From there, small lights would appear and dance all around me. At the time, I knew these to be angels – though, as I say, they were little golden lights not human figures in white with wings. It was a bit like swimming underwater in terms of how I could move and these figures seemed to be constantly communicating with me in ways I can’t really describe, almost like a transfer of information with every playful move. We all swam and played together above the stairs until it was time for them to go and I was placed gently back on the hall carpet.

I’m not now prepared to spend the rest of this chapter discussing these two things. I’ll just leave them hanging here because I don’t really know what to say about them. But I’m pretty sure they happened, so we will both have to deal with it in our own peculiar ways. You’ll manage. I did.



Fast-forward now to 1988. It’s a fresh Saturday morning in September. I’m seventeen years old and riding my SX150 Lambretta from St Andrews to my mate Steve Kemp’s house in Newport-on-Tay. It’s a beautiful day and the Lambretta is actually working for once and nothing has fallen off so far – although I do have a bootlace holding the exhaust on. I turn right off the Dundee road at St Michaels Inn and accelerate down the B945 towards Tayport. This road is more exciting than the A914 as it goes through Tayport, where somebody might see me riding my Lambretta. Cool.

About a quarter of a mile down this road, something strange happens. I suddenly feel myself being lifted, again by an unseen pair of hands under my armpits, off the Lambretta seat and up into the air. I go up about 100 feet over an adjacent field where – to my horror – I can see myself riding the scooter along this narrow country road. I panic, unsure who is actually in control of my prize possession and worried there will be a crash. I’m suddenly slammed downward and end up back on the moving Lambretta. I pull on the brakes and stop by the grass verge. This strange stuff hadn’t happened to me since the house in Ruthven Place, so it was a shock, being that much older and especially as it happened while riding my Lambretta at speed. It was a very strange experience being 100 feet up in the air watching myself riding along; I had no idea what to think. I had heard of this happening to people in hospital on the operating table, floating out of their bodies up to the ceiling, turning over and seeing themselves, but that seemed relatively benign compared to what had just happened to me.

After I got over the shock, I felt frustrated with myself that I had got spooked and obviously wanted to imagine what would have happened if I hadn’t been afraid. Would I still be up there today looking down on myself? What other things was my brain capable of? Could I learn to do this at will? Years later, for a while I was seeing a girl whose dad had trained himself to be able to have out-of-body flights at will: lucid dreaming. For many years, he would leave his body after going to bed, go through the window he had left open and fly around London. He swore he would meet other people doing the same thing. He was an architect, a very, very sensible and calm, no-nonsense kind of guy who had never ever mentioned anything even remotely like this to me before or ever did again, so I tended to believe him. In my industry, you meet all kinds of wackos who come out with all manner of off-the-planet ideas (I’m probably one of them) and you never really know what’s real and what isn’t. But when somebody eminently ‘straight’ starts talking about leaving his body and flying round London at night on a regular basis, I tend to give it a little weight.

I had no idea what to do to try to make this thing happen again or at will – and I never managed to do that – but this wasn’t my last experience. It happened again around 1991. Again, I was driving, this time in a car. Me and my mate Bruce Clark were heading back to St Andrews from Leven, Fife’s jewel in the crown.I Leven was, certainly back then, a chaotic town by any measure. Everyone you met seemed to have a screw loose and the possibility of violence was never far away. We used to go there a lot to visit a fellow scooter pal called Stan. He would take us out to the pubs in the centre of town. There was one which had a little disco upstairs and, if you went on a Saturday afternoon, the dancefloor was awash with various families’ weekly shopping as the women of the town had gone straight from the high street to the pub for a drink and a bop. You would see tins of beans and loaves of bread that had spilled out of shopping bags being kicked about the dancefloor by these ladies as they got more and more pissed and the dancing reached fever pitch. It was brilliant. They must have arrived home to make the tea with only half of what they bought.

There were two pubs facing each other we went to quite regularly: the Cally and the Fun Pub. They were very different. The Cally was fairly calm, for Leven, but the Fun Pub was the exact opposite of its name. This was where the loud, hardened nutters, the young nutters on their way up and the very quiet, serious psychos who would continue inflicting damage long after you were dead went. It was very dark inside to allow the criminal activities of the clientele to go on undisturbed. The atmosphere was always very tense and explosive, and the music was deafening. They had one of those ‘Scream if you want to go faster’ DJs who should really have worked on the dodgems at the fair, talking in between and over the top of the latest chart hits in a high-pitched, high-speed unrelenting unintelligible drone, as if constantly building up to something that never actually happened. Except in the Fun Pub, it sometimes did.

