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  PUBLISHER’S NOTE




  This autobiography is by John Lydon in his own words. Sometimes, the organisation of those words does not conform to the traditional rules of grammar. In some cases,

  the reader will happen upon words not listed in the dictionary, or used in ways one might describe as ‘unorthodox’. The publisher is aware of this – they are not typos and

  misspellings we have missed; they are part of Mr Lydon’s unique ‘lingo’ and, as such, have been given (mostly) free rein. As John might say, ‘Don’t let tiffles cause

  fraction’.
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  The Lydons. I can’t thank my family for giving me a career, because I did that to myself, but I can thank them for standing by me. Thank you.




  Nora. The love of my life. My best friend. The rows are beautiful but the making up is more so. You give me nothing but love and support. Which I hope I’m repaying. Thank

  you.




  I dedicate this book to integrity.
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INTRODUCTION




  MAY THE ROAD RISE WITH YOU




  Anger is an energy. It really bloody is. It’s possibly the most powerful one-liner I’ve ever come up with. When I was writing the

  Public Image Ltd song ‘Rise’, I didn’t quite realize the emotional impact that it would have on me, or anyone who’s ever heard it since.




  I wrote it in an almost throwaway fashion, off the top of my head, pretty much when I was about to sing the whole song for the first time, at my then new home in Los Angeles. It’s a tough,

  spontaneous idea.




  ‘Rise’ was looking at the context of South Africa under apartheid. I’d be watching these horrendous news reports on CNN, and so lines like ‘They put a hotwire to my head,

  because of the things I did and said’, are a reference to the torture techniques that the apartheid government was using out there. Insufferable.




  You’d see these reports on TV and in the papers, and feel that this was a reality that simply couldn’t be changed. So, in the context of ‘Rise’, ‘Anger is an

  energy’ was an open statement, saying, ‘Don’t view anger negatively, don’t deny it – use it to be creative.’ I combined that with another refrain, ‘May the

  road rise with you’. When I was growing up, that was a phrase my mum and dad – and half the surrounding neighbourhood, who happened to be Irish also – used

  to say. ‘May the road rise, and your enemies always be behind you!’




  So it’s saying, ‘There’s always hope’, and that you don’t always have to resort to violence to resolve an issue. Anger doesn’t necessarily equate directly to

  violence. Violence very rarely resolves anything. In South Africa, they eventually found a relatively peaceful way out. Using that supposedly negative energy called anger, it can take just one

  positive move to change things for the better.




  When I came to record the song properly, the producer and I were arguing all the time, as we always tend to do, but sometimes the arguing actually helps; it feeds in. When it was released in

  early 1986, ‘Rise’ then became a total anthem, in a period when the press were saying that I was finished, and there was nowhere left for me to go. Well, there was, and I went there.

  Anger is an energy. Unstoppable.




  When I sing it onstage nowadays, it’s very emotional for me, because there’s such a connection with the audience. I’ll get these melodramatic responses, that people are bang in

  empathy with the actual statement, and the point and purpose of the song. They fully understand it and they share it back with me. Now, that takes your breath away. Often, I can forget my place in

  the song. I’m so impressed listening to the audience singing it, that they take over. For me, that’s complete success: something really generous has been understood by everybody in the

  building.




  Anger is the root core of why I write songs. Sometimes I barely think I’m in control of myself when I’m writing. If there’s such things as guardian angels out there –

  well, mine’s a real bleedin’ piece of work. There’s a great deal of forethought and experience that goes into these things, you see, in the preamble, in my life in general. Once

  I’m on, then the words just flow. And when I’m on, I’m ON.




  Whatever that thing in me is, it keeps me going and being like this, and being relentless, and understanding things in my way – it’s not so far-fetched, after

  all, from the rest of humanity. It really isn’t. We all go through this, but I’m just the one who gets up and says it.




  I come from the dustbin. I was born and raised in a piss-poor neighbourhood in North London, which was pretty much what you’d imagine Russia to be today. It was very,

  very controlled. Everything. And the presumption of control, too. And people were being born into this ‘shitstem’, as the Jamaicans call it, of just believing that others had the right

  to dictate to them in that way. Like I said to the Royal Family, ‘You can ask for my allegiance, but you certainly can’t demand it. I’m not anybody’s cannon

  fodder.’




  I don’t think that way of thinking had really come into the British psyche for many years. It had done in previous centuries but it had been nullified, shall we say, through the Victoriana

  approach. The British have a really delicious history of civil disorder, but by the time the Second World War was over it had all been mollycoddled under the carpet, and was not mentioned in

  history lessons – but for some of us out there who love to read, well, look what we found.




  I could read and write at the age of four or five. My mum taught me, but after I got meningitis aged seven, I lost everything – all my memory, including who my mum and dad were. It took a

  long time to come back. I’d go to the library after school and just sit there and read until the place closed. Mum and Dad were very good, they trusted me that I’d find my way home,

  even though many a time I couldn’t – I’d literally forgotten where I lived.




  I loved getting back into reading, though – history, geology, or anything about wildlife, and then later I progressed into Dostoyevsky. By eleven, I was finding Crime and Punishment

  very insightful – very miserable but sometimes when you wallow in other people’s misery and dourness, it’s fulfilling and rewarding. Like, ‘Well, sod

  his luck, I’m a lot higher up the ladder of tragedy than him!’ So books were incredibly important – my life preservers.




  There have been conversations here in the United States about why every ex-President opens a library when politicians do not read the books. Hello, America! Kind of explains your politics. For

  me, reading saved me, it brought me back. And I found myself in there, so when the memories and bits came back, they kind of made sense to me and I realized I was the same person that I was before

  I lost everything – it’s just I was ever so much better at it and able to look at myself and go outside of myself and ask, ‘Look, what do you think you’re doing? Try getting

  it right instead of just bumping into situations without any forethought.’




  Maybe I was being hard on myself there – what am I expecting from myself, up to the age of seven? But I’m very, very demanding of me, and that’s always gonna be the case.

  Nobody can write anything really that bad about me that I haven’t already thought of, and half the time when they’re really being hateful, I go, ‘Phew, they let me off

  lightly.’ As you will see in the pages ahead, I am my own hardest taskmaster, and this book is all part and parcel of me researching myself – a lifelong and ongoing process.




  Back in my late teens, I was definitely ready for something. I was fully loaded, and it happened in a most amazing way, because it wasn’t anything I was looking for. But as soon as

  ‘Would you want to sing in our band?’ came in, it was ‘Wow, yeah! Cor, now all the pieces fit!’ and I wasn’t gonna give it up too damn easy. I was very resilient even

  with the others not turning up at the first rehearsals and all of the other negatives that befell the early Sex Pistols.




  I didn’t arrive with notebooks full of lyrics, they just came straight out. I use my brain as a library. I like to keep notes but usually I’m very dismissive once I’ve written

  things down. I can think quicker than I can write, so therefore I’ve got good storage space between the ears.




  It felt bloody fantastic to be able to shout these things out. In all honesty, it was not in my imagination to foresee quite the huge numbers of people that ended up

  listening. I’d just seen the Pistols as a nightclub act, really. I didn’t see much hope in it. Because, like everything else, the music business was well and truly sewn up by then. All

  of the free-loving bands from the ’60s, they’d grabbed all the top-notch seats and they weren’t making room on the bus for no one.




  Within a year or two, however, a couple of the first things I wrote – ‘Anarchy In The UK’ and ‘God Save The Queen’ – really hit their target. I’d like

  to thank the British public library system: that was my training ground, that’s where I learned to throw those verbal grenades. I wasn’t just throwing bricks through shop windows as a

  voice of rebellion, I was throwing words where they really mattered. Words count.




  I was discussed openly by councillors and parliamentarians, who angrily cited the Traitors and Treason Act. That was a deadly thing to be brought up against. It was a very old law, and actually

  from what my lawyer was telling me, it still carried the death penalty. Ouch! What? For using words? To dictate from a government point of view what you think your population should or should not

  be doing is absurd. We’re the ones that vote them in – not for them to tell us in return what we’re doing wrong. They should be emphasizing what we’re doing right.

  Civil rights for us all, I say. Judge not, lest ye be judged.




  The whole fiasco aroused that naggy little git in me, the idea that words are actually weapons, and are perceived as such by the powers-that-be. What a thrill that became. Absolutely –

  wow! It was justification for me. It was hardcore and serious, it wasn’t done for a laugh. I utterly resent all forms of government. This one was telling me I wasn’t allowed to say

  certain things – in other words, I wasn’t allowed an opinion. And so I discovered that I really am toxic for the powers-that-be.




  Not many ‘pop singers’ push it that far. I mean, you’ve got Pussy Farts in Russia now, and I’m so much on their side. I do love bravery. But before

  them mine was the most extreme predicament I’ve heard of any pop star ever being in. It was the most political, and the most dangerous, and I laughed all the way through it. Our so-called

  manager, Malcolm McLaren, shit himself, as did the rest of the group. That’s basically why we started falling apart: they were terrified of being dragged into what they viewed as scandals.

  For me, these were the questions that needed to be asked. It was absolute public research. What can you say, and what can you not say? Why on earth is ‘bollocks’ a word you can’t

  touch? Who’s to tell me that? That’s what set me off on the road I now follow. Tell it like it is. And never back down.




  I saw a live video of Iggy Pop once, just one song, and he was doing, ‘Down In The Street’ and I was just so impressed with the bravery of the racket – in no way at all being

  weak, just FULL ON. There he was with his long, blond, luxurious hair, and mascara – Iggy! And it worked for me, because the man wasn’t shying away from what his message was.

  I’m here, get used to it. The sheer relentless bravery of it.




  You can’t always expect to be accepted and sometimes it’s equally beneficial that you’re not, but either way, once you’ve had the bravado to stand on that stage,

  it’s yours. Do not run from it. And I do not run from it.




  I never allowed myself a big pat on the back for what I’d achieved, even though I’d come from nothing, because the next problem was already plonked on my lap, and then the one after

  that. This is not a trophy hunt for me. These were just things that I felt needed to be stated.




  I’d said my bit. The political restraints and presumptions of being British – I thought I’d dealt with them in the Sexy Piss-ups, so then what you do is you move on to the next

  thing which was internal politics – sort myself out, and find out what’s wrong with me. Before you make your career of pointing fingers at others, you’ve really got

  to sort out what might be going wrong inside your own self. So that’s how I used my next band, Public Image Limited – PiL, for short – to stop being a big

  head, with the complete faith that we would all go into this as equals.




  That way, we managed to get some great work done. Really important stuff and thrilling to this day. I love my Pubic Hairs Limited. We totally challenged what everybody considered music to be at

  that time. It fundamentally changed the concept of music forever. In fact, I changed music twice.




  It’s difficult to remember the details, but somewhere back in the ’80s or ’90s, it was communicated to me, ‘Wouldn’t it be a nice idea if you got an MBE?’ I

  suppose they thought I was becoming tame, but you see, they weren’t really listening to the content of Metal Box and Album. The vocals were presumed to be not as insightful, but

  they really were. The subject matter was internal rather than external, therefore it was presumed that somehow I could be cosseted into the shitstem and Johnny don’t go that way. I am very

  wary of those self-aggrandizing titles; I don’t find them necessary. I am actually rather fond of pomp and ceremony – I just don’t want a place in it.




  And yet, I recently had dealings with the American government while applying for US citizenship, and they told me the British still keep an open file on me, to this day. Go figure!




  All I want in life is clarity, transparency, so I know who is doing what, and to whom, at all times. My only real enemies in life are liars, and they’ll do everything to stop me because

  they want the contamination to continue, because it’s comfortable for them, or completely ignorant mindless fools who believe every word they read in a daily rag.




  I know damn well that the people who will draw most entertainment from this book will be the haters, and practically every second line is going to be justification for their contempt. Well,

  that’s fine. That is somewhat also part of the point. As long as they are thinking, even negatively, at least it’s thought! Anger is an energy, remember?




