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I dedicate this book to the Izzard family
Mum, Dad, and my brother, Mark.

I love you and thank you for all the help
and support along the way.





‘How easily men could make things much better than they are – if they only all tried together!’

Winston Churchill, 1909






Introduction

I always thought I’d write a book about my life toward the end of my life, like Ulysses S. Grant did. Or Chaplin did. But I have noticed that a number of people (maybe lots of people) have done autobiographies in the middle of their lives, or even several autobiographies over different slices of their lives. I came to the conclusion that I don’t really know what the rules are for this.

I think I’m a really boring person. I think I am naturally boring. Probably most of us are. Interesting people, too, probably decided at some point in life that they were boring and wanted to be more interesting. Like Che Guevara, who was a medical student, then threw on a beret, became a revolutionary, and became way more interesting. Billy Connolly, the great Scottish comedian, who really influenced my work, used to say in his stand-up material that he did certain things to make himself ‘windswept and interesting.’ I identify with that. It’s bonkers that in this world some people are just trying to live and exist while I’m sitting here thinking, Ooh! I’ve done some interesting things and now I’m going to write an autobiography! But that is the situation I find myself in. I’ve done a certain number of things in my life and have now reached an age and a state of mind where I’ve come to reflect on those things. And some people want me to write them down.

It was at the end of the documentary Believe: The Eddie Izzard Story when Sarah Townsend, the director, who had been shooting interviews with me for some time, said that I never really ‘say’ anything.

I thought, Well, I’m up for saying lots of things.

But maybe I was being guarded, or trying to make everything very palatable, or funny, and therefore I never seemed to say anything that really cut through the mist of being a performer, an actor, and a personality of some sort.

Then, toward the end of the film, I started talking about my mother, who died when I was six. And that’s when I said something revelatory:

‘I know why I’m doing all this,’ I said. ‘Everything I do in life is trying to get her back. I think if I do enough things … that maybe she’ll come back.’

I remember that when I said those words in the film it didn’t feel like it was really me talking. Because it wasn’t my conscious brain talking. It was my subconscious brain. And for some reason it was saying: Here’s what’s really going on. Here’s a note to yourself. Something like that.

I think it’s true. I think trying to bring my mother back is at the base of everything I’m doing, and everything I’ve ever done.

On top of that, of course, there is also ego and a love of adventure and trying to be, as Billy C. would say, ‘windswept and interesting.’ But it’s quite a moment in the film. And it was quite a moment in my life.

So this book is intended to give you a chance to sit inside my head, behind my eyes, for a bit. I’m trying to share thoughts and feelings that I may not have covered in the documentary and that I don’t normally talk about in my stand-up.

In a way, I’ve tried to live my life like a film. I’m trying to do interesting things so that somebody notices or so that maybe my mother notices, from beyond the mists of the living.

Real life is actually a lot of boring things with occasional spikes of interest. If you look at films of people’s lives, they tend to focus on only one aspect of it because the whole life doesn’t quite work as a story. We know how we like our stories, and they have to go down to the bottom at the end of the second act, and then come back up and win at the end of the third act. Stories don’t really have to be like that, but that does get our motors going. Real life doesn’t play that way, which is why I’d like to thank Sarah for making my life look interesting in the documentary, even though my life is lots of boring bits with occasional spikes of interestingness. She took all the boring bits out. Her film got an Emmy nomination for Best Documentary. Which means that my life story got a nomination for trying to be interesting, even though I know the truth.

So this is it – an autobiography – a walk through my life – in a nonlinear way. Belief or, more likely, self-belief, is central to what I have done, and that probably applies to anyone whose life could be deemed unusual. But I do also know self-belief can be used in a good or a bad way: some people with tremendous self-belief are complete psychotic mass murderers. So if you have a negative heart, then please don’t read this book. But if you have a positive heart, then please do read this book. Because I have worked certain things out in life. I think there are certain patterns to the way human beings behave and I believe if you have analysis in one hand and instinct in the other hand, you can go a long way and live a life that is truly memorable.

Anyway.

Have a read.

Here we go.
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Part One



THE EARLY YEARS




March 4, 1968

It is the last day of my childhood. My brother, Mark, and I knock on the door of our mother’s bedroom. Without waiting for an answer, we rush in and jump on her bed.

Because Mummy is ill, we have been told by Auntie Trudy that we have to knock on her door before entering. Which we do. We don’t realise we are supposed to wait for an answer before rushing in and jumping on her bed.

Mummy is yellow. She is always yellow these days. I think she has some kind of yellow illness. Some kind of measles that makes you go yellow.

Not a problem.

I had measles before. I had spots all over. And then they went away.

Mummy is yellow. That colour is all over her skin. But then it will go away.

That’s how it works.

So it’s time for school. We kiss her good-bye (do we kiss her? I hope so). Then off we go. Satchels with books, crayons, and stuff. A uniform. A school cap. And then a car ride with Dad and we’re at Oakleigh House School, Uplands, Swansea in Wales. The poet Dylan Thomas is from there. Is he? I’m six and I don’t know about anything. What do I do at school? What the hell do six-year-olds do? I’m only just six – last month. My brother is seven, eight next month.

I got an Action Man toy and a windup watch on my birthday, or maybe I got the watch for Christmas. It’s difficult to remember. Looking back, it’s as if I’m not actually all there, at school.

But I am. I’m here, and so there are lessons – let’s draw a picture of my house. Or maybe now I’m doing sums. Then there’s a break and a run around in the playground. Football – not into that yet. Just run around, I think.

Then lunch. I hate lunch, as I don’t like any food except sausage, eggs, and chips.

Then, I don’t know, more stuff. Is this learning?

Now we’re waiting after school for Dad to pick us up in the car. We’re waiting with some other kids, too. It’s what they call a carpool. Dad drives us all sometimes, someone else’s dad or mum other times.

But today it’s Dad – hang on. No, it’s not Dad. It’s someone else. Someone’s mum. And new plans! We’re going to someone else’s house. For cake and pop (that’s lemonade – we call it a glass of pop).

So we pull up in the car. Near our house but a bit around the corner. And everyone goes in. It’s a party. An afternoon party. All the kids sit on one side and all the parents sit on the other side. All in one room. There’s cake. Cake is made of sugar. I love sugar. I think it’s fantastic. So I have cake and I have pop. And we munch. And all the kids have cake and pop and they munch. And the adults watch us and they don’t have cake or pop.

And then we’re finished eating, but there is more cake and pop there still.

‘Can I have some more?’ I’m Oliver Twist without the politeness.

‘Yes,’ say the parents (very un-Oliver Twisty).

So I have more cake and pop. The other kids have more cake and pop. My brother, Mark, doesn’t have such a sweet tooth, so probably only has some pop. Or maybe a cup of tea, which I think is yucky.

And then we have some more and some more. Greed is good, says a man from a film in the future.

And then our dad is here. Mark and I are off into the car. Short drive home. And then into the house. A quiet house. It’s always quiet now, as Mummy is yellow.