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PREFACE

It has been some time since the original publication of Unreasonable Behaviour and I have to say that I was truly staggered by the response that it received. I thought that publishing the facts about my personal life would help to chase away some of my demons. Instead, all I was left with was the pain and guilt that I brought upon myself by betraying my beautiful wife and family. But now, twelve years on, I am extremely happy. At this moment in time I have four lovely grandchildren and a lovely new lady in my life.

I am still very much the photographer and working on all kinds of projects. I’ve presented three major exhibitions in France, where photography is, thankfully, still held in high regard, and last year, at the United Nations HQ in New York, I put together a major exhibition highlighting the AIDS crisis sweeping the southern continent of Africa. I have also published three new books and I am now working on a very exciting new project on the tribes of Southern Ethiopia.

So it all looks like I am, at last, beginning to pick up the pieces of my life once again. As for the future, I intend to keep working and, above all, try to be more adaptable to an ever-changing world.

Don McCullin

Somerset

March 2002
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‘They are like candles that no-one will put out, or stains that cannot be removed.’

M. Haworth-Booth on McCullin’s photographs

‘No se puede mirar.’ (‘One cannot look at this.’)

‘Yo lo vi.’ (‘I saw it.’)

Goya

‘To make you hear, to make you feel, to make you see.’

Conrad


PART ONE

Becoming Streetwise


1

THE BATTLEGROUND

TWO BROTHERS MET on a desert battleground on a February day in 1970. The elder was myself, covering my twentieth battle campaign as a photo-journalist; the younger, engaged in skirmishing with horse- and camel-mounted tribesmen of that remote African country, was my little brother Michael, then Sergeant, now Adjutant McCullin of the French Foreign Legion. For the short hour in which I could touch down in this arid spot, we met only to disagree.

We both spoke from too close a knowledge of war, gained in a long separation from each other. Like Legionnaires, war photographers cannot avoid the front line. In the bars of beleaguered hotels in the world’s trouble spots where foreign correspondents gather there is sometimes talk of our seeing, due to modern means of communication, more of battle than anyone in history. Serving soldiers (SAS and mercenaries apart) are usually committed only to their own country’s conflicts; war correspondents go to them all. And photographers, unlike reporters who can often gather better information behind the lines, are generally found in the thick of the fighting. Those who stay with the work for a long time, like the great Robert Capa and Larry Burrows, often die with it. I stayed with it for twenty years, and by some miracle survived. By the time I met my brother in Chad I had lived in the front lines of Cyprus, the Congo, Jerusalem, Biafra, and many of the campaigns in Vietnam. I was to go on to see war’s depredations at Yom Kippur, in Cambodia, in Jordan, the Lebanon, Iran, Afghanistan, even in El Salvador. Many of my good friends lost their lives on these battlegrounds.

It was perhaps the breadth of my experience that led Michael and me to differ. We had both been drawn to war by a sense of adventure, but its meaning for each of us had changed. To Michael, war was a game, a passion. Although it still held excitement for me, most of the time I could think only of its horrors. Michael’s attitude was the more explicable, the more soldierly; mine was less straightforward. After all, my engagement was voluntary, for I was not under military discipline. If war had become so hateful to me, why did I not keep away? I have even been told I must have some sort of death wish – and it is true that throughout most of my life something has forced me to go out and record death and suffering. But it is not through any yearning for death for myself, or any man.

Now that I have stopped going to wars I still struggle with the meaning of all those experiences. Wars have dreadful differences, but also a dreadful sameness. You sleep with the dead, you cradle the dead, you live with the living who become the dead. Seeing, looking at what others cannot bear to see, is what my life as a war reporter is all about, and I have been criticised for forcing horrors into the view of complacent people. It has been said of my pictures of war and famine that ‘we know now that our knowing makes no difference’. Yet I believe that it is not ‘naive to think all that mattered’. Of course our knowing matters, and mine are far from the only photographs to have awakened to public conscience in recent years. I resent the idea – voiced more than once – that the subjects of my photography are ‘matters too serious for art’. I am also deeply suspicious of any attempt to censor communication of the truth.