  So, here’s My Life Uncensored. There should be a caveat to that – Even Though They Try. Censorship is something I’ve

  always been against. It’s the kind of ordinance that comes down from people that don’t like to think very hard and aren’t prepared to analyze themselves, just judge others, and

  are scared of the future. The future’s unknown, let’s leap in, see where it takes us. There’s an old quote but it’s absolutely true: ‘There’s nothing to fear but

  fear itself.’




  This book is basically the life of a serious risk-taker. Risk-taking’s in me. It’s what gets the best out of me. In early 2014, I pitched myself forwards for one of my biggest risks

  ever – three months on the road in America playing King Herod in Jesus Christ Superstar. Yes, I know. I was well aware of the shock value in it, and the condemnation I would garner

  – I love it . . . love it! – but that don’t matter tuppence compared to what I would get out of it as a human being. It was forcing myself to take orders, and follow a

  script. The final challenge! Then a week before the show was due to open, it got cancelled without any real explanation.




  But listen, I’ll try to be as accurate as possible without causing too much personal damage, because everybody deserves a chance to get back and repair themselves no matter how many times

  they fall down. I’ve led a hard life here, and I don’t want it to be dragged down as an unnecessary act of spite against lesser players in the bigger picture. I’ll leave the spite

  to those dogs and rats.




  I’ll do my best to remember who the fuck I am. I may occasionally refuse to stick to my life’s chronology, but I want this to be honest, and open, and the whole truth and nothing but

  . . . BUT! I could be wrong, I could be right.




  Everything in life is inter-related. Unpredictability is the story of my life. I make things safe for other people to follow in my wake. I am the elephant in the room. I’m a

  stand-up-and-be-counted fella, the last man standing – but that’s in a world where nobody seems to be able to count.




  







  1




  BORN FOR A PURPOSE




  ‘Trials and tribulations!’ I wrote in the early ’80s, trying to come to grips with the chaos and confusion in which I entered the

  world. ‘When I was born, the doctor did not like me/He grabbed my ankles, held me like a turkey/Dear Mummy, why d’you let him hit me/This was wrong, I knew you did not love me.’

  Three verses later you arrive at the conclusion that I was a very disgruntled baby.




  That song, ‘Tie Me To The Length Of That’, I’m really proud of. At the time on TV, there were a lot of medical programmes where they were showing actual births. They were

  breaking new ground about what you could actually show, so watching all these babies popping out all over the shop, I was like, ‘Look at that, they’re smacking that poor little

  babby’s bottom as it comes out.’ They do it with good reason, but I was just thinking, how traumatic must that be, from the sanctity of the womb to, ‘There’s a good slap on

  your backside, fella!’




  My father was furious when he heard the song, because there’s a reference to him, the ‘stupid drunk – then the bastard dropped me’. This was a story my aunt told me, and

  one my mum later reiterated, that he turned up drunk, the proud father. He’d taken a day off work and, in the panic of it all, one thing led to another. I was born in

  the early wee hours of the 31st, in the bitterly cold January of 1956, and he’d been ‘panicking’ all night.




  He was furious at his portrayal. ‘It whaddn’t loike dat! Well . . . it moighta happened but not for da reasons yer t’ink!’ Poor Daddy. I wasn’t doing it to

  be spiteful or get back at him. As I say, I was just trying to translate into song the emotions I must’ve been going through as a newborn. That’s why I love writing songs; it’s

  absolutely researching myself to the nth degree.




  There’s a picture from my own parents’ wedding which is of fabulous interest to me because there, in the far-right corner, is my Auntie Agnes holding a baby. The most likely

  explanation is that this baby must have been me. So: I’m a bastard! In recent years, I’ve even had to deal with other children apparently born to my mum out of wedlock. I never could

  get honest answers out of all of the relevant family members. None of them like talk, everything is hush-hush, and so everything is a mystery. Certainly, until I’ve sorted out the mystery in

  my own life and my own position, I find it very difficult to deal with other alleged family members.




  I had no birth certificate, and I suspected I possibly wasn’t born in London because maybe my father was worried about being drafted for National Service, so he had to duck and dive a bit.

  For obvious reasons, I have to be vague about it, as indeed my mother and father were with information about themselves, or anything at all. It was like trying to get blood out of a stone.

  ‘Hello, am I a member of this family?’ ‘Well, ye know . . .’ that would be my mother’s sense of humour, which was very hard to grasp when you’re young. It

  kept me in a constant state of alertness – to come back at things from another angle. So many games of noughts and crosses your parents can play, teasing their children. It all becomes very

  useful in adulthood.




  It taught me to be sharp. Rather than them just ignore you, and tell you about the tooth fairy – it was a higher level than that. They’re not plying you with fantasy. It was obvious

  in our house that if Santa Claus tried to come down the chimney, one, he’d be burnt, and two, he’d be beaten to a pulp as a very suspicious character – a

  priest of child-molestation quality!




  In them days, it was a little bit different to now. You didn’t trust no one. Mum and Dad were very backwards folk – not dumb, they were clever in their own way, because they were

  survivalist – but as to how situations in England worked, they always felt manipulated.




  My dad, John Christopher Lydon, came from Galway, and he was used to working on all manner of heavy-duty equipment. He came over to London at fourteen, looking for work on the building sites,

  and he quickly got a licence so he could drive cranes and things. He’d never seen himself as a shit-shoveller.




  His father was a violent, brawling, weird thing. He came to England before my father, and he lived nearby, but the two never liked each other very much. My dad was always over there at

  his place, trying to connect somehow. It was very grim. We used to call him the ‘Owl Fella’, as in the Old Fellow – he never looked much like an owl. He was a prolific smoker. He

  used to smell of cigarettes all the time, and he always had a fag butt sticking out at the corner of his mouth. He talked very guttural, and it was hard to make out what he was saying, because he

  was obviously a fully fledged alcoholic, and a definite playboy for the prostitutes. It was very odd watching their relationship.




  My mum, Eileen, was very loving, but in a very quiet way. There wasn’t much said. That’s all you need when you’re little – attention from adults, but the right kind of

  attention. Mum always had something wrong going on health-wise. They were only seventeen or eighteen when they married and started having us.




  My mother’s family, the Barrys, came from County Cork – a place called Carrigrohane. Apparently they met while he was working there. We’d have to go to their farm every summer

  holiday, all to please my mum, really. They could hardly bear us and, annoyingly, we had to tolerate them. They’d sit around not talking to each other. My granddad and grandmother from my

  mother’s side weren’t big talkers. In fact, the whole family would sit in silence for days, but for forcing words out of them. A very quiet way of being –

  very strange. That would drive my dad spare, because Dad was a talker, in his own way.




  There was some kind of resentment buried about my father. They wouldn’t talk to him, but he endured it. I think it was all to do with . . . he wasn’t good enough for her, which was a

  very strange proposition, because again years later we find out that my grandmother from my mother’s side was ostracized from her family for marrying Jack Barry, my mother’s father, who

  was something of a war hero in the ‘fight for independence’, ha ha.




  Apparently her side ‘had money’ – whatever that means. It’s hard to explain outside of Ireland, but money meant you owned the farm. Jack built his own farm after the war,

  when the South won their rights. So he obviously did well for himself, but he was prejudged, and the Irish can be incredible snobs – much more so than anything in Britain, even with the class

  structure. It’s always lurking there.




  Life for us in London was very inner-city and deprived. Everyone around us was piss-poor. We had no concept of what money really was. We lived on Benwell Road, which is where Arsenal have now

  built their Emirates Stadium. It was right by the railway bridge, in a Guinness Trust block called Benwell Mansions. There was a shop out front that was occupied at the time we moved in by a tramp

  called Shitty Tom. You went down a hallway, and we lived around the back yard in two rooms – a kitchen and a bedroom, with an outdoor toilet, which was available to the public. You’d

  find drunks passed out in it at night, which meant we had to grow up very accustomed to using the pisspot. There was also a bomb shelter there, but because people used it to dump rubbish, it was

  full of rats.




  In the bedroom was Mum, Dad, me, and then my younger brothers, as they arrived – Jimmy, Bobby and finally Martin. Then it was six – four kids, two parents. We weren’t

  touchy-feely as a family; you really didn’t need to be. You imagine – two double beds and a cot, in a tiny room with an oil heater, and you’re touching each

  other all the time accidentally. The very last thing you want on top of that is huggy-poo. Because come winter you’re all wrapped under your old coats anyway.




  The rent was £6 a month, something like that. To this day, when I hear that racial slur, like, ‘Look at them Pakis, eight to a room’ – I think, ‘Well, hello, not

  only are those the words of racist bigots, but I actually grew up like that.’ I know most people around me did too. We weren’t thinking it had anything at all to do with the colour of

  your skin. It’s economic deprivation.




  When Shitty Tom died, we moved into the front room. That man never ever threw anything out, so you can imagine the pile. And the smell didn’t go away for a long time, because he was in

  there for a week before anyone found him. There always seems to have been stinky, smelly dead bodies around me.




  I had to learn botty-wiping at a very early age for my younger brothers. It was through necessity, that’s just how it was. My mum was very ill for much of the time, and somebody had to do

  it. I’m not at all disgusted by it now, that’s humanity. I think it was a great thing that my Mum asked me, would I? And I did. I liked the responsibility of it. I knew I could be up at

  the crack of dawn, and I didn’t mind making porridge. I liked sorting things out.




  Around our neighbourhood I think there was a lot of that: people looking out for the younger ones. These are all community values that are sorely being dissipated. I don’t mean that in a

  romantic delusional way, because I imagine things before the Second World War were, ‘I hate you more than you hate me.’ I don’t imagine there was much of a sense of community

  other than the incredibly arrogant Victorian toffs and the incredibly starving-to-death others. But after the war I suppose community was a different thing; it had to be pulled together because

  that was the only way to survive.




  Dad was away a lot of the time. Often we’d go with him, wherever his work was. When I was about four, we lived in Eastbourne. What a hell-hole that was. My memory of

  it was terrifying, because our flat was right on the ocean, and listening to the sea at night absolutely scared the hell out of me. I just couldn’t help but think a wave would come in and

  drown us.




  For the vast majority of the time, it was Mum looking after us. With Dad not around, I absolutely didn’t mind looking out for her. I liked the responsibility. It’s instinctively in

  me to look out for people – that’s what I do.




  My mother was always very worried. In them days, it’d always be the players trying to pop round, thinking, ‘Hmmm, a woman unprotected.’ There’d be a knock on the door,

  and she’d say, ‘Close the curtains, be quiet, wait till he goes away.’ We grew up very wary of strangers in that respect. Of men. Don’t trust them. I felt very, very

  protective of her. It’s the one area where I go into overdrive, when I think my family or my very close friends are threatened. A different situation comes on. That’s where Gandhi gets

  a bazooka.




  My mum was always ill. Endless miscarriages didn’t help her none. I don’t suppose they knew much about safe-sex procedures in them days. Indeed, they would’ve viewed that as a

  mortal sin, as indoctrinated into them from on high – Catholic priests inflicting children upon you.




  One time she had a miscarriage, and I was the only one with her in the flat. There were relatives all around, but sometimes you’re on your own, Jack. It’s quite a thing to carry a

  bucket of miscarriage – and you can see little fingers and things in it – and have to flush it all down the outdoor toilet. There wasn’t a phone in the house, so I had to deal

  with all that first and then go to the doctor, which was a long walk.




  There were various other family members on hand to help out. Auntie Agnes, who’d married my father’s brother, lived in the same housing as us in Benwell Road. Then there was Auntie

  Pauline, who first came to live with us when we still only had the two rooms at Benwell. Looking back on it now that I’m an adult, I can’t conceive of how

  difficult that must’ve been for my dad and my mum in one bed, with my mum’s sister with me and Jimmy in the other. That’s up close and comfortable – not!