We were in there one night with Stan having, as you can imagine, a relaxing drink and quiet chat when, as if by some unseen signal, all the nutters stood up at the same time and walked out of the pub. I had no idea what was going on, but knew better than to ask anyone. The deafening music played on. Three minutes later, the crazies all walked back in single file and sat back down to their pints. The DJ stopped the music and announced if anyone wanted to go across the road to the Cally pub tonight, it was now an open-air bistro. He then put on ‘Copacabana’ by Barry Manilow. The nutters briefly chuckled. We went outside for a look and couldn’t believe the carnage. These guys had put in all the windows of the full-to-bursting Cally with paving slabs. It was chaos. Women were screaming, people were covered in blood and ambulance sirens were on their way. It was like a bomb had gone off. That was a fairly average night.

Back in my mum’s Ford Fiesta, Bruce and I were driving back from Leven one night along the back roads that go through the small towns of Lundin Links and Largoward. It was late and very dark. We were deep in conversation, probably about scooters as we were both members of a scooter club in Glenrothes, when we got to a part of the road just before Johnny Paul’s Corner. It always stood out in my mind because it was lined with large, tall trees on each side that made a canopy as the branches touched above the middle of the road. Even on a bright sunny day, it went dark as you passed through the trees and was like driving through a short tunnel. Chatting away, I suddenly felt the two invisible hands again under each armpit, lifting me up above the roof of the car and through the canopy of trees, where I could see car lights blinking below as they went through the tree branches. Again, I absolutely panicked. I knew we were coming up to a sharp left-hand corner and, as the panic rose, I was slammed downwards through the trees and car roof and back into the driver’s seat. I jumped on the brakes and Bruce started shouting, ‘What?! What?! What’s wrong?’ He thought I had hit a fox or something but as the car stopped, I just sat in silence.

‘Steve? What’s wrong?’

I didn’t really know what to say. We drove home in silence, which is usually pretty standard for Fifers – who are famed for being taciturn – so no more was ever said about it. Sometimes I wish it would happen again and this time I wouldn’t freak out; I would learn to control it. But it hasn’t returned and I’m not sure it ever will.

I miss the angels on the stairs a lot. Maybe one day my daughter will meet them.



	
I. Leven and its sister town Methil had once been thriving mining communities on the River Forth, but had suffered hugely from the closure of the railway connections and the collapse of the coal mining industry in the late 1960s.












Chapter 2 THE PRIME OF MR STEVE MASON


School is really different now compared to the ’70s and ’80s. Certainly the one I walk my daughter to every day bears no resemblance to the two primary schools I went to in Fife. And I really hope that the secondary school she ends up in is a million miles from the grey hulk I attended, where almost every single teacher was psychologically shattered like a staffroom window that had a brick lobbed through it. Fuelled on generous helpings of sectarian bullying, Regal shit-size fags and sporadic extreme violence, it was a deeply unpleasant place to be. But more of that monument to nO fUTurE later.

The first school I went to was Canongate Primary in St Andrews. Built in 1972, just four years before I turned up, it was a classic one-storey building with a huge grassy playground set on the edge of a freshly built housing estate. It was intended to hoover up all the kids who had just moved into their brand-new two-up, two-downs, of which I was one. My mum trussed me up like a fatted calf being sent off to the slaughterhouse in a mostly new school uniform. I fucking hated that. It just felt wrong and incredibly uncomfortable. The blazer felt as if it was made of concrete and I could barely bend my arms, but my parents seemed happy enough. I was about to begin my formal education, so I smiled all the way as we walked down to the gates, through which I was pushed into the battlefield of school life for the first time.