Even with all my years of watching, I have never been able to switch off my feelings, nor do I think it would be right to do so. Few are equipped to remain unmoved by the spectacle of what war does to people. These are sights that should, and do, bring pain, and shame, and guilt. Some sights heighten the feelings to an unbearable pitch. Once, when I was caught in a forward position with American marines in Vietnam, a supply wagon bringing ammunition – a moke of the kind you might see on sea-side dunes – overshot our position in the dark. It stopped, and a sniper killed the driver, who stayed slumped in his position at the wheel, the engine droning on eerily. Through the night he was outlined by tracer flares from the other lines, unearthly in harsh yellow, orange and green. The incoming fire made it impossible for us to reach him. We watched in appalled fascination until dawn, when the battle died down and the moke’s engine, finally running out of petrol, puttered to a stop.

Often in battle you think tomorrow it will be you, that you are going to be the one lying with your face to the stars. It is strange to think of a human body lying fixed in one position, staring at the stars without seeing. I remember being in a patrol when a burst of automatic fire brought down the two men ahead of me. I dived for cover, my mouth in the mud, my cameras covered with dirt, and I lay there, still, for twenty minutes during which everything in my life came back to me. At times like these, when men have died in front of you, and behind you, there is an overwhelming sense of them dying for you.

It has been said that I print my photographs too dark. How can such experiences be conveyed with a feeling of lightness? Yet, I ask myself, what has all my looking and probing done for these people, or for anyone? How many times, as the fire was closing on my position, have I thought – Is this it? Is this the day? What have I done with my life?
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CHILDREN OF WAR

LIKE ALL MY generation in London, I am a product of Hitler. I was born in the Thirties and bombed in the Forties. Then Hollywood moved in and started showing me films about violence. At a very early age I can remember overhearing my father telling my mother about a severed head one of his fellow air raid wardens had found during the blitz and was showing around in a box. Gruesomeness of this sort was par for the course for Londoners during and just after the Second World War, and it rubbed off on the children too.

The bombsites became our playgrounds. We went out hunting for shrapnel and the foil dropped by the Germans to deflect radar. We lived with nightly bomb terrors. Air raid shelters, like the one in our back yard, became our second homes. There was a pungent smell about those shelters – the smell of damp air trapped in that concrete shell. I lived that smell. I recall it today as fondly as other people remember the smells of summer, or of winter fires.

Children played at war because war was all there was. I remember playing toy soldiers with my little brother Michael. We would draw them up in battle-order in the yard and take their heads off by shying clods of earth. I was later to remember this battle. The play was unnervingly like the real thing.

My first home was just off the Tottenham Court Road, where my father occasionally worked as a fishmonger. The work was occasional because my father was an invalid. My mother had to make most of the decisions for us. When the family expanded, with the birth of my sister Marie, we moved to two rooms under the grille of a pavement in King’s Cross. This lasted only a few months before we moved to a tenement building in Finsbury Park, then known as the worst area in north London. Again we had two damp basement rooms. Marie and I slept in one, they lived in the other. There was a scullery and a tiny lavatory, half in, half outside. It was no place for a man with chronic asthma, or kids for that matter, but it was home.

My most painful memory of the war was born of the attempt to get me away from it. When I was five, Marie and I were faced with evacuation. Michael, who was not born until a few years later, managed to escape. I remember the buses gathering at Paul’s Park Primary School to take us to Paddington Station. There were many tears, and mothers waving and giving advice to their children. We all wore labels and carried little brown cardboard boxes containing our gas masks. We were told that we were going for our own protection, away from the bombs, to a rural existence.