  But I loved Auntie Pauline. She was like the big sister I never had – fantastically warm, but at the same time absolutely remote, in the Barry style. Once Shitty Tom died, we had an extra

  room for Auntie Pauline, which is where Uncle George came in. I loved that fella. He was so great.




  At Christmas we had to go to church but Auntie Pauline refused. By the time we came back, she’d gnawed the heads off all the toy soldiers I’d just been given as presents. To this

  day, I don’t know why. When George came back, he’d bought me a house-building kit on the principles of Lego, but obviously cheaper. He opened that up and stole away my tears. I played

  with him all afternoon and I’ll never forget it, because he spent such a long time teaching me things and got me involved.




  After a few years, he married Pauline and they moved to Canada. I was very impressed at the wedding for so many different reasons, chiefly for meeting George’s brother. I can’t

  remember his name, but he was an absolute Celtic hooligan with a 45-degree crevice across his face. He was like, ‘Aye reet. Ah goat hit wi’ an axe!’ Gosh, how impressive!

  That’s a fucking street fighter, mate. Wowzers!




  My mother was devoted to making me an intelligent human being. It was her who taught me to read and write at four, a long time before school. By the time I finally got to Eden Grove Primary

  School, a Catholic school, it was a very serious problem for the nuns, because I was left-handed, and fluent. It was like, sit in the corner and wait for the rest of the class to catch up. The

  indolence crept in, and – for whatever reason, even though I was very shy and quiet – resentment from the nuns. So they’d hit me with, ‘Oh, you’re left-handed,

  that’s the sign of the devil.’ What kind of message is that, to give a five-year-old who can already read and write? What evil, spiteful nonsense is that?




  That followed through bitterly, this absolute dislike of me, for being a smarty-pants or whatever. They’d beat you with the sharp edge of a ruler on your right hand

  but, because I wrote with my left hand, they hit me on the left . . . to make sure that I’d write with my right hand! But you can’t do that. That’s the way my brain’s wired.

  And it was utterly ridiculous because I didn’t need reading or writing lessons. I’d done that at home.




  Eden Grove was a small school directly connected to a Catholic church – all the upstairs classes led in through a gang-plank into the church, and the downstairs ones through a courtyard,

  so you really couldn’t avoid it. Everything was holier-than-thou, and everything you did was wrong and God would punish you – such a peculiar attitude. It wasn’t anything

  I’d been expecting, up to the age of five, just how wicked they were.




  Priests always frightened me. Going to church was terrifying as a young kid. They just always struck me as being very similar to Dracula or characters in Hammer horror movies. Christopher Lee!

  They always came over in that dogmatic, dictatorship way, and that condescending judgement. The nuns were worse because they were smelly old women with a bitter hatred of mankind. Brides of Jesus?

  I’m sure that’s not what He had in mind.




  Many of the locals weren’t too happy with Irish immigrants full stop, but they certainly weren’t happy with a Catholic school, attached to a church, in the middle of these

  working-class council flats. They viewed that very much, I suppose, as people view a mosque today, as an alien agenda, and considered you an outsider for having anything to do with it.




  I never felt Irish. I always felt, ‘I’m English, this is where I come from, and that’s that.’ Because you’d be reminded of that when you went to Ireland:

  ‘Ye’re not Oirish!’ the locals would say. So it was like, ‘Bloody hell, shot by both sides here.’ I still love that Magazine song – so relevant to me, those

  lyrics.




  My brothers and I talked the local lingo, but I’d really forgotten how broad my parents’ accents were. My mother’s in particular was very deep Cork, and very country. After

  Malcolm’s passing, we were looking through Sex Pistols footage, and I found a tape of my mother being interviewed. It was all buried away in warehouses and, when I

  heard it back, I was shocked at how broad and hard to understand her accent was. It was almost unintelligible to me.




  Mum and Dad tried to be religious, but obviously that didn’t work too well. The Catholic Church is all about money, and we didn’t have any. On Sundays we’d be dragged to

  church, but Mum and Dad were good in that it was never early-morning church when we were very young, it was always the 7 p.m. service, which was great because that meant we missed Jess Yates doing

  Stars On Sunday on the TV.




  At school, I was working all this out for myself. Did I know there was sexual abuse going on there? Oh yeah, abso-fucking-lutely. It’s institutionalized abuse, and covered up and condoned.

  Everybody knew to run when the priest came a-visiting, and by no means ever get yourself involved in the choir, or any altar-boy nonsense, because that was direct contact number one, so I learned

  how not to sing very successfully – deliberately – bum notes, because I knew that would be a really dangerous thing to be waltzing into. So the love of singing was kicked out of

  me because of bloody priests. Imagine the joy of eventually joining the Sex Pistols, and making the world a better place – in a very vengeful way.




  But for all that I was a quiet but happy little bunny. There was dirt and poverty and England was just out of rationing, but a nice hot English summer’s day seems to have mattered more to

  me. That’s my fondest memories, moments like that. What they call salad days. I never understood what that term meant when I was young, because salad was something I dreaded. My mum’s

  idea of a salad was Heinz Salad Cream, and awful pale-looking green leaf things. The only joy in it, of course, was the beetroot, because I love pickled beetroot. I can sit and eat a whole jar at a

  time. I love it! And I loved gooseberries too; my mum would buy them in the summer. Now, I can’t bear them. They’re vile. I don’t know how on earth I could tolerate something so

  sour. It was punishing to eat them, but maybe it was scurvy or Vitamin C deficiency that made my body crave them.




  I liked the clothes that my mum would put us in. I adored the tartan waistcoats, and the little checked suits with the jackets, shorts and waistcoats. I liked all of that. She dressed us well,

  very matchy-matchy with Jimmy, but that was all right. It was kind of like, our gang wear this, and that’s that. That wasn’t what other kids were wearing, so maybe that somehow crept

  into me, as being important to be individual.




  I appreciated it very much over time, because I know how poor we were. I know how much effort it took to dress us at all. It was always there, that we couldn’t afford nothing.

  There’s almost a fond memory, too, of near-starvation once – no money at all, so all there was for dinner was one can of Heinz Mulligatawny between all of us. It was Dad’s

  homecoming present to us, so there we are, all sitting around the one can of Mulligatawny. I don’t think they make it any longer, and with good reason. It was like a curried soup, and at the

  time for us the curry in it was inedible – burny-hot. And so, ‘I’d rather starve.’ ‘Well, starve, den!’




  You’d see big houses and things, but you wouldn’t have any relationship to it at all, didn’t understand it. It didn’t make sense to me that people could live in such

  large places. I always used to think, ‘What do they do with all them rooms? How do you sleep at night knowing there’s so many windows to lock?’




  I loved the summers, because it meant we could be out all day long, with no need to go home at all – in fact, even forget that was home. And be so bitterly upset when it got dark in the

  evening. You’d hear the yelling and the screaming, ‘Wherr aaiir ye?’ There were bombsites from the war, and thousands of kids running rampant in them. They were absolutely

  like adventure playgrounds, thrilling. Amazing, a wonderful thing, a bombsite, to a kid. Never get bored, always something new to unravel and explore, and of course the factories too.




  Bloody hell, at five, six, seven, trying to break into the factories was thrilling. The whole area around Benwell Road and Queensland Road was still all blown up from the

  war but they were putting factories in and around it. There’d be a whole bunch of us – everything you did in them days, there were twenty kids involved – and we’d build

  makeshift ladders out of bricks from the bombsite, to climb up the walls. Once you were on the roof, everything was easy, you’d just drop in. It was a challenge, and I liked that.




  There was a Wall’s Ice Cream factory at the top of Queensland Road, and that was a magnet to try and break in there, but it was impossible – it was too modern, and had iron shutters

  and grilles and padlocks. Instead, you’d wait for the vans when they were loading, and when the workers would go in to fill up the trolley and bring it back, you’d try to nick a lolly.

  Every and any way to nick a Raspberry Split – that was the lolly of the day. Wall’s ice cream inside and raspberry ice on the outside – absolutely the most delicious lolly, and

  anything to get one for nothing.




  The ice they used to pack the ice creams in between – it wasn’t liquid nitrogen, but something like that; there’s some chemical in it to keep them cold while transferring

  between the factory and the truck. One time, for a dare, I put my tongue on what I thought was an ice block, and it wasn’t, and it took a layer off. ‘Go on, I dare you to lick

  it!’ ‘Uuuurrhh, I’ll do anything, I’m mad!’ ‘Run, here they come!’ ‘Ulluullulllulleh!’




  Another time, I got caught breaking in with my cousin Peter, Jimmy and two other kids. These coppers dragged Jimmy and me back to the house, and they must have seen the anxiety on our faces. My

  dad answered the door, and they said, ‘Are these your kids? We caught them breaking in . . .’ He went, ‘Therr not mine, nottin’ to do wi me!’ It was obvious they were

  nodding and winking at each other, and the police go, ‘Well, we don’t know what to do with them, maybe we should take them up north and leave them there?’ Oh, the sense of

  abandonment! I cried my eyes out. It sounded very real.




  As adults, I suppose they were having a laugh about it, both sides. It was only an empty garage we got caught in, there was nothing in there. It was a smart way of telling

  you, ‘Stay out of what’s not yours.’ And, ‘Don’t get caught’ – that was always my dad’s bottom line. ‘If yer goanna do stupid t’ings,

  don’ get caught – don’ fockin’ embarrass me!’




  So we were eventually let in, but made to stand outside for a while, and think about what we were doing. It worked. It ended the ‘letting ourselves into other people’s

  property’ phase. Who knows where that would’ve led? It’s a slippery slope, thievery and burglary and all of that, and presuming other people’s things are your right.




  But that’s how London was. Not a lot of cars, empty streets, street lighting was poor, and there were just hundreds and hundreds of kids unsupervised, getting up to God knows what on

  bombsites. But not really unsupervised, it was, ‘Get oat an’ lerrrrn, an’ when ye com’ home, don’ bring da police wit’ ye!’




  Meningitis came from the rats. They were all over the place. They piss on the ground and, as rodents do, drag their bums leaving a urine trail. Meanwhile, I’d make paper

  boats and float them in the potholes in our back yard, so I’d touch the water, and then touch my mouth, and that’s how I got infected.




  It didn’t come on overnight. I’d had very bad headaches, dizzy spells, fainting fits, and imagining things that I knew weren’t there, like green dragons breathing fire. That

  was the awful thing about it, watching myself inside myself, panicking over something I knew wasn’t there. But I could not stop my body doing that. Screaming fits of total fear.




  The night before I went into hospital, I had a pork chop, and I’ve never been able to eat pork chops since. I absolutely can’t go near ’em. Even the smell. I don’t mind

  crispy bacon, but a pork chop – no! Because I blamed everything on that, for many a year, so I ended up convincing myself that it was the pork what did it! How very healthy of me.




  The next morning, when my mother thought, ‘Oh gosh, this is getting bad,’ the doctor came and I blacked out while he was in the house. The next thing I knew I

  was in an ambulance, and I blacked out again, and then months later I woke up in a hospital. I was in a total coma for six or seven months. Once I went into that, that was it, there was nothing

  that went on at all.




  When I came to, I remember them waving fingers in front of my eyes, going, ‘Follow my finger.’ I deliberately didn’t, because even though I was really seriously ill, I thought

  I should feign illness on top. What on earth convinced me to do that? But I remember doing it at the time, so I was always a cheeky little sod, even to myself. Quietly malevolent, even in

  illness!




  I was in the Whittington Hospital, which always made me think of Dick Whittington, a positive association. I was on a huge ward of forty kids, many worse off than me, so self-pity was not an

  option. There was a great library in the middle, loads of fascinating books, some way beyond my capabilities, but that just enticed me more. It’s odd what goes and what doesn’t. I

  hadn’t forgotten how to read, yet I couldn’t talk – language was gone. I’d be thinking I was formulating words, but they told me after I was just making noises.