Other than being smacked on the back of the legs every now and then, I had had no experience of real violence whatsoever, so what unfolded in front of me on my first day was definitely a shock – and probably a bit life-changing. During lunch break, a fight broke out between two kids in my class. Everybody gathered round and started shouting and pushing in the traditional way, but it kept going on and one boy was taking quite a battering off the other larger kid and no adult appeared to stop it. Then, unexpectedly, the wee guy rallied and managed to bang Big Boy’s head off a window, which broke, causing blood to start seeping from a large wound, quickly covering the field of battle crimson. Big Boy was pretty angry about this and smacked the wee guy to the ground, at which point he put his foot on the boy’s chest, stopping him from getting up, and proceeded to remove his belt, which had a brass buckle. He whipped the buckle at the wee man’s head a few times before putting the belt round his neck and tightening it. I remember seeing the little guy’s eyes nearly popping out of his bright-red face as he gasped relentlessly for air.

[image: Young John Maclean on his f0irst day of0 school stands beside a car in blazer, shorts and long socks outside a house.]
First day of school.



The crowd of five-year-old children gathered around this murderous spectacle was now in stony silence. Some were crying. Then, finally, a teacher appeared. What they said or thought about this scene is lost, but the bigger boy carried quite a reputation from then on, right the way through secondary school. When I think about that now, I can’t help but imagine his home life. Whipping someone with a brass buckle and then strangling them with the belt does not come naturally to a five-year-old. You have to have witnessed that first-hand.

Okay, first break over. Back to class.

I used to walk the one-mile length of the new-build estate to and from school, straight up the Canongate Road, on my own every day. It was on that fifteen-minute journey that I got my first taste of bullying. This seems quite funny now, but, you know, ‘at the time it was terrible’, to quote the Smiths. An older, much taller kid started picking me up and heaving me over high garden walls – so high that I couldn’t get out again without creeping through the owner’s garden and trying to find my way back to the road. Once back on the road this fucker would appear again and chuck me over the next one. He’s now a taxi driver so, needless to say etc. etc.

My best friend at Canongate was a kid called Barry Collins. His dad was the projectionist at the St Andrews New Picture House and, for Barry’s seventh birthday, he invited the whole class to see Grease. Who thought this was a good idea, I do not know. Looking back, I guess all our parents assumed we had been taken to see Star Wars, The Rescuers, Herbie Goes to Monte Carlo or ABBA: The Movie, but no! I guess it was just what was showing at the time.

After a quick look at the projector, we took our seats. Back in those days, all cinemas had only one screen, so they were generally pretty big and to us little people the room seemed absolutely huge. It also had an incredibly evocative smell, a mixture of melted chocolate, popcorn and cigarette smoke which was lit up like wisps of magic as Barry’s dad, our own Dr Frankenstein, threw the main switch on the projector and the huge bulb behind the 35mm print of 1978’s highest-grossing film cast its awakening light across the cinema and into the brains of twelve seven-year-old children. ‘I give you LIFE!’

None of us knew what we were in for. Most of it didn’t make much sense to a bunch of primary school kids and 99 per cent of the humour went over our tiny heads, but the end sequence with Olivia Neutron Bomb in a tight, black catsuit definitely left its mark on me. As did Sarah Preston, who dragged me into a toilet cubicle the next day, announced ‘You’re the one that I want’ and French-kissed me for what seemed like twenty minutes before releasing me back into the class a very changed boy. Other than being given free milk (this is before Margaret Thatcher took away that particular proletariat treat), which had been gently warmed in crates by the sun all morning, and doing quite well at maths (which didn’t last), this is about all I remember from Canongate. I was only there for two or three years before we moved house and I ended up at a Catholic school on the other side of town – the posh side.

Greyfriars was a very different kettle altogether. It was the old burgh school, built after education became compulsory for everyone up to the age of thirteen years old in 1872 and which first threw open its doors to the ignorant masses of St Andrews in 1890. It was much smaller than Canongate and, somewhere along the line, possibly during the late 1960s, it had become a Catholic school. It was run by those most terrifying of humans: nuns. Not many people who have been taught by nuns have much good to say about them, and there are dark and sinister reports from people who were once in their charge, but my experience was not like that at all. I remember them being very calm, kind and smelling slightly of over-boiled vegetables, but maybe not the greatest educators Fife had ever seen.