As soon as we arrived in Norton St Philip in Somerset, Marie and I were separated. My mother had been promised that we would not be split up, but we were. My sister was taken to the wealthiest household in the village. People who had engineering companies in wartime were on to a good number. I was sent to a council house. My sister’s existence and mine in that same village were from then on quite separate. Where she lived they had a maid with a black and white uniform who used to serve my sister tea. I would go round and peep through her window. Although I was her brother, I was looked upon as one of those scruffy council house children and not allowed in. Looking back, I think it may have been the beginning of something you can see in my pictures – an attempt to get as close to my subject while remaining invisible myself.

You soon became aware of, and resigned to, the position you have in society: the fact that I lived in a council house meant that somehow, for me, the die was cast. My sister was leaving us through the privilege she enjoyed in that house. My mother took the amazing decision of allowing her to stay on after the war as a permanent foster child in that rich family, who sent her to a girls’ boarding school in Weston-super-Mare. So my sister went to public school. You could say – as they did in Finsbury Park – ‘Adolf Hitler done her a favour.’

I felt cast out, unchosen, rather as if I were the wrong breed of dog. I remember running after my father when he set off home at the end of a visit and begging him to take me with him. My stay in Norton St Philip lasted less than a year, but I was soon evacuated again. I was always being evacuated. In my ignorance of Hitler’s bombing plans, I supposed that my mother thought – Get him on the road again, give myself a breather.

In my third evacuation I hit a new low. I was sent to the north of England, to a village not far from Bolton in Lancashire. They were chicken farmers, and I got one egg a week on Sundays. Their main interest was in keeping me out of the house as much as possible by sending me to service in the morning, afternoon Sunday school, and then they would try to get me to go to the evening service as well. After tea on weekdays, they would lock me out until ten o’clock at night in all weathers.

I slept on the floor. My room had no lino or furniture, just some old chicken incubators. It was a room that was never used, and just because it was spare these people were forced to take in evacuee children they did not want.

With me in the house was a lad whose old man owned a pub in Camden town. He used to wet the bed and he got terrible hidings for it. We had landed among people who were rigid and, for all their Bible talk, very unforgiving. They found our ways alien, as we did theirs. I hated their funny way of cooking potatoes with their jackets on, and I wouldn’t eat them. I would be clouted for that.

Clouting was an enduring memory from that evacuation. I was clouted by the schoolmasters, clouted by the kids in the playground, and clouted when I got home. I was building up a tidy store of resentment and mistrust.

One day I fell off a barn attempting some daredevil feat and smashed my face. That is why I have a broken nose. I crawled across a field and passed out. I woke up to see two women standing over me. They got me home, and I could see the chicken farmer was sorely tempted to bang me another one in the face for getting into trouble. He insisted on sending me to school the next day. Now that I had a huge swollen face on top of my much-mocked London voice I became an even bigger joke.

Finally, I wrote to my mother to say that I wasn’t being treated well. She sent me the train fare and I made my way home. The night before I left, the chicken farmer dragged out a dustbin, emptied the chicken meal from it and filled it with hot water. I got my first bath in seventeen weeks.

That whole experience had strange after-effects. Once I got my own space, and a farmhouse, I always liked to have a few chickens about. I think they’re very decorative and so, unfortunately, does the local fox. More seriously, it gave me a lifelong affinity with persecuted peoples. I know what it is like to be branded uncivilised and unclean, and to be treated as something pernicious. Except that I was ostracised and ill-treated by my own people, and not an alien race.

In the short term, though, the effects of evacuation were hardening. The loneliness and the long separations from my mothers had done for me what public school did for the boys of the middle classes. It had turned me into a tough little blighter who could stand on his own two feet. It also made me twitchy.
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DERELICTION IN THE BUNK

BACK IN WARTIME London, I developed a variety of odd habits. I would jerk my neck out repeatedly in a convulsive way. I was terrified of stepping on cracks in the pavement – all children have a bit of a fixation about this, but mine was carried to the extremes. Above all, I liked to race the bus. I used to come out of the Tube at Finsbury Park, which slopes up like a drift-mine, see the 212 for Highgate starting up and tear along the road beside, or in front of, it for several hundred yards, past the school clinic, testing myself.