  Sometimes, as much as three times a day, they’d drain the fluid in my spinal column – the ‘lumbar punch’. ‘This is gonna feel like a punch up your lumbar,

  John!’ The needle was very painful as they’d insert it in the base of the spine, and then when they’d draw the fluid out, you could feel it all the way up your back and into your

  head. Absolutely nauseating. I have a complete fear of needles from that. I hate them. I recommend, before anyone becomes a heroin addict, they go get a lumbar punch – that’ll change

  their mind about it. A most dreadful thing, and so embarrassing too, even at seven and a half, to have something like that prodded up your rear. I always felt my bottom was my own, and I

  don’t like bottom-watchers. They’d quite literally pin me down, the nurses, while they did that. I’d be so screaming in fear of it, because I knew the pain that was about to

  come.




  It definitely had a long-term effect on my posture. It curved my spine – if they drain too much fluid, it can do that. I was supposed to then walk around with a

  broom handle between my arms to arch my back and make me stand up straight but, to this day, if I try to stand up completely dead straight, I feel very dizzy; it cuts off the blood supply to the

  brain, so I’d rather walk around like Richard III there.




  It also totally affected my eyesight. I had to wear glasses for a long time, but in the end I couldn’t bear them. I’ve got very good distance eyesight; I can see far away very

  clearly, but up close it’s a torment for me even to clip my nails, because it’s all a blur, so I wear glasses for that. I have to glare to focus on people. Lucky me, huh? People think,

  ‘That scary cunt!’ Ha ha.




  After another four or five months recovering in hospital, I’d become totally institutionalized. I got comfortable not knowing anything. That’s a condition that, thank God, the

  doctors, my parents and the whole lot of them just wouldn’t tolerate. My mum and dad dragged me out of there kicking and screaming. They told me that they were my mum and dad, and I had to

  believe them. ‘You belong to us, you’re our son, we love you.’ ‘Oh! How do I know that?’




  Being back home was very confusing, because I just didn’t understand where this was. It was rather like being in a waiting room, and forgetting what you’re there for – you

  know, when you’re left so long waiting that you forget why you’re there – or like trying to sign on the dole, that kind of abandoned feeling. I couldn’t adjust; it took an

  awful long time. Why was I here with these strangers? It wasn’t making any sense. The only way to deal with me, because I was in a constant state of agitation and panic, was to quietly try to

  get me to think what it was that was bothering me, and why I wasn’t recognizing things, and that I did belong there.




  Oddly, I never felt out of place with my brothers. I instantly felt right with them; they never acted like there was something wrong with me, which was what all the adults

  did. It was good – Jimmy would say things like, ‘Where have you been? You’ve been away a long time!’ And then the answer was, ‘I don’t know.’ He just

  thought I must’ve gone on a long holiday alone.




  Once I began to accept my parents, it was like opening the door in my mind. It just clicked in my head, and the memories started popping back. It took an awful long time for the information to

  come through, but come through it did, in bits and pieces, and always it was a sheer joy. I’d run to my mum – I couldn’t wait to tell her that I’d remembered something, and

  that it made sense what she was telling me.




  When I accepted that they were who they said they were – what an emotional breakdown, and an eye-opener too. They talk about Catholic guilt – but having doubted your own parents is a

  guilt that far surpasses anything religion can plonk on you. An insane guilt. But it was so wonderful to realize they weren’t lying. They really were who they said they were. What a fantastic

  revelation!




  I still didn’t believe them for years afterwards, though, that I really did have to go to school. I never believed that. I’m making light of it, but I’m deadly serious; this is

  how an eight-year-old, when he’s just come out of hospital and doesn’t remember fuck-all about himself, will be. Many a time I’d forget the way home, and just wander aimlessly.

  I’d walk into shops. Luckily, because of the community spirit, they’d go, ‘Oh, you’re the sick one, we’ll show you where you live.’ But then you build up a

  resentment to that. ‘I’m not sick!’




  In terms of rehabilitation, the National Health Service didn’t supply any usefulness at all – quite literally nothing. My mum and dad told me that all they were advised by the

  hospital was to never let up on me, never mollycoddle me, or baby me, because if I fell into a lazy-arse way about it, I’d never resolve my issues. And being agitated got me to think.

  Agitation’s a powerful tool sometimes.




  You were more or less abandoned by the state, and you were definitely abandoned by the school. So much happens in a year – you’re so behind. Regardless of

  losing your mind, you’re behind anyway by a year. Everything becomes an escalated problem. Trying to blend back in was very difficult. That was a friendless first year, very friendless, and

  kind of lonely, because of the kids’ attitude – ‘Oh he’s sick, keep away from him!’




  I hated school breaks and lunch because it meant I had nothing to do. No one would talk to me; the rumour ran around the school that I was a bit ‘out there’, and so that’s

  exactly where I found myself, cast out on the outside. I know what that loneliness is, it’s very, very fucking damaging. The only people that talked to me at break time were the dinner

  ladies. They were very kind Irish women – ‘We heard you were ill – how are you?’ I didn’t even really remember being ill, just – ‘Why am I here?’




  Just to give myself something to do, I thought I’d stay late and join the Cub Scouts. Hated it! Hated bloody sitting in a circle and going, ‘Dob dob dib!’ It meant nothing to

  me. To me it was very antisocial because it was full of rule books and you’ve got to get this uniform, and when you earn this badge you get so many merit points. I realized within about half

  an hour that this was an absolutely pointless waste of my life. There was the scout master who was, well, a creep, coming across very much like a priest, dark and shadowy. You know, that smile they

  all had, you could see the gritting of the teeth. I only attended the one night.




  One of the nuns one day called me ‘Dummy Dum-Dum’. That nickname stuck around the school. It’s deeply shocking, what them bitches put on you. From the boy who could read and

  write at four, to Dummy Dum-Dum. It was a real challenge to break through that, but I did. Within a year or two, I was back up in the A grade.




  Those fuck-arse hateful nuns made life punishing, so I educated myself. I just got on with it. If there was a book about, I’d pick it up and read. I loved reading. Not newspapers,

  they bore me. It’s yesterday’s opinion – I’ve always felt that. No, it was books, books, books – anything and everything. After my illness, I got onto a course at the

  local library after school, and I’d go there and paint till nine at night, then take home a load of books and read them until I fell asleep, fighting off sleep all the

  time. I had that constant fear of not waking up, or waking up and not knowing who I was again. I tell you, that’s absolutely the worst thing that can happen.




  What I learned is, the harder you work, the more you get. That’s been my experience, and I absolutely don’t mind hard work. In fact, I love hard work almost as much as doing nothing

  at all. I like my life to switch between those two things. When I was about ten, a friend of the family let me have a go running a minicab service every weekend. Even though I was still trying to

  remember who the hell I was, I was smart enough for that.




  I loved that job, absolutely loved the pressure, the stress. You really had to have a very clear, concise memory. You’re running up to sixteen drivers all at once, and you have to remember

  where all of them are, and ring them up, and talk to them on the radio, and book jobs in advance. I loved it, always in a state of near-collapse. Just on the border of messing up – but,

  never! The responsibility of it – I really felt proud about myself, and that helped me no end.




  I soon discovered that words were my weapons. I learned that I could get out of a tense situation and not be bullied, with comedy. Or the correct formulation of a sentence, that would leave them

  baffled and amused. And therefore you became accepted, as strangely strange but interesting. Of course, when I turned that artillery against the teachers, who I viewed as complete lazy fuck-ups,

  that interested the rest of the class very much. I became something of a spokesman of terror, with no viciousness or violence in it at all. I’d always make sure that my arguments were correct

  – it wouldn’t be just disruption for the sake of it. My ambition is to get to where I want, to achieve the correct information level, and then go on to the next problem.




  I expected everybody else to tell me what was what, when I had no memory. It was vital to me that what they said was true, as I was desperate for the answer. I’m still like that; I want to

  believe what people tell me. I’m very open and trusting, but some people can push that too far, as we know in life – people who have their misguided selfish

  directions that they obscure from you.




  The memories all came back, almost photographically, over the years. That’s why I’m not prone to exaggeration about actual facts from my life. They’re so vital to me. I hinge

  on them. I don’t know what you would call the system, but you siphon out fantasy from reality. There’s a significant way of doing it. Even before, when I was having terrible visions and

  nightmares, before I went to hospital, I’d imagine a dragon at the end of the bed, and my mum and dad would be going, ‘There’s not a dragon there.’ And I knew they were

  right, there was no dragon there – I didn’t see it, but my brain was telling me it was there. You know your brain is tricking you. That’s why I would put something like

  what you would call a soul, as separate from the brain. The two talk to each other, so I see them as separate entities.




  Quite frankly, I don’t have very much fantasy going on in my head. I don’t have room for it. Maybe that’s why I’m mistaken sometimes as being a bit blunt. I really

  don’t like time-wasting. It takes an enormous effort for me to get up in the morning, but absolutely tenfold to get to bed. I don’t like sleep. It frightens me, in case I don’t

  wake up, or don’t remember myself. That will be with me, I suppose, for the rest of my life. That won’t go away, so I’m rather prone to the ‘stay awake and alert’ side

  of life. I may’ve had some ‘assistance’ doing that, over the years, ha ha.




  For a while, after leaving hospital, I’d still have visions – terrifying ones. There was one that reminded me of a priest. To this day, it still comes back every now and again.

  It’s very tall and thin, black hair, black eyes, and very, very evil, staring at me. It’s a real challenge: he comes sometimes in dreams – I have to force myself to confront him.

  If I do that, it goes away. But it’s very hard to get myself to do that. In a state of dreaming, you’ve got no control. But somehow or other I’ve managed to control my dreams.

  I’ve had years of practice.




  In short, I survived a major illness that had its effect on the way my brain now operates, and that’s part and parcel of the making of me. I don’t know what

  the mechanics of the recovery are, but when I read modern research on how the brain works, or the scientific approach to human life, I know there’s a bigger thing in there. There is a

  personality; it’s not just a series of chemical equations – there is a heart and soul, above and beyond the sheer machinery of the soft machine, which is the human being.




  I know it was a strange childhood and all of that, but my mum and dad taught me a sense of independence, and an ability to work out what a problem is, and being able to tell a reality from a

  fantasy. I loved watching this TV programme when I was a kid, called Mystery and Imagination, and it was pure horror. It used to come on late on Sunday night, and they never wanted me to see

  it, and that of course made me want to see it all the more. I love a good horror story or a ghost story, but I know the reality of these things to be different – and that’s proved

  extremely useful.




  I do laugh at the stuff that comes on TV because they’re missing by a mile what’s really going on, but I don’t laugh at the idea of picking up on psychic things. From time to

  time I’ll see things. I’m aware of atmosphere, and I don’t know quite what that is but I’ll pick up on a thing and I’ll know if the mood or the tempo in a room or a

  house is a bit off. I will feel presences and I do know the difference between imagining and the reality in that. I can feel the vibe. It’s an empathy for the tunings of your surroundings.

  There’s a way of tuning in and out. I can completely ignore it or I can let it happen and then you will see things. Sometimes the visions or situations are forced on you.




  Many years later, in this old recording studio, the Manor, I definitely, totally, completely felt what I thought was a cat jump on the bed when I was in it. I knew it and I felt the way it

  moved. I felt it was telling me it was a cat but I couldn’t see it. But I kind of knew it was there. Whereas before I went into the meningitis coma properly, I would imagine a dragon at the

  end of the bed but my mind would tell me it wasn’t there. So I do have a good watchdog inside my head and I understand the difference quite clearly. Hard to

  explain but it’s there.




  I’ve seen many things. I knew when my granddad, my mother’s father, died. I ran over and woke my parents up and told them. I’d seen a huge flash in the corridor. There was no

  reason for a big bright light to be there; it seemed to be looking around and searching. I went out and I followed it into my mum and dad’s room and I told them what I’d just seen.