The school was old by the time my eczema-stained self turned up in 1979 and it felt it – with large classrooms with dark-stained wooden floors and huge vaulted ceilings. Everything felt like it was made of ancient wood prised from an old galleon sunk in the seventeenth century. There was an upright piano in the assembly hall and every day we would be herded into the draughty room by gliding nuns who handed us hymn sheets. One sister would sit at the piano and a collection of out-of-tune notes would come battering out like bank robbers piling out of the back of a Transit van, filling the space with an unintelligible racket. At the same time, the other nuns would walk around behind us, aggressively pointing at the hymn sheets as if we would be able to decipher which particular tune was being played and marry it up with the required words. These words made absolutely no sense to me, but I got the gist of it; I was bad and God saw everything I did and wasn’t best pleased and he was brilliant and everything he did was amazing.
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1979. I am third from the right of the nun (the headteacher, Sister Moyra – definitely Moyra, NOT Moira) with the tape recorder. My sister Bianca is sitting in the front row with her hands covering her face.

Courtesy of G.M. Cowie





Things got very weird for me at Greyfriars. Looking back, it’s perhaps the first sign that all was not well in my brain. My best friend at school was a kid named James Wright, who you may have heard of now under his folk guise, James Yorkston. James and I were completely obsessed with Adam and the Ants. When we weren’t listening to them or talking about them or looking at pictures of them, we were trying to sew band patches, freshly bought from the local record shop, onto our bomber jackets. James had two sisters and four brothers, and they all lived in a huge house in a small village called Kingsbarns, just outside St Andrews. Every day, James’s mum would drop all seven kids off in a VW Transporter and pick them up again later. It was quite a sight. They had their own school bus! Sometimes I would go and stay over on Friday nights after school and would get to travel on the Wrights’ Bus. It was brilliant to climb aboard with seven – or sometimes even more – kids, heading out to their mini mansion with its huge two- or three-acre garden. It was every kid’s dream, really.


[image: John Maclean stands with James Wright/Yorkston holding an Adam Ant annual, wearing a jacket with band patches in a school setting.]
James Wright/Yorkston (left) and me – wearing my jacket with Adam and the Ants patches – and holding an Adam Ant annual.



Meal times there were hilarious. Outside of a supermarket freezer aisle, I had never seen so many fish fingers in my life; their ketchup came in one of those large, industrial-size plastic tubs. James’s eldest brother John was probably three or four years older than me, and I think we were only at school together for a year, but for some reason I will never understand, I started obsessing about him and was desperate for his approval. I really can’t explain why, he, a quite introspective kind of boy, never knew any of this. He used to walk around with a semi-permanent scowl on his face, which a lot of introspective kids do (I did myself between 1985 and 2005) and, for some reason, I perceived this as him intimidating me. This emotion grew arms and legs and got to the point where I was too scared to go outside at playtime because I felt so afraid of him. When the bell went for lunch, I would linger in the class until everyone had left and then nip behind a book cupboard and spend lunchtime on my own.

This went on for quite a while. Sometimes I would sing or practise the recorder, which on a few occasions the school secretary, who was in her office just down the corridor, would hear. I thought I had been caught one time when I was coming out from behind the cupboard to get something from my bag. I had been playing the recorder, which she had heard and come to investigate (again). I had not heard her come into the room and suddenly realised she was standing by the door, scanning the room as I emerged from my weird lunch spot. I assumed I had been caught, hung my head and was about to walk towards her, when she turned on her heels and walked out of the room, firmly closing the door. It has always fascinated me if she ever told anyone about the spooky singing or recorder playing she heard coming from an empty classroom every lunchtime. I was the Greyfriars ghost.

I didn’t end up at a Catholic school by chance. My mum has always been a practising Catholic and, from a very young age, my sister and I were taken to Sunday mass every week. I have heard many people talk about how ‘nobody does kitsch or glitz like the Roman Catholic Church’: the OTT architecture, the gold, the stained-glass windows, more gold, the effigies of Christ on the cross, the priests’ gaudy outfits, the gold-embossed bibles, the solid-gold chalices… It’s a frenetic yet reactionary brew of glamour, pain and guilt.