I discovered later in life that I was dyslexic, a condition that was not improved by the constant moving from school to school. By the time the evacuations were over, I could scarcely read even the simplest things, and was certainly not digesting the words I did struggle through. In those days there was only one sort of remedial teaching for slow learners and that was the cane, or a hard clip round the ear with the back of a hand. Exasperated schoolmasters seemed to think that violence would prod you forward. In my case, it simply made me violently backward. When first I got back to London I went in dread of beatings and whackings, and even punchings, that teachers had licence to administer. One master tried to speed my progress towards the Eleven Plus examination by banging my head against the school wall. Yet it has to be said that these terrifying Finsbury Park teachers were ranged against a most evil bunch of boys.

All of us returning from the country experienced great difficulty settling back into our impoverished urban homes. I know the smell of poverty as well as I know the stink of bomb-shelters and chicken houses. For me it is a compound of mildew and damp, of floor-cloths that are never clean and never get cleaned because there is no hot water, of too many bodies confined in too small a space. Even with my sister away, we would always be shifting round at home, trying to fit better into that cold, cramped basement so that my father could have the maximum warmth. I remember often sleeping in close proximity to his night-long cough. Yet the circumstances of my childhood fitted me in later years to stand before the poorest of people with humility. I would know without being told exactly what their lives were like.

Close to where we lived, in Fonthill Road, there was a notorious street known to everybody as The Bunk. It was a place beyond poverty, accurately described in a book called The Worst Street in North London as a home to thieves, punch-up artists and every other known type of criminal. Residents of The Bunk used to treat the police like people treat the bulls of Pamplona. And not only the police. The red alarm boxes, labelled ‘Emergency, Fire’, were always being punched in by the boys in The Bunk to bring round the Brigade. Often kids would set fire to one of the bombed-out buildings in order to make the call genuine. When they arrived, men of the fire brigade would be stoned, or would have their hoses cut. The children of The Bunk all went to my primary school.

Our real times were spent out of school. I spurned authority, all the boys did. We used the derelict bombed houses as our hideaway places. They were the arenas for our obnoxious behaviour. We would buy a pennyworth of chips for our lunch, ram them into a dry roll and take it into a derelict house, climbing right to the top where we would sit and discuss things, as if we were in some kind of parliament. The usual debate concerned how we were going to sabotage our school. In gutted buildings sometimes we crapped from the top floor to the bottom, pretending we were bombing Germany. It was all weird, though no doubt Desmond Morris would see it as quite normal animal behaviour. It demonstrated the breaking of discipline, the breaking of authoritarian rule over us.

One of those derelict houses later played a striking role in my adult life. While still growing up, bombed houses were either a haven or a prey for vandalism. We stripped the lead and sold it to metal dealers. We ripped up the remaining floorboards and chopped the wood to sell it as kindling to old ladies for two pennies a bundle. The catacomb shells of shattered buildings gave us pleasure, and great sensations. There was nothing quite like the thrill of negotiating one dangerous level after another when all the staircases had gone. For us, it was like climbing the Eiger, and there we would bivouac for hours, in our own private places, away from the eyes of the alien adult world.

As we grew older, we went in for the pleasures of total escape from school. The school clinic was a staging-post for playing truant. It was the place to go if you had abrasions or minor injuries. I would put my name down for clinic, then go nowhere near it and abscond. I would go down into the Tube, and get out at Cockfosters, the end of the line. I would double back across the rails, to dodge the ticket collector, and then launch myself straight on to the countryside, looking for bird’s eggs and snakes and things of that order. I spent a lot of time absconding, usually with a couple of mates with similarly inflated wounds.