  I’d seen things like that before. ‘What is that?’ It’s not Most Haunted. That’s what it’s not. For me that’s total fraudulence, whatever it

  is those fools get up to in the cellars of allegedly haunted castles. It’s something else: it’s clued into a pulse that’s currently available to those that know where to dial it

  in, on the radio that’s called your brain. It holds no fear for me; it’s one area where I am extremely brave. It either doesn’t exist at all or it does and I’ve found a way

  of it not presenting any damage to me.




  Now, again, back to hospital, there would be images in my head of characters that would stand around the bed or off in the distance in the hospital ward. I still remember them. One of them is

  the extremely tall priest, that ominous, odd character who turns up every now and again. He seems taller than the space he’s occupying; it’s not in any dimension I can understand. But I

  know it’s malevolent and I know how to stop it. I’m usually sound asleep when this is happening and I force myself to wake up and stare at that particular area, where I’m

  imagining this thing to be. By doing that it’s gone, it’s dissipated. I can do that if I don’t like the dream I’m in – I can find the way out, back into

  consciousness.




  It’s usual that these incidences occur when you’re alone. That’s a great skill, to come through that. It gives you a great sense of empowerment that you’ve conquered the

  assault on your psyche. It is an assault, a challenge. You have to win through it and it makes you feel stronger somehow. Maybe that’s just my mind going through daily exercises. I

  don’t do physical exercises but it’s clear I run the mental gamut – or gauntlet.




  Finsbury Park: it sounds like such a lovely place, doesn’t it? Well, it ain’t, and there ain’t no horse-riding going on around there,

  except the police on a Saturday afternoon, chasing the youth. I was eleven when we moved up there from Holloway, just before secondary school. It finally came about because of the overcrowding in

  the old flat, and through my dad pulling some ‘We’re Irish too, you know’ to the local MP, who was also of Irish roots. It’s about the only time being Irish actually paid

  off. He was just helping out people of his persuasion, I suppose. It was all very ‘gangster lean’. I imagined there was money under a table, because council flats like our new one were

  very hard to get.




  It was in Honeyfield, a block on Durham Road on Six Acres Estate. There was a horrible, maudlin song out at the time by Roger Whittaker that went, ‘I’m gonna leave old Durham

  Town’, which kind of contaminated the good vibes, but otherwise I was thrilled. Just the idea of so many rooms! I loved walking around inside, going up and down the stairs, touching the

  banister. ‘Oh, I think I’ll look out this window now!’ I couldn’t get enough. Of course my dad would always moan about the rent. That’s what all those extra rooms

  amounted to – a whacking great rent bill every week. That was the end of my minicab job too, when we moved. It was too far to go in the morning. Let’s say it was thirty yards further

  than before.




  I was really looking forward to secondary school, because it was a fresh start. I was to attend William of York, another Catholic place off Caledonian Road. I loved the first day –

  everybody was equally shy and open. All of that Dummy Dum-Dum stuff was, I thought, put behind me. What I didn’t know was that the school already had me listed as a bit of a problem. On my

  first day, which bitterly offended me, they put me in the D stream – D for dunce. Hello! They just assumed I had brain problems, and that was that. But within a week I was out of it. Way

  ahead of the game.




  Soon, of course, the bully system crept in, and then there was the us-and-them nonsenses that young spotty kids can compartmentalize themselves into. Then I hated it. It

  was all boys, which became monstrously boring as adolescence reared its ugly head. There were no priests, but there was one that came occasionally to give Maths. Again the choir thing was there,

  and I kept myself well out of that. Really, Catholicism is murderous on potential singers, there ought to be something done about it.




  I liked some of the classes a lot, but I hated the physical education nonsense, because they made you feel really poor, because you had to wear certain uniforms for certain things, like a rugby

  kit or whatever – just unacceptable to me. If you turned up without your kit, it meant you couldn’t do physical education – great! – but you’d get, ‘Bend

  over!’ and get whacked on the backside with a slipper by the PE teacher. So I volunteered to be beaten every single time. It stung like mad.




  The resentment I had for them trying to impose a uniform on me made the pain almost enjoyable, in a self-satisfying, ‘Ha! You’re not gonna beat me’ way. Many other kids did

  that too, and we ended up the majority, so those classes were very poorly attended, and they just got bored slippering us. We outlasted it. Fine! When it came to that particular class, I just

  walked straight out the gates of the school and went off to do something more interesting to me.




  Around twelve or thirteen, I started to find friends of my own, like John Gray. A fabulously awkward chap was John. He was at William of York, and absolutely didn’t fit in, or go along

  with anyone’s agenda but his own, and I loved his individuality. He’s a diamond of awkwardness and at the same time has an arrogance based on real knowledge of things. Encyclopaedic,

  very useful. Anything you didn’t know, you’d go ‘John?’ and there’s the answer.




  He reminds me of that movie Desk Set with Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy. It’s about replacing the knowledgeable staff in a business with a computer. The computer messes up,

  and they eventually realize that the human brain is far more reliable and emotionally a better response to things. Well, that would be John Gray.




  Dave Crowe was another one – a very odd, dark, ominous fella, a bit Frankensteinian in his body frame too, so a huge bulky hooligan kind of a bloke. Quiet, very quiet, but could turn on

  the deadly seriousness. He was in my class, but we only started hanging out after a year or two. He’s also an absolute mathematics wizard, and Maths was something that puzzled me intensely,

  after meningitis, you see. I find the mathematical approach to life very confusing. I either understand a rhythm instinctively, or it’s not going to happen.




  Dave got bored hanging out with the Arsenal yobs at school because he was a Tottenham supporter. Because he was an odd penny in that world, and I was an odd penny in mine, and both of us never

  wanted to do PE – and neither did John Gray – that’s how we all came together. A very odd bunch of characters but all totally resolved, who would rather get slippered than have to

  strip down into some odd outfit – for badminton.




  The presumption of this squalid little Catholic school off Caledonian Road, presuming that they’d be training future badminton players – impossible in a world of brutality. All

  around us was gang warfare, football rows and thuggery. And then they were trying it on with sissy nonsense like that. How can you tell young chaps from an area like that to hit the shuttlecock

  lightly! Unacceptable! Having to wear white dainty outfits with super-short shorts. Never! No! No! Even the gay kids weren’t gonna do that. Just no way.




  My brother Jimmy soon followed me to William of York, but the two youngest ones, Bobby and Martin, went to Tollington Park. By that time, my Mum and Dad had started to fall out with the Catholic

  Church, so William of York was a no-no. There was no way our younger brothers were going to have to endure that priest shite ever again. My dad was very good on that.




  The trouble was that the school he picked for Bobby and Martin was probably the worst hooligan school in London. Tollington Park was ground zero for all the serious

  Arsenal elements in the area. That’s also the same place that my future manager Rambo didn’t go to, if you know what I mean. Attendance didn’t feature very high in that

  school.




  I’m an Arsenal man all my life, so in many ways, me not going there was a sorry gap in my education. William of York was up the Caledonian Road, but that didn’t mean that you were

  mixing with the Callie mob. You were stuck in this isolated Catholic nonsense that was very narrow and insular, and trying to blinker your vision. Trying to suppress you as to the way the world

  really worked. A hardcore school like Tollington Park was absolutely about, ‘This is it, mate, no one likes ya, and we don’t care’. ‘Pretty Vacant’ to my mind

  would be the anthem to Tollington Park. It wasn’t a school at all.




  Just as I was starting to find my feet at William of York, something terrible happened. My paternal grandfather, the Owl Fella, died and I had to identify the body. By now, he had fourteen

  children and was living with a prostitute. Can you imagine that, how my dad felt about representing that to me?




  My aunt, who had fourteen kids of her own, came over from Galway, but my dad had to go to work, so I was left to go along with her to the morgue. They’d had to patch up his skull quite a

  bit, because he’d fallen backwards and split his head open while shagging a prostitute on a doorstep – that’s how he died. When they pulled out the body on the slab, he’d

  died with a stiffy. And it weren’t the leaning tower of ‘Pissy’!




  So I’m there with this auntie – Auntie Lol – and she started screaming and crying, yet that was her father. Her hysterical behaviour really freaked me out – how adults

  sometimes can put so much pain on you when they should be taking responsibility at that particular point. ‘Argh, urgh, I can’t look at it! It’s the worst thing I’ve ever

  seen!’ That’s what she said. And they went, ‘Yes, but we need someone to recognize the body.’ So, up I had to go. He looked, again, a bit like

  Frankenstein’s monster, with the stitch marks across the front of the skull, but I recognized him all right.




  As young as I was, I realized he must’ve been a dirtier bugger than I ever knew because, for my father’s sister to behave that way, when they pulled the body out nude with a big

  fucking hard-on . . . Christ, I’m not that well-endowed – it really was big. God almighty, that’s your own father. What on earth’s gone on in this family?




  This is County Galway, my father’s family. My mother’s family had different ways of telling me they died – by flashing through the corridor. For some odd reason, my mum and dad

  loved each other, they truly did, and had us as offspring, but both sides of their family backgrounds are incredibly crazy. It doesn’t make sense. The coldness of my mother’s family,

  the insane fear of whatever, and endless troops of disaster marching in from the other side.




  That night at the flat in Six Acres, Auntie Lol was in the bedroom next door – Mum and Dad gave her a bedroom to herself, so that meant me, Bobby, Martin and Jimmy had to share beds. And

  we heard her screaming all night long – really terrified screams – and I’d have to go in because that’s what we were told to do by my dad, to calm her down. It was too much

  to listen to her screaming – ‘He’s comin’ back to haunt me!’




  Something had happened, because you can’t be crying about your father in that way. Something evil must’ve gone on. And that’s a terrible truth and reality to know about your

  own family, just as I was getting over my problems.




  My whole world was school and our little slice of London. What else did we know? The furthest I’d travelled was the farm in Carrigrohane, and those periods following

  Dad’s work in Hastings and Eastbourne. That was the extent of my travels, up until the Sex Pistols. There was a school field trip to Guernsey, and a Geography trip to Guildford. Guildford was

  an awful long way from London in them days – a murderously boring coach journey down very windy little country lanes, and it would take for ever. It was a week in these

  awful huts on Box Hill – which I referenced years later in PiL’s ‘Flowers Of Romance’ – and you’d have to deal with the PE teacher threatening to slipper you

  unless you took a communal shower. ‘Ah, thank you, I love the slipper!’




  It was all about us kids looking for ways to get into pubs. That’s what we did. It’s a way of growing up, and you feel like you’ve achieved something – something

  approaching manhood – once you stretch into those no-go areas.




  During William of York, Dad got a job driving cranes on the oil rigs off the coast of Norfolk. It was winter, and we stayed in a holiday camp in Bacton-on-Sea – no one there, just us. That

  wasn’t for too long, but while I was there, I picked up a bit of an ‘ooh-aaarr’ in my voice. When we came back to Finsbury Park, that didn’t do me no favours at all.

  ‘You what?!’




  I used to run around in a Norwich bobble hat, without the bobble. My only affinity was I liked the colours – yellow and green. I also had another one-colour bobble hat, also without the

  bobble. What with the way I dressed and looked, which was always a bit different from the norm, it seemed to rub people up the wrong way at the back of the North Bank – the home terrace at

  Arsenal’s old ground, Highbury.




  I was wearing that hat one of the first times I ran into John Stevens. Rambo, as we know him, was a mate of Jimmy’s from around the flats. He changed the face of football violence for

  ever, with his commitment and organization. You’d never keep up with John! He’d be quicker than a ferret into a ‘row’ – one third the size of whatever was challenging

  Arsenal, and always coming out of it with a big smile on his face. An eejit like me, I was slightly taller – I’d be the first to be punched in the gob. And always having difficult teeth

  – oooh, I must’ve broken so many knuckles just on my buck teeth.