But when you are a kid, the kitsch, glamour and constant dichotomy of the Church never crosses your mind. It’s just torturous. And really fucking boring. The never-ending guilt is the first thing you start to get a handle on. I knew about guilt before I even knew what masturbation was. But when I did know what it was, I knew God was watching and, by twelve years old, I knew I was going to hell. Fortunately for all of us hell-bound Catholics, the Church had made provisions for this never-ending tidal wave of sin: confession. Confession is basically just that. On Saturday afternoons, you could go and tell your judgemental priest all the terrible things you had done in the last seven days. He would give you a penance – some prayers to say – after which your soul was purged and you were free to enter society again and sin at will. Until next Saturday. As a little boy, sitting in the gloom on a freezing-cold church pew, I was always at pains to think of anything I had really done that was so bad so I would often just make shit up (I stole a Bazooka Joe from my pal’s sweet bag, or a domino rubber from Edward Ash’s sister’s pencil case) until the priest seemed satisfied I had been bad but was still saveable.

‘Say three Hail Marys and four Our Fathers,’ the crumbling old priest would say from behind the cloth that was supposed to hide his face in the confessional booth. But I always knew it was him due to the heavy breathing and faint whiff of Communion wine. I mean, who else could it be?

Towards the end of 1980, James Wright and I had discovered the Sex Pistols. The nuns had been moved on from Greyfriars and we had a new headteacher called Mr Marra. He completely changed everything about our little school and, while he was a Catholic, he took the emphasis off religion and put the gas pedal on maths, English and a bit of art. He was one of those great teachers who comes along once in a lifetime if you’re lucky. He was scary when he wanted to be, but otherwise kind, compassionate and encouraging. It was a great feeling when he said you had done well at something, which is why I was crushed when he told James his project on Adam and the Ants was great but said nothing about my six-page Sex Pistols fanzine. Maybe he was a bit shocked. I was only nine or ten years old, but of everything I ever did at school, I probably put the most effort into that Sex Pistols project. This, in hindsight, might have been a mistake.


[image: John Maclean’s Sex Pistols school project shows a handmade poster with cut-out lettering about anarchy and UK punk themes.]
My Sex Pistols school project.



Thanks to Mr Marra, I was doing okay at school again, but it was short-lived. As secondary school beckoned, our little class of good Catholic boys and girls was about to be cut adrift from the security of his quiet little school as the inevitable move up to big school came racing around the corner like a teenage flute band drunk on Buckfast.

Our first taste of secondary school life came with an open day at the huge Kilrymont Secondary School on the south side of St Andrews. All the schools were invited, so there was a mishmash of ten- and eleven-year-olds from every primary school within a five-mile radius of the town. I had thought it would be just our school and imagined being walked quietly around by a knowledgeable teacher, keen to allay any worries we might have as we walked past classrooms full of studious children filling their brains with knowledge on a direct path to academic greatness. Perhaps we would be offered a plastic cup of diluted orange juice as we sat in the great hall and listened in reverential silence to the headmaster welcome us to a new and exciting stage in our young lives and how our years at Kilrymont Secondary would stand us in good stead for the future, a future which was assuredly bright and full of promise.

‘You fucking Fenian bastard, you’re fucking dead,’ the first kid said as he started running towards me. Then more turned around and suddenly I was surrounded by kids from Langlands, a non-denominational school on the south side of St Andrews. ‘You fucking poof. You’re dead outside, ya cunt.’ I had no idea what was happening. What is a Fenian? What is a poof? Why are you so angry with me? All my other classmates scattered, as I would have too, had they been in my situation. I started backing away when something mad happened – something out-of-the-movies mad. It was just a blur really: a collage of fists, Gola two-stripe trainers, a green Lord Anthony flight jacket and jet-black hair. Then all my attackers were either on the ground, like collapsed buildings, or they were running. I had just met Alan Wong – another kid from Langlands and also St Andrews’ answer to Bruce Lee. The kid was dynamite. Alan melted back into the crowd almost as quickly as he had appeared and if it wasn’t for the groaning bodies I was surrounded by, I might have thought it was a dream. I spent the rest of the day trying to avoid the kids from Langlands Primary in case they launched another attack, but I kept noticing Alan in my peripheral vision and they noticed him too, so we managed to avoid any injuries that day, thanks to him. It wouldn’t last, though.

So who was Alan Wong, this stranger who had thrown himself into danger and demolished all-comers for somebody he didn’t know from Adam? In my mind, he has become this semi-mythical half-dream/half-real freedom fighter. I saw him once in a while during my first year at secondary school, but every time I tried to talk to him, he would stare right through me. I never heard him speak and this only added to his mystique. After a while, I stopped trying to talk to him and he never gave me a second glance. I think I recall someone saying his parents ran a Chinese takeaway and I remember there being one on Glebe Road off Langlands Road, but I can’t remember seeing him in there. I wish I had the chance to thank him properly and I hope he had an amazing life as a kung fu superhero, because that’s what he was to me. Thank you, Alan.