Frequently the wounds were genuine. I got into a lot of fights. I was not a natural warrior, and usually fought other boys because I would not be pushed around by them. To this day I won’t back down if I can help it, and I have had all sorts of bullies in front of me. It’s a good attitude in a way, but often painful.

The boys who were most admired at school were the punch-up artists, sometimes as many as six or seven brothers in one family, and an offence against one was an offence against the lot. But it was the imaginative thieves who earned the most respect – boys who could go to Covent Garden at night and have fresh grapes for sale in the school break next day. In the centre of London there were also thousands of properties, temporarily abandoned yet undamaged by bombing, just waiting for boys to exercise their skills at breaking and entering. I was not too tempted in this area myself, less from any natural law-abiding instinct than from the sense I had that thieving was one of the surest ways of losing my liberty.

Predictably, I failed to pass the Eleven Plus, and so moved on from primary school to Tollington Park Secondary Modern School with much the same bunch of other boys. Half my class was heading for Approved School or Borstal, and I was fortunate to avoid the same fate. There was a certain code of loyalty where I lived, despite the roughness. The front door of your house was always open, and on summer evenings everything would be open. People used to sit at their windows because they never had to invert themselves, as later they did when watching television. They were used to looking outwards – and to some degree they would look out for each other.

There was also a family unity in those days. I recall that cosseted family feeling when bathing in the tin tub in front of the fire. Each of us took turns, my father first, and each had the same few saucepansful of hot water. I still think warmly of those moments, despite my brother Michael getting ahead of me in the pecking order when he was born and being apt to pee in the water.

Sometimes family unity would break down in our house when my mother lost her fiery temper. My father used to gamble on the greyhounds at Haringey. Perhaps it was a way for him to restore pride in himself when he was sick and unemployed, but it led to more than the usual problems of family finance.

My mother stretched out the family budget by leaning heavily on the tallyman and the pawn shop. I had a key role in this economy, which now seems like a sob story from Dickens, but which was only too real. I would take my father’s suit on a Monday morning to the pawn shop and go again on the Friday to get it out. It was always wrapped in a bedsheet.

The whole business humiliated me. The pawnbroker was a little man called Mr Lucan, who had a bald head, wore rimless glasses, grew a little tache, and always wore a pin-stripe grey suit with a very white shirt collar. Women didn’t like going to Mr Lucan because he always held on to the palms of their hands when they were exchanging tickets. I didn’t like going there either. It gave me the feeling from an early age that I would rather steal than beg.

On Saturday morning I would go to pay the tallyman, then double off to pay the rent at Donaldson’s in Hornsey Road. Another job of mine was to lie to those who came collecting at the front door. ‘My mum’s not in.’ It was a poor premium to put on a kid, to start him off lying, but it was part of the old lady’s constant battle to keep us clean, clothed and fed.

Our clothes came from a secondhand shop run by a woman called Jessie Chapman, which usually looked as if someone had backed up a lorry-load of spaghetti and dumped it down. In among the tangle somewhere would be something that might fit me. My mother would bring the garment home and try to knock the terrible secondhand smell out of it.

Due to my father’s illness, mother became the tough character at home. She often had to go out to earn the family bread, especially in winter when my father’s health was at its worse. In wartime, English women did some really heavy jobs, and the old lady worked in an aircraft factory or loading crates on to lorries at King’s Cross station. She had a fearsome reputation as a fighter. My mother once took on the woman next door, who was known for her physical prowess, when she told my sister – then home for two weeks from her adoptive home in Somerset – to eff off and take her posh accent elsewhere. She pasted the woman in front of the whole street, which became an arena, all windows open and everyone watching. She did it again when another woman complained about my behaviour. My mates said they all enjoyed seeing Mrs Nash’s knickers in the brawl, and my mother became something of a local hero.

I found it all rather distasteful. Maybe I had a little snobbish streak in me even then, born of an inferiority complex that took hold in Somerset when I was assigned to a lower class than my sister. I respected my mother, but my hero was my mellower father, who spent more time with me. Despite his regret that he’d been unfit for the army, he was a hero to me when I saw him carrying stretchers for the ARP. I gained a sense of gentleness from him.