  I don’t get into the psycho aspect of the violence because I’m not like that. I don’t hold grudges too long and my anger is a temporary thing until an issue is resolved.

  It’s just plain and simple. Don’t shout up Tottenham or Chelsea or anything at all in the back of the North Bank. Don’t. And then once we chase you out,

  everything’s happy! I’m not one for pursuing the issue. But I am one for going to their grounds and yelling Arsenal as loud as you like. That’s a kind of hypocrisy, but

  that’s the wonderful arena that football creates.




  The sense of unity was astounding. Every ground had that depth, and you knew it. You knew that this was from the bottom to the top of the terracing. It was not there for the taking, it was there

  for the full-on argument. Glorious, really. I loved History in school – the Roman invasion of Britain was my favourite subject when I was younger, and the Saxons, the Vikings – I always

  wanted to imagine myself in one of those scenarios. Well, a football terrace was exactly that. And it was done in that exact same way. Flanking mattered a lot. I also had this book from the library

  about the Battle of Agincourt – the tactics were all-important, and Rambo’s very tactical, even as such a young kid. Our part of Arsenal’s mob was so young, up against these

  enormous fucks in their thirties and forties, but we wouldn’t run.




  Anyway, that night, Tottenham had a home match. There was a rumour that their mob may be coming down. Forty of us met in the courtyard of the Sir George Robey in Finsbury Park. I was there in my

  one-colour bobble hat. Rambo had set an ambush for them, and any of their mob returning from the match. He just took one look and went to my brother Jimmy, ‘Oh no, he’s no good, send

  him home!’ Jimmy went, ‘No, that’s my older brother, he’s harder than me!’ I was working on the building site at the time, so looks could be deceiving. This is, what,

  fifteen, sixteen. I was utterly fucking fearless. Gone were the days of when I was younger and couldn’t really handle a fight at all. But for somebody like John to come up, and he’d

  back you up – that’s like, wow, you don’t be turning that one down. Not at all, not ever, as I only fully realized many years later.




  At school, I suppose I started to become a bit of a handful in class. Not habitually, but instinctively. If I’m puzzled, I want to know the answer. And if they

  resent explaining to you what it is they’re babbling on about, then fuck ’em, and then of course you will agitate them. You can’t expect people like me just to sit there and be

  nullified. I knew in my own heart and soul that I was there to learn, that’s what school was supposed to give me – an education. When that’s being denied by rubbish teachers,

  I’m furious. Not violent, but I always had the right words.




  It was punishing and frustrating with subjects like History, which I loved. I’d have to ring up people like John Gray and ask them, ‘What was the lesson today about?’ They got

  bored explaining to me, so then I’d go down to the library and research it myself. But slowly, left to your own devices, you lose interest. The perks are gone, the novelty wears off, and it

  becomes just cumbersome to do that.




  I was finally chucked out of William of York mid-year, mid-season. I turned up late – tardiness was their excuse, and not wearing a correct uniform, and my hair was too long. They thought

  I was a Hell’s Angel, because I used to wear my dad’s leather coat. I couldn’t afford the bus pass, and so I cycled to school, and they just put all the wrong things together.




  It was Prentiss, the English teacher, who got me expelled – Piss-Stains Prentiss. These days I go along with the notion of ‘Let the dead rest in peace’, but in them days I

  hated that fucker. I despised him, yet ironically he was a brilliant teacher; it was absolutely thrilling the way he explained Shakespeare, I was fascinated. So complicated and in-depth, right down

  to single-word analysis, and the poetic beat of a single sentence, and the structures – absolutely thrilling! The technicalities of the English language. A really masterfully wonderful

  teacher, but a complete hateful git.




  Because I was still under age for leaving school, and I wanted to finish my ‘O’-levels, I had to go to a College of Further Education in Hackney. It was like an approved day school

  for misfits – when school decided they couldn’t cope with you, that was more or less the local state-run detention centre. We were all supposedly vagabonds and

  reprehensibles. I’d take the bus, and then it was a ten-minute walk.




  Let’s face it, Hackney was never a great place. Let’s just say it was a different class of Arsenal fan.




  And that’s where I met Sid.




  







  ROOTS AND CULTURE




  Music was always played in the Lydon home; it was a constant thing. Dad was particularly into it – he used to play accordion when he was very young. At twelve and

  thirteen, back in Ireland, he was in Irish show bands, all the ‘diddly-doodly-doo’ stuff, but he would never teach me any of it – which I thought was really odd of him. Maybe, as

  with everything else in life, he wanted me to find my own way with it. He still had an accordion, but he buried it at the bottom of a cupboard, and he didn’t want to talk about it or have

  anything to do with it. It was so strange, this mysterious atmosphere he created around it. He didn’t want to pass on any knowledge about music at all.




  But Mum and Dad had an enormous record collection. There was music playing all the time, especially at the weekend. They had very varied tastes, and varied friends. Everyone would bring stuff

  around to listen to, so endless records would come in the house, which I loved. ‘A Boy Named Sue’ by Johnny Cash was the kind of record my mum and dad would like to hear, to challenge

  their friends and see what their reaction would be. Mum also liked traditional ballads and folk, but she also loved the Kinks, the Beatles, big singers like Petula Clark and

  Shirley Bassey, and lots of dance music.




  I vividly remember my mum and dad dancing to ‘Welcome To My World’ by Jim Reeves on the Dansette in the front room – her with her bouffant and pink Crimplene outfit, and my dad

  in his suit and tie. It was a very romantic song, but also kind of political, that the world could be a better place – just hopeful, positive. A wonderful song.




  That was where I learned my DJ skills, because I’d see that as my job when I was young, to put the records on. And serve the drinks – in them situations the DJ had to run the bar,

  and the younger the better, because you’d serve up big measures to make your elders happy. I loved putting on records. Now that was the kind of machinery I understood, because I was getting

  results – ‘a-ha, pleasant sound at loud volume!’ Great, what a pay-off! And so I got into buying records myself, and went from there on.




  Oddly, though, when I was in hospital, which was for nearly a year, I never missed it at all, probably because I didn’t remember it, but there was no music, no radio playing in the

  hospital ward or anything like that. In fact, I don’t even think there was a television.




  I was soon guzzling up all the popular culture that came my way. I remember us always having a telly, a small Rediffusion, maybe. It was something that looked English and was, so it didn’t

  work too well – grainy, black-and-white, and small. My dad was never too interested in it, nor my mum – for them it was just something to stare at when you’re exhausted at the end

  of the day.




  After World War Two, class was redefined completely in the UK. The landed gentry really were an all-but-dead dinosaur, so things had to be readjusted. So you had the BBC

  – Tory, upper/middle class; and ITV – Labour, working class. The lines were drawn that clearly. We’d never watch anything on the BBC at all apart from the football, because it was

  considered posh people doing rubbish. I loved the plays, I grew up with them, but the posh accents drove me nuts.




  I hated Sundays bitterly because the TV was always so bad. The religious programmes in the early morning. We loved The Big Match in the afternoon, but after that you knew it was more

  hymns and Stars on Sunday and all them horrible Sunday Night at the Palladium things, which were just grim to watch. I hated them, hated everybody on them – even the comedians;

  you got the idea that they were watered down. Even at a very early age you knew the humour was just babyish. You’d end up watching Upstairs Downstairs – I used to love the mother

  in the strangled neck clothing – simply because there was fuck all else on.




  It’s worth reminding people: how many channels did we have? Three, at that point. And what would there be on for kids? Rubbish like Thunderbirds and Supercar – urgh! –

  and Fireball XL5. That’s my youth. I hated all of them. It was just daft puppetry. You could see the strings! You could maybe laugh at that, but really I had no attention span for it

  at all. There was Doctor Who, which involved humans, but only because of the Daleks would I have any interest. Most of it was those stupid ant people, and you could see the big fat legs and

  you knew it was a man in a suit. It was a bloke in high waders with an ant job on top. Daft!




  What I loved was the comedies – particularly Steptoe and Son, because there they were, they were dealing with garbage and trash, but the writing was a jewel, and the characters were

  so real to working-class people. The portrayal of the characters was not cartoonish, and the dialogue was overwhelmingly educational. The understanding and the comprehensive

  balance and delicacies of being British were all in there.




  Poor old ’Arold trying to be sophisticated was a scream. I could immediately empathize with the pain he was going through, getting it wrong, but I couldn’t empathize with the fact

  that he never seemed to learn – his presumptuousness in wanting to go ‘poash’ and every single time completely misunderstanding posh people. Whatever environment he was trying to

  sleaze his way into with his sycophantic ‘oh yaah!’, those alleged posh people came over as decent folk who couldn’t tolerate him and thought he was the snob. He was always

  being reprimanded for his social climbing because he was the most judgemental one of the lot. This is all what I gleaned from it as a very young kid.




  I loved Norman Wisdom films too – a heart of gold, and always misunderstood – but music very quickly became my thing. For me, exploring it alone was the best way. I’d obviously

  take hints from Mum and Dad, but their taste wasn’t always mine. At all. I could never understand the Beatles for some reason, and they loved them. It was all that ‘she loves you, yeah,

  yeah, yeah’ stuff. Urgh! I hated their hairdo, hated everything about them.




  So, when I’d got a bit of money together from different odd jobs, I’d go off to different record stores and deal with the challenge of finding out what’s what. My first

  purchases were all bad choices based on the colours of the covers, but one thing led to another. I loved the shape of records, I loved the feel of them, I loved the power of what came out of the

  speakers from them. It was astoundingly rewarding to me, to do that. All kinds of noises thrilled me.




  When I was ten or eleven, it was 1966 or ’67, and albums were becoming more important, but they were outside my price zone. So I’d always have a single off it.

  Some of them stores would actually let you hear the album, and that was always fascinating. You had to find very select stores with people who really did love music and would share it with you, and

  could see that you were an up-and-coming musaholic.




  For all the ‘Swinging ’60s’ nonsense, Britain was still stuck in the Max Bygraves era. We were still being force-fed all that showbiz syrup. Like always, what they play on

  popular radio isn’t necessarily popular – it’s what you’re told is popular. It’s what you’re denied access to that’s really the most intriguing stuff.




  Until punk started, there really wasn’t anywhere to listen to new and different types of music. It’s been belaboured that John Peel or the pirate radio stations were doing that, but

  they weren’t really. It was still music that was above and beyond the average working-class listener. No one around my area gave tuppence about Sergeant Pepper’s. That was when

  the Beatles were rich kids having fun. It was still highly orchestrated and highly organized, and a lot of money went into promoting it.




  The Beatles – yeah, a couple of good records there, but my mum and dad had driven me crazy with their early stuff, so by the time they’d turned into Gungadin and his Bongos, there

  wasn’t much there for me. The people surrounding them were pretentious, with flowers painted on their faces and rose-tinted oversized sunglasses. The whole thing was too silly for words. I

  remember watching them on Top of the Pops doing ‘All You Need Is Love’, all that ‘la la la la-laaaa’ – oh, fuck off! No, I need a hell of a lot of other things

  as well. Don’t make me feel selfish for acknowledging a truth at a very early age.




  My impression of them always was: cold as ice, not made for sharing. I preferred listening to Slade, which was a bonkers stoopid-looking band. Noddy Holder with that perm

  – come on, that’s ridiculous, and what a great guitarist!




  From about thirteen, circa 1969, I started getting really heavily into record-buying, and that was my albums period. I was listening to everything and anything, not just pop and rock. I loved

  Rachmaninov, anything that had a Rimsky-Korsakov banging-of-the-piano was way up my street. That heavy, heavy stuff. I think it was called Romeo & Juliet, but there was a part in it that

  just sounded like tanks coming over a hill to me – loved it!




  As an aside, the school orchestra always thrilled me, because it was just dreadful, but glorious. I’d always listen at the side, banging a triangle, while forty of us made this insane row.