This shock-and-awe day trip to Kilrymont happened just before the summer holidays, so now I had to negotiate the town all summer without bumping into any of the Langlands Mob (LM), which was not easy in such a small town. I was walking down the street one day with a mate after buying my first punk single (X-Ray Spex’s ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’) and was pretty excited to get it home to play it when, out of nowhere, one of the LM appeared, called me a Fenian bastard, punched me in the face and booted me full force in the stomach. I had never been kicked in the stomach before. It was horrible and I doubled over in pain. Then he grabbed my record bag and jumped on it, snapping the single. I had waited two months for that to come in on back order. Wee shite.

Why I didn’t stick up for myself I don’t know. I had zero confidence, which held me back everywhere, but surely there had to be a breaking point. I felt so fucking pathetic; even now, it’s embarrassing to write this. What I didn’t know at the time was I was now marked as a wimp and, going into secondary school, I had zero respect and would be the target of every little shitbag from St Andrews to Guardbridge. All I needed to do was smack one of them in the face and all my problems would have been over for good. But I didn’t have it in me.

Kilrymont was an absolute shit show. Our French teacher spent most of the class drinking gin in her cupboard, our RE teacher hated children and let it be known, and our classical studies teacher (Mrs Von Goetz) drove a Lada estate car which was always full, from floor to roof, with loaves of brown bread. She was so eccentric; I’m not 100 per cent convinced she really grasped that she was a teacher at a school.

And our science teacher was… Well, her nickname described her perfectly. We called her Doc Savage. Again, I think she hated children. In the grounds of the school was the wooden science hut, where we were generally taught biology. It had a small garden where kids would try to grow stuff as part of their biology class. One day, she was out there with a class and had them digging deep trenches for vegetables. She walked behind a kid just as he raised his spade and got smacked on the head. She went down like a sack of spuds. Apparently, there was a short discussion among the class about whether just to pull her into the freshly dug trench and fill it in. Sadly they didn’t and she was carted off to hospital. That didn’t stop the ‘Doc Savage is deed’ rumours lighting up the school wires though.

When I first started there, I was put in the top maths class, but I found the subject so confusing that I wasn’t sure it wasn’t a foreign-language class. Every week or so, I was moved down a class until there was nowhere left to go. I had hit rock bottom. It wasn’t all bad, though; the best thing about the lowest maths class is you don’t actually do any maths at all. The class I joined – 1D – already had a system in place to ensure they never even had to get a pencil out. We had a different teacher every time because this wasn’t really an official class; it was just a place to hold the idiots for forty-five minutes while every other kid in school had their maths lesson. This meant we would have whichever teacher was available and none of these were arsed about teaching us anything. So, as soon as they entered the classroom, we would begin to bang on the desks and chant, ‘We want a video! We want a video!’ over and over, increasing the volume slightly every time. After five minutes of this, the teacher would usually fold and wheel in a TV with a VCR underneath and play us an episode of the ’80’s ITV teenage/young adult drama, Starting Out. It was one of those programmes made to try to teach us life lessons: don’t sniff glue, don’t spend your whole giro on a haircut, never trust a New Romantic etc. This was way more valuable than long division or fractions, that’s for sure, which was just as well because I never did any more maths at secondary school. I was thrown in the mathematical bin with all the other doughnuts and ne’er-do-wells.

The desks in every class were completely covered in graffiti – band names and nicknames that had been deeply scratched into the wood using knives or compass points. The undersides were thick with old, hard bubble gum, while most surfaces in the entire school had crystallised green gob stuck to them – including the teachers, in fact. During breaktime, as the teachers made their way through the cloakroom to go up to class, their backs would be showered with phlegm of every colour and description (I guess punk hit St Andrews a lot later than anywhere else in the UK). It was a fucking disgusting place to be. How nobody caught a serious disease is a miracle.