In the evenings, after the remains of a bread and cheese supper and the tea cups had been cleared off the old kitchen table, my father would start making things for me and my brother – a rocking horse or a cathedral of matches. He got me making little carts and trolleys, and even a covered wagon, which Michael drove, brandishing a rubber pistol. I was the Apache Indian at the back.

I used to draw my father. I would pin up the paper on the wall and sometimes go right over the edge, so that when I took the paper away there would be a white square on the wall with lines going off it in all directions. He still encouraged me and I began to develop some skill. I loved my father, and felt the strength of his love for me. I was probably the only boy in the neighbourhood whose father never gave him a hiding. My greatest fear was his death, but I overcame it by playing a part in his survival. This often took the form of simple errands, like stealing coal from a nearby yard to keep him warm. My main service was spending time with him, and drawing was part of this. We also went to the cinema together.

By this time I had graduated from Hopalong Cassidy at Saturday morning children’s cinema – when one boy would go in and open the fire door to let in the rest of us while the usherette wasn’t looking – to the early war films. One evening, as I was getting ready to go to the pictures with my mother and father, a woman knocked at the door to tell my mother that I had been interfering with her daughter in an air raid shelter in Tollington Park. It was true, of course, but it had only been experiment on both sides.

I remember my father taking charge as my mother’s voice rose an octave. ‘Get yourself washed,’ he said. ‘We’re going to the police station.’

I was stripped of my shirt at the sink and my mother smacked me from one side of the scullery to the other.

‘If we’re going, we’d better go,’ I heard my father say. They’re really going through with this, I thought.

He must have been stifling his laughter all the while, for we didn’t go near the police station but ended up in our favourite spot in the front row of the Astoria cinema. It was as if they were taking their thirteen-year-old son out for a treat on entering manhood.
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A SHOCKING LIBERTY

I KNEW THE war was over for good when my mother launched her attack on the air raid shelter in the back yard. She and I demolished it together with ordinary household hammers. It took months, and it transformed the level of the ground. When it was done, my mother started a little garden.

I was less ready for peaceful pursuits. As the real soldiers were being demobbed, I joined up. A little group of us twelve-and thirteen-year-olds organised pitched battles on Hampstead Heath. We made our own weapons. I used to fashion Bren guns – the English automatic weapon of the day, and very accurate it was. I would provide ‘first aid’ from my father’s old ARP kits. These ferocious bush wars took place in our imaginary Killing Fields behind Kenwood House. There we would welcome death, and took pride in giving a good performance. I doubt if any of us knew of Robert Capa’s amazing picture of the falling soldier in the Spanish Civil War but that was our most cherished way to die.

The end of hostilities against Germany and Japan left a whole generation of urban kids unable to think in any terms other than those of war. I was mad about it, and the movies fed my madness. The Astoria cinema was showing little else but John Wayne or Errol Flynn in films like Back to Bataan.

I also had access to the best of British toy soldiers. Some of the local housewives used to take in lead soldiers – a gross on a tray – and do what they called home work. They would paint them at home to earn extra money, the way some people take in typing today. So there was always a constant supply of fresh soldiers for my war games with young Michael in the back yard.

By the time I joined the real cadets, with their proper uniforms, at the age of thirteen, I was already a veteran. My outfit was the Royal Fusiliers, and I remember the enthusiasm with which I would buff its badge – a blazing cannonball. We assembled in a drill hall near Brunswick Square in Bloomsbury and spent weekends in camp at Osterley Park, where proper training was carried out with blank cartridges and thunder-flashes. It was like simulated war. I thought it was great.