  I’d listen inside of the ringing, and pick out tunes, all absolutely discordant. There’d be the haters in there bashing away, and the arseholes who were trying to do it properly –

  the Matlocks. And then there’d be the merrymakers, such as I.




  It drove our music teacher mad. I can’t remember his name. He was so effeminate and ridiculous, and he loved the Bee Gees. He had these silly plastic xylophone things, with just one metal

  clip and a tiny hammer, and asked us to be twottering away to Bee Gees records. It was great to hear the Bee Gees in school, but they were hardly to my mind the voice of rebellion. At the same

  time, that music teacher, he had to endure the hate and the wrath of the Catholic hierarchy at William of York, because they viewed the Bee Gees as a negative influence on the youth. There were no

  youth running around trying to look like the Bee Gees, I can tell you that.




  At the same time, we had everything around us in Finsbury Park, which is what ‘Lollipop Opera’ on the This Is PiL album is all about. Reggae was always

  around – you couldn’t miss it because of the Caribbean community living there. Oooooh, the dirtiness of some of them early ska records. One I remember in particular was ‘Dr

  Kitch’ – ‘I cannot stand the sight of your injection/I put it in!/She pull it out! I push it in . . .’




  From a very early age I’d go to my favourite store, the one under the bridge in Finsbury Park, run by a little old lady. People from outside the area used to come just for that store. I

  don’t know how, but she had the best reggae in the world, all imported directly from Jamaica. The shop was full of Jamaicans, and heavy metal heads. There was a lot of Jimi Hendrix in the

  racks, a lot of hardcore heavy metal, which it wasn’t called that at the time. It was called progressive. So there would be the brilliant combination of those two elements that felt right at

  home with each other to me.




  All of these records used to intermingle; I never made any cultural decisions about them, they all just seemed to fit together well, and blend well. So I’d like bits and pieces of

  anything, and I’d quite happily mix reggae or classical up with Alice Cooper and Hawkwind. I realized that it all exists inside the head, it’s another universe entirely. It’s as

  real as anything else; it’s the gift that we humans have for each other, that extra special form of communication that goes beyond words and sounds. It’s a dreamscape, I suppose, and

  out of dreams great things do come.




  I loved Status Quo, for instance. I loved the way that they found something inside a simple format, to say so much. Their methodology is simplicity, and perfection inside that simplicity.

  I’m so empathic with what they do, it just sounds like jolly good push-and-shove. Very, very skillful to me – superb, and beat perfect. Fantastic rock. Wonderful,

  brilliant, beautiful stuff.




  I also latched onto Captain Beefheart in a big way. I had no idea what he was about, but I knew I liked it. Captain Beefheart was a comedy act, slightly. He never took pause when he was going

  into deep comedy or parody. He was a bit like a Tommy Cooper of music at that time. It was wonderful what he did – taking deep Delta blues and all those Southern things, and turning it upside

  down, and making really, really good tunes, out of tuneless cacophony.




  He wasn’t liked by many serious blues musicians at all, precisely because of his chaotic handle on it. They would take themselves rather too serious, and were too wrapped up in themselves

  as historians, shall we say. Which is missing the point and purpose of music, which is to entertain, enthral and educate. But not dictate. Authenticity? Oh, stop it! That’s the devil in

  music. The people who were preaching authenticity in blues were the likes of Eric Clapton – now, hang on! Apart from coming from the wrong country – there’s a few other things

  wrong there! He’s imitating something, then preaching the rights and wrongs of it. He misunderstands that music is written by people, for people. I understand that purity is a very fine

  thing, but some of us sometimes – we like impure also. Y’know, I like to mix my drinks!




  ‘Progressive rock’ was an unfortunate title for all the music that came at the turn of the ’70s, because most of the bands under that banner really weren’t very

  progressive at all; they all seemed to be following each other, and there was too much Beatles influence in so many things. I was never one for Yes. I loved the covers and the artwork, but that

  ridiculous dribble that they released – there’s not much in there for me. But I took the Roger Dean trail so seriously. I bought albums by bands like Paladin

  – anything that he had artwork on. In many ways, that opened my mind to records that I wouldn’t normally have listened to. There are many ways to get to the music, and artwork is one of

  them for me.




  I used to love the Vertigo label, when it had the spinning spiral, that was just great, and it was always on the B-side, so I’d always play the B-side just to watch that revolve on the

  turntable. It was great, it was quite trippy, on their 45s, on the singles. I’ve been prone to epileptic fits, after meningitis, so any kind of movement like that gets a bit trippy in my

  head. Watching that symbol circulate, that ever-ever-ever-ongoing tunnel, and trying to get the fucking stylus on the groove – wowzers!




  By the time I was fifteen, sixteen, glam rock had taken over. T. Rex’s Electric Warrior was a stunning album. Again, I loved the cover – the gold, and the power amp –

  phwoar, it was the dog’s bollocks! And there he was wisping away over those beautiful underplayed guitar parts – more than a nod and a wink to Bo Diddley, but God, look what

  he’d done with it!




  The productions at that time really, really thrilled me. Pop music in general sounded just great, so slick and groovy, even down to Alvin fucking Stardust, who I adored, and David Essex’s

  ‘Rock On’, and Gary Glitter’s ‘Rock And Roll (Part 1 & 2)’. Not much music in them, in a way, but there was something else going on, the atmosphere it would

  create. It was modernizing rock ‘n’ roll, taking it to a new level, and it wasn’t always gonna be about Yes and bands like that, who were torturing you with their fine-note

  productions. This lot were, ‘Oh, bollocks to that.’




  In making his transition from hippie-dippie folk, Bolan was rather disliked by the cross-legged brigade, but he was instantly adored and loved by girls and young boys at

  the local disco. They were records that formulated a great deal of sexual activity, which cannot be undermined. Tamla Motown did the same. So we had it from all sources. You must let the youth bond

  with each other.




  Then there was David Bowie singing about ‘man love’ in ‘Moonage Daydream’. That’d be Sid’s song – he loved that, but he wouldn’t explain it. For

  me, it was all about Mick Ronson’s bloody guitar, which to this day is still lurking around inside my head as the most wonderful sound I ever heard. It was smooth, delicious, tonal . . .

  Ooooh, such a wonderful fucking thing to get to grips with. It would empower you.




  Before him, if you were looking for guitar heroes, of course there was Jimi Hendrix, but nobody could quite work out what it was Jimi Hendrix was doing because – wonderfully so – it

  was beyond music. But because he came from an American culture, there was still a mystery as to what that Americanism was, so it was very hard to relate to on a street level. Mick Ronson just

  seemed like a lad, with a bit of glitter and satin pants, but he was playing tones that felt very, very soulful to my culture and my background.




  When you went out, you’d spend all weekend out drinking, drugging, whatever, whoring – except we wouldn’t call it that, more like ‘having mutual-benefit

  relationships’. Growing up, in other words. Just finding out what your body parts really can do. None of this was a bad thing, and in the back of that there was Mick Ronson’s guitars.

  And various other sounds too, but music does that – it kicks everything off in your psyche.




  And this wasn’t coming from intellectual bands like Emerson Lake & Palmer or Yes; this was from root-core, bog-standard pop. The absurdities of Marc Bolan, the absolute beauty in simplistic stuff, the alleged three-chord wonder – ‘Oh, that’s not music.’ Well, it bloody well is. There’s something in them three

  chords that hits everybody; that’s why, to this day, the bottom-line function I see in what I do is – I write pop songs. I can go into elaborate versions of pop songs but the basic root

  of me is pop music. I love ‘Storm In A Teacup’ by the Fortunes as much as I do – well, a lot more than I do – ‘Smoke On The Water’ by Deep Purple.




  Bowie was propagating this man-love imagery, but he was doing it in such a brave way that Arsenal’s mob really liked it. Football thugs liked the audacity of it, and the toughness, and

  suddenly outrageous gay people became warriors, respected by hooligans. It’s a good lesson to learn about the way things really work – what you’d think would be exact opposites

  could sometimes meet at the same place. If you stand up for whatever it is you really believe in, if you really stand up, and be accounted for, people will rate you highly.




  A lot of glam rock sounded great, but none of them had it in the complicated class that Bowie did. Bolan had great records, but, y’know, he was still a little whimsical elf. Bowie was

  rather loud about it, and in a completely antisocial way according to the powers that be at that time. And therefore you made great room for him. And a Bowie gig was a great place to meet girls,

  that’s for sure – absolutely full of them, and all rampant!




  The sexual curiosity that glam rock kicked up – Bowie standing up for something, saying, ‘Who are you to tell me what to do?’ – it was a great breeding ground for punk to

  begin. Punk didn’t just begin overnight; it came from all of these things. It was a gradual gravitation towards the bloody bleedin’ obvious.
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  FIRST INDOOR TOILET




  Hackney & Stoke Newington College was full of girls! Problem girls – yummy! There were girls at Eden Grove, but in primary school girls

  were always bullies. They seemed to be more adult than boys. But William of York was all boys, so Hackney & Stoke Newington seemed great to me.




  I was an arsehole, and I’d fall in love with anything that walked past me. Very romantic! An absolute penchant for romance, imagining all kinds of situations, and of course all ruined the

  second I’d open my mouth.




  After meningitis, here came another nightmare and a half around the corner – adolescence! A lot of kids go into that with some form of artillery. All my defences were down and beaten to a

  pulp, so everything became doubly antagonizing to me. An awful lot to consider, and consider it I did, because I’ll tell you, I had such a fixation on girls’ summer dresses. I would

  turn into such an oogly voyeur. In them days, I don’t think they called it ‘voyeur’, there were far harsher terms. But I wasn’t aware that I was staring so intently.

  I’d become completely enveloped in the beauty of that visual – schoolgirls in summer dresses. Fantastic.




  At the time, though, I didn’t have the words to deal with those scenarios. I was very backward in social groupings of girls, very, very shy about it. I didn’t

  know what to say or do, and there was no one you could ask really, because your relationships with girls aren’t a subject open for discussion with other fellas. They just aren’t, unless

  you join those cliques that go, ‘Yeah, I shagged her, then I shagged her,’ and you know they’re fucking liars.




  So I became Chinese there for a while. Johnny Wan-King. I didn’t get up to much else. There were girls around the flats, and you’d do things behind the bicycle sheds, that you look

  back on now, and you go, ‘Oh, I don’t want to remember it.’ I hope they don’t!




  In terms of specific crushes, absolutely any girl would do! I was like a complete parasitic leech – I’d hook on and follow them around, and drive them crazy. There were several

  – their names I can’t remember now. There was a girl who lived above us, she went to a convent school in Highgate, and she just thrilled me. She’d come over in that uniform

  – just, wow! You look back at it, and she was just a bespectacled, spotty tomboy of a girl with knobbly knees – but good enough for me! But apparently I’m not good enough for her,

  so there. Rejection is such a terrible thing, isn’t it? But it’s the making of the man. You need to be told to sod off every now and again. It’s useful.




  At Hackney, it became more like actual dating – meet, go to the cinema and things like that. Or sit in a cafe, which was kind of good. It was different and I liked it. But I’ve never

  been what you’d call Fanny Hunter Number One. I’m just not much good at it. I tend to form deep relationships, me. Flippancy doesn’t really work with me, and it takes a lot for me

  to open up to anybody, anyway. I have to really trust them.




  Everyone at Hackney had a social problem in one way or another – that’s the reason it was there. It wasn’t a violent place. You would think that all manner of bad would come

  out of that. No, everybody there wanted to achieve, but couldn’t achieve under the duress of the system, or the ‘shitstem’. It was basically just school by

  any stretch, so I wore my William of York uniform still, because I didn’t want to wear out anything that I liked. But it was a bit of a fashion parade. Sidney certainly used it as a

  catwalk.