Over that first year, I became increasingly fascinated by Smokers’ Corner. This was where all the tough nuts and tough girls went to smoke their fags at breaktimes. Punks, skinheads and mods were all represented and I was intoxicated by the whole thing. Sometimes, one of them would bring a record into school to sell or to lend to a mate and I would try to catch a glimpse of what it was and store the name away in my memory bank. I remember two records the most. One was a bootleg Specials album called Live at the Moonlight Club, which had the words ‘Specials Moonlight Club Bootleg – Recorded through a wall’ written in biro on it. (This wasn’t true: the band knew all about this recording and, for a ‘bootleg’, it sounds fantastic.) The other was All Systems Go by the Lancashire punk band One Way System. I ended up borrowing both albums and then owned the same copies about thirty years later. Loads of us were into the Specials. They seemed to slightly bridge the gap between punks, skins and mods, although nobody talked about it. Round at Smokers’ Corner, the Specials’ first album would be heard regularly coming out of a little portable tape recorder some kid had brought in.

One day, as I rounded the playground corner, I heard a melody I instantly recognised, but it was being played much, much slower on a piano. It was definitely the melody from ‘Gangsters’, but not as I knew it. As I got closer, I could see two or three boys huddled around a tape recorder.

‘What’s this?’ I asked.

‘Prince Buster,’ someone replied.

I could hear it much better now and it sounded so confusing, like slowed-down 2-Tone but recorded a hundred years ago (mostly because of the amount of hiss coming from the tape and the fact that the record that it had been taped from was scratched to hell). My mind was being blown. I couldn’t work out what I was hearing. Who wrote this song? Not the Specials? How old was this music? The frustrating thing back then was that nobody would really tell you anything. You had to work it all out for yourself. It was totally uncool to ask anything; you just had to know – or pretend you knew. But if anyone suspected you were blagging it and cross-examined you, you were fucked. Most of the time, though, I would just ask anyway. I couldn’t stop myself asking questions about music. But I knew when to shut up. ‘Oh, fuck off, Mason, ya clueless cunt.’

By the second year, I had pretty much stopped hanging around with anyone from Greyfriars and had decided, in my unquestionable wisdom, to try to make friends with mods, skins and punks, most of whom had been at Langlands. Some were obviously older and didn’t know me at all – and wouldn’t speak to me anyway – but the ones in my year knew exactly who I was and would barely say two words. When they did, those words were ‘fuck’ and ‘off’. But that only encouraged me.

‘Mason, you stand like a poof,’ said Ronnie Drummond one day in front of everyone at Smokers’ Corner. I had no idea what he meant or why how I was standing was wrong, but in a split second, I scanned the area, took in how all the other boys were standing and corrected myself. From that point, I realised just how much there was to learn to try to fit in with all the people who seemed to have the knowledge I wanted so much about music and clothes. There were so many rules to learn: how to stand; how to walk; what expression to have; how to scowl properly; never to look excited about anything; how to speak about girls; how to be racist; what shoes and clothes to wear (and definitely what shoes and clothes not to wear); what music to know and what music you shouldn’t know; how to be homophobic; how to have no interest in anything to do with school; what kind of jokes to tell; who were the kids who knew what was cool and what was going to be cool in future; who to hang around with and who not to be seen with; and how to be male. Or, how to be this bizarre, distorted version of male which was incredibly toxic and damaging for a young person’s development and allowed for absolutely no weakness or emotion to be shown, ever. For someone who lacked confidence, it was a minefield.







Chapter 3 FROM COW PATS TO STICKS AND BATFINX TO KIX


The first band I was ever in was a duo with my sister Bianca. I must have been eleven, which would make Bianca eight and the year 1982. Unfortunately, I was not a great older brother. I don’t feel good about the way I treated my sister back then. She only wanted love, affection and fun. What she got was a sullen bully who was annoyed by everything she said and did. It was a classic ‘older brother’ situation and I made her life unpleasant. I have thought long and hard about why this happened, and I have talked to my sister about it, but neither of us really came to a satisfactory reason as to my behaviour. It seems like quite a common dynamic, but there was also a lot going on under the surface between our parents in the house and I found all of it very confusing. That, coupled with the fact that most of what I did seemed to disappoint them was, possibly, the cause of me taking out my frustration and confusion on my sister. Luckily for me, we have a great relationship now and I hope she has mostly forgiven the little shit that I was to her.
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