Even so, my army career did not last long. My father and one of my teachers helped to turn me towards a gentler interest. Drawing was the only talent that was not assiduously beaten out of me in my schooling. It also was one of the few skills that the boys at Tollington Park were prepared to tolerate – even to admire. Being good at English or maths could get you branded as a teacher’s pet or bright spark. Drawing was all right. It was extraordinary, like magic. I am not sure how extraordinary my talent was but it led to Mr Cooper steering me into a trade art scholarship and attendance at the Hammersmith School of Arts and Crafts and Building – a school for bricklayers as well as budding artists, opposite Lime Grove television studios.

It was hardly the Slade, yet I felt as if someone had given me a passport, a key to a locked garden full of colour and light. For one thing, there were girls at Hammersmith, and I had never been in a classroom with girls before. Of course I displayed no breeding, kept up my disdain for anything female, and so gained no quick favours with the girls, but I was among people with expectations altogether different from those of the boys in The Bunk. It was as if a wand had been waved over Finsbury Park and I had been spared for a much nicer life.

Then suddenly the bottom dropped out of my world. My father, who of all the family had been most thrilled to see his lad win a scholarship, became critically ill. As the attacks grew worse, and he began rapidly to lose weight, I would stay awake at night willing him to live. But the odds – with a million coal fires in those days pouring smoke into the winter air – were against him. One night he was taken away to St Mary’s Hospital in Highgate, which looked like an old workhouse. My brother and I were sent to a neighbour’s house where the family was quite posh, the man having a job at Harrod’s. I sat stiffly in their parlour leafing through something called the National Geographic Magazine. At home we sometimes saw the News of the World, and I would glance through Picture Post and a magazine called Illustrated while waiting my turn in the barber’s shop, but I had never before seen photography of the sort that was displayed in the pages of the National Geographic. I became absorbed and forgot the dread of my father’s sickbed until the policeman called at the door. (There were no telephones in our houses in Finsbury Park in those days.) I remember the hushed conversation with the adults and knowing without being told that the worst had happened.

My father, once a well set up man of 5ft 10in., weighed little more than six stone when he died. He was forty years old. A friend once said to me in later life, ‘It doesn’t matter how old you are, the day your father dies it’s like being kicked in the balls.’ That is a pretty accurate description of how I felt. The scene of my father laid out, the burning candles and the smell, is one I shall never forget.

I was fourteen, and there was no question now of staying on at art school. The elder son was expected to take over the role of father and start to earn the family keep. At least finding a job in those days was not a problem, though few of them led anywhere. My mother’s mates on the railway soon had me working as a pantry-boy on the LMS dining cars. I used to go from London to Manchester on a train called the ‘Comet’, the 9.45 am special for businessmen, which would return from Manchester in the early evening. It was interesting to see those grimy satanic northern cities, with their tall factory chimneys belching dark smoke, before the Clean Air Act which might have kept my father alive if it had arrived much sooner. Besides, I had freedom. I was leaving Finsbury Park every day and travelling all over England. I would make the best of it.

Internally, I was angry with God – if He existed. He had taken a liberty in removing my father from me, the one person in my life who had made the misery of poverty seem irrelevant. I would disown God. A strength arose in the midst of the pity I was beginning to feel for myself. On the surface I kept up the flippancy, slinging plates out of the train window as we passed over a viaduct, to see what effect they would have. I was Jack the Lad, with thirty shillings in my pocket, and sometimes double that in tips. But the buried resentment burned, not very deep down.
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HUNTING DOGS

I SPENT MY first savings on a Teddy Boy suit. It was navy blue hopsack, and it cost £7.7.6 in Stoke Newington High Street. With it went the obligatory suedes with thick spongy soles, brothel-creepers blue of course, and a black bootlace tie. I wore the outfit on my first date, with a girl in Hornsey, and it poured with rain. My hair hung down and the suit was shrinking on my back as we made our way to a dance in Highgate at a place called Holy Joe’s, or St Joseph’s Church, near where my father had died.