  The fella I rechristened Sid Vicious was an amazingly funny character. It would be midwinter, absolutely bitterly freezing – a typical November winter’s day, and you know how

  to-the-bone ice-cold those winds can be in London – and he’d turn up in a short-sleeved shirt made of cheesecloth, which was the fashion at the time, and no coat, and thin pants –

  feeling very fashionable but freezing to death, but it didn’t matter because he thought he looked good.




  I met him around the college, and just thought he was hilarious. He was always brushing his hair, trying to look like Bowie, and it wasn’t working. What an oddball. Very funny bloke, great

  company, but dumb as a fucking brush, and absolutely convinced he was gorgeous, and he’d say so. I loved that outwardness. ‘Gurls luv me!’ he always said. When that ended up in

  the Pistols documentary, The Filth And The Fury, there was a double stroke of joy in it for me because it was something he said right from the very first minute I met him. I know he knew

  I’d get it. It cracks me up to this day. That’s so typical him, he was so not gorgeous – brilliant, hahaha!




  His real name was Simon, but he never liked it, so he was using his other one, John. The story he told me was that his father was a Grenadier Guard. He’d proudly say, ‘Yeah, just

  like Bob Marley!’ His mother was an Ibiza hippie, and it was an unwanted pregnancy. The father didn’t want to know, so she brought him up. She was a well-educated person, was

  Sid’s mother, but she didn’t seem to have an occupation. She’d be one for the long flowing hippie dresses, and the black fingernails. But sometimes I’d see her in what

  I’d call a nurse’s outfit, but in khaki. Very odd. I don’t know what she ever did. She probably bagged nails. Somebody had to put all those nails in boxes.




  Ritchie was his father’s surname, Beverley was his mother’s, so how he was registered on his birth certificate I don’t know. He couldn’t get to

  grips with it, so he was more than pleased when I started calling him Sid, because that was a new name to add to the repertoire. It was after my pet hamster, a stupid thing, but very friendly,

  hence it was appropriate. At the time Sid was such a downer name, because, with the direct correlation to Sid James, it meant everything awful, a very bad working-class name, so he loved it all the

  more, he revelled in it. That was Sidney.




  He used to live with his mother in Fellows Court, a grim high-rise in Hackney. At first I thought, what a great place to live. NO!! Its elevator never worked, and it was always up eleven flights

  of stairs when you went to see him, so I wasn’t too eager about visiting initially.




  Sid was very witty, and again that was his survival technique – humour. To pronounce Vogue magazine ‘Vogg-you-ee’ was very funny. I would’ve been none the wiser

  but for the fact that we had French taught at William of York. In fact I, along with Sid, preferred ‘Vogg-you-ee’. It seemed to sum it up much better. But he used to treat it like it

  was the Bible. Of course, he never bought a copy. He’d just go to the news-stand and read it. Or view the pictures, actually, no reading involved. He liked his fashions to hilarious degrees,

  and for Sidney, David Bowie was his fashion icon of all time. If Sidney ever wanted to be anyone, it was Dave.




  The Sid speciality was getting his hair to stick up like Bowie’s. He would get two chairs from the living room and put them in front of the oven, open it and lie upside down with his head

  inside with the gas on, and the heat would make his hair stiff. He once caught fire that way too. Sometimes it would frizzle at the end, but it was a good look. You know, ‘How does Dave Bowie

  get that happening?’ ‘Well, just like you, Sid!’




  It was hilarious to bring Sid into Finsbury Park. There were top Gunners left right and centre, going, ‘What the fuck is that?’ I went, ‘That’s a brave fella,

  you’ve got to admit. It’s mid-winter and he’s wearing a sleeveless shirt because fashion comes first!’ ‘Yeah, fair point!’




  One time I took him to the back of the North Bank at Arsenal. As it turned out, he had good mates there – serious mates; I was surprised. There was one chap that years later became a

  really serious problem – a real battler. He weren’t no weak heart, Sid, and there he was with his Dave Bowie quiff that he’d spent two days with his head backwards in the oven

  perfecting – because the idea of hairspray or a hairdryer never occurred to him!




  He turned up at my family’s house one day, and he’s in a thin T-shirt, but he’s wearing this Afghan coat that he said his mate had nicked off a Manchester City supporter, and

  there was still M.C. etched on the back. And he went, ‘Have you got any spray paint?’ You know, ‘Come on, Sid, have Man City really come to town wearing that? Hmmm, I don’t

  know, I think that stands for Maria Cachuba – a girl’s name or something.’ ‘No, no,’ Sid goes, ‘I won it in a battle!’ He didn’t. It turned out it

  was stolen off a hippie.




  But Sid wasn’t a threat to anybody. His thing was: I look better than Bowie, and I’m a virgin. That was his selling point. At that age, that was incredibly brave. Everyone our age,

  between fourteen and fifteen, was like, ‘Oh no, I’m not a virgin.’ You know when you’ve got your three weeks’ summer holiday, then you come back, and everyone tells

  you how many women they shagged. I doubt it’s any different to this day, except maybe the age has dropped to thirteen or fourteen. But that was the basic principle, and Sid ran it the other

  way: No, I’m a complete virgin. I loved that very much about him.




  I may’ve taken the piss out of him for the Bowie thing, but then trying to be like anybody else leaves you open for ribbing. At that time, I had really long hair, and I had Hawkwind

  emblazoned on the back of the jean jacket that I wore over my school uniform – with no sleeves – very biker-y, I suppose. The very thing I was accused of at William of York, I’d

  adopted as an image.




  Sid did a hilarious drawing of me: it was this tiny little head with one string of long hair, and huge wide shoulders, looking very much like a brick with a pea on top,

  and one thread dangling. That was his image of me, so how on earth we ever got to hang out with each other is anyone’s guess. Other than, I think, humour, and his preference at the time for

  being called John when it was really Simon. That was, ‘Oh, another John – after me, John Gray, John Stevens, etc. How many of them do I need!’




  There was another John at that school; he had extremely long hair, but he had a tendency to be psycho-violent. He was a brilliant artist and a great footballer, but very antisocial and he ended

  up in some criminal alcove somewhere. He was adopted and not liked by his adoptive parents, so he was having real problems, mentally and socially. I learned a lot from him, and nothing at all from

  the art teacher. So, another John – after the war everyone ran out of ideas. ‘Call him John, he probably won’t live long.’ And if they did, they could pick their own.

  ‘It’s up to you now. Call yourself what you want, just get out of the house!’




  Friday nights at Hackney & Stoke Newington would be the college dance nights. I ended up running them, and that would be a brilliant juxtaposition of events – lots of Kool & the

  Gang-type stuff, and then hardcore reggae, and the occasional Hawkwind thrown in, and it absolutely went down a treat. A great mixture of different belief systems in music coming together because

  it was a chance to sneak in drinks and be naughty, and watch the girls and see how they were when they were ‘off duty’, when the guard is let down. That’s what social events are

  all about: it’s being able to drop your guard and be rewarded for it, rewarded with friendliness and openness from others. Music’s a great leveller in that.




  We started going out clubbing in Hackney, because there were loads of places to go. I’d go down to Sid’s first, and there’d be trouble – ter-wubble! – no matter

  where we went, just because of the way we were wearing our clobber. Many a time we’d have to run back to Sid’s place because we’d missed the last bus, and I weren’t going to

  walk through that particular area at night. I’d always stay at his, because there were no buses running, and it was way too long a walk back to Finsbury Park, and very

  dangerous at night too. You’d go through Hackney, then Stroud Green, and all manner of things could go wrong.




  Sid’s mother, Anne Beverley, never really spoke to me. She never really understood or liked me. I suppose I might have come across as a very silent character. They didn’t know what

  my potential was, and neither did I at the time. She’d always have a dinner ready for Sid – just Sid, whom she would oddly call Michael, even though we knew him as John, and Sid by

  nickname. Not even Simon. It was so strange, so dissipated from reality in a weird way. So there I was, the man who’d just saved her son from a kicking, and I wasn’t allowed to eat.

  I’d have to just sit there and watch Sid scoff it all.




  The teachers at Hackney & Stoke Newington were really good, some of them, really inspiring; they’d get my mind to open up to all manner of things. For instance, there

  was one who made us write an essay on the word ‘encounters’, and what that meant. There was no answer to it, and that was the joy of it. It really annoyed me at the time: ‘I want

  to know what you mean. What is an encounter? Tell me!’ ‘Nope, find it out for yourself, and put it in an essay.’ Of course, I was nowhere near it. It was an eye-opener, but also

  infuriating, and I wanted more of that challenge.




  From what I remember, I came away with about seven ‘O’-levels. I wanted these things. I’d started those courses when I was young, and I wanted to finish them, as a sense of

  personal achievement, but also of course out of the foolish belief that by getting all these exams I’d become amazingly clever and everyone would want to employ me. Funnily enough, it

  didn’t work out that way.




  I felt like I’d committed to school, though, and I wanted to better myself. I decided to go on to do ‘A’-levels elsewhere, but I had to pay for my education at that point, so

  my dad got me jobs on building sites to earn the money to be able to go to Kingsway College. There was no grant for me. I just didn’t qualify. Bad school reports from

  the previous places didn’t help. No student loan. Nothing. I paid for it with the money I earned working on the building sites, and the money was so good that I could do that, and also live

  off it rather comfortably while also contributing to Mum and Dad’s rent at Honeyfield. I thought Kingsway was a very good investment for my future. And it paid off, because no matter what I

  did or didn’t learn there, I learned social skills, how to get on with other people, and how to listen to teachers. When they’re saying interesting things, I’m all ears.




  Kingsway was about a ten-minute walk from King’s Cross up Gray’s Inn Road, and when you followed the road right up to the top, you could get into Soho in the heart of town. But the

  college itself was bang opposite a council estate – poor people’s housing all round.




  The main thing was, I wanted to continue with English Literature, because I loved my reading, and Piss-Stains Prentiss, however much of a bastard, had got me into Shakespeare – so yippee,

  thanks to him, not all bad. I also wanted to do Technical Drawing, because I love draftsmanship, but it came together with Maths and Physics, so that was a no-no.




  Apparently I’d been quite good at Maths before meningitis, but afterwards it was like that capability had been extinguished in my brain. Stuff like Physics is a literal rocket science to

  me. I find those subjects mind-numbing because I can’t place them in any kind of reality. They all seem to be like complicated suppositions to me. It’s like imagining three-tiered

  chess, without the chess boards. Where’s the inspiration in logarithms and binary? It was never explained why we’d sit there like dummies, going ‘Zero, zero, one, one’, over

  and over again. ‘X plus Y equals what?!’ ‘Who cares, if I don’t know what X is!’




  So I did three ‘A’-levels: English, Art and History. Initially, I found it extremely difficult to get into the way subjects were debated rather than lectured; previously you were

  told, ‘This is this, and that’s that, and don’t ask a question.’ But now it would be a lot of preponderance on what your thoughts were, but that was

  good because it dragged that out of me, and slowly but surely I came out of my shell.




  I found that I could actually do what I could do socially now, also in an educational scenario. What a thrill. And to not be shy, to be able to stand up and read out aloud a piece of poetry or a

  section out of a novel. I learned public speaking, I suppose. That’s not what I went there for, but that’s what I got from it – the emphasis on words, and sentence structures and

  all of those delicious things. I suppose I was writing things of my own. I’d tease myself with a subject I knew nothing about then I’d go out and find as much information on it as I

  could and put together a thing on it, a piece, to educate myself, and I liked doing that. At Kingsway I could actually share those ideas with other people because they were doing the same kind of

  thing, and I’d be able to stand up and proudly present my thesis. It was creative writing, really. I was ready for something, I just didn’t know what.




  The English Literature teacher there in particular was great – loved her. Really proper analysis of poetry and the written word. Even Samuel Pepys’ diaries, we’d have a poke at

  that occasionally. Just loved it. Behind the scenes, I’d be reading everything and anything. Chaotically. Probably the same way I approached music – ‘I like the colour of that

  electric-blue book!’
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