This was sophistication, though the kid in me was not buried far beneath the surface. On evenings when the old lady had to work late, I would be Michael’s protector. Despite my age, we still shared the same bed, and we would lie there and listen to Valentine Dyall, ‘The Man in Black’, reading a series of radio horror stories, with the blankets pulled over our heads to keep out the bogeyman.

At the same time, I was trying to train myself in all things that interested men. The bridge between boyhood and manhood for me was motorbikes. There was a boy down the road who kept his bike in the bedroom. He had trays for the oil laid out across the floor – he could, so he said, do an oil change and have his girl at the same time. To the rest of us in Finsbury Park this seemed to be the essence of cool. I swore that one day I too would own one of these machines. In the meantime I rode pillion.

I left the railway when I got a job at the cartoon animation studio W.M. Larkins, with a fashionable address in Mayfair.

I had shown some of my art school drawings to the boss, Peter Sachs, a Jew who had escaped from Nazi Germany, and he let me in on the ground floor as a messenger boy. If things turned out well, he said, he would allow me to mix colours.

Colour mixing was not to last long, for it turned out that I was partially colour blind, and certainly not up to the subtlety of animation. I was all right when I stuck to blues, reds and yellows, but my browns, beiges and greens were less secure. I went back to running messages, too inexperienced in their eyes to be taken into the dark room. The only photography I had ever encountered was sitting with my sister in Jerome’s in the Holloway Road, having out portraits taken for the family.

Mayfair touched me in other ways. I became very conscious of my appearance. I was not conceited, but I fretted about not having enough money to buy clothes. Walking from work from the Underground at Piccadilly, I would catch sight of myself in the window of the Rolls-Royce showroom as I turned into Charles Street and go to work on the arrangement of my collar and cuffs. I also remember swinging round into Berkeley Square and smelling the scent of that wonderful shop Moyses Stevens, looking at the orchids in the window with water running down it. It made me aware of a different world, a world far removed from my biking mates and the boys from The Bunk, who were now emerging from their first confinements in corrective or penal institutions. Mayfair held out the promise of escape from Finsbury Park and all that.

But not yet. I bought a Velocette 250, with a fish tail and girder forks, which would throb along at 50 miles an hour. I felt like an ace at Brooklands, with no such things as crash helmets in those days. We would drive out in formation on Sundays, down the A10 to Collier’s End, where we would dive off an old survival dinghy from the war into the ice-cold river. We would eat some continental food at a cafe on the way home and then bomb the rest of the way up the arterial road to Finsbury Park. We were no Hell’s Angels, and they were great days of freedom, with friendships quite different from the relationship I had with my old Bunk boys, the hunting dogs, who were now hanging out in packs looking for trouble.

Despite my biking friends, I still needed the mad dogs. Intimidation was always strong in Finsbury Park, and there was a force-field all the time trying to draw you into something mischievous. I avoided thieving, but gang warfare was a stronger temptation. There was suppressed aggression and a lot of resentment in me. I wanted the respect given to those serious street fighters – the swaggering elite of the Seven Sisters Road, where the tribe had a name: The Guvnors. In a corralled car, the tribe would strut their stuff at dance-halls or harry the whores in Shaftesbury Avenue. One or two did become ponces, but the sexual level then was little more than a flick through the carefully censored nudes in Health and Efficiency. On Saturday nights the tribe would turn up in force at the Royal dance-hall in Tottenham. A refusal to dance from a girl was hard to bear in front of this mob, and you’d hope for salvation in the rumbling sound at the start of a good punch-up. That would make the evening and set up an electric air when you walked in next week.

With The Guvnors, though they were predators themselves, you felt safe from other predators, like the bigger, older criminals who lurked in the background of our neighbourhood, and the police. The police were our natural enemies. If you were caught in a cul-de-sac by the coppers, as I was on one occasion, you could be sure to be on light duties for the next week. All this, of course, was just before the first wave of coloured immigration in Britain. In some ways we were like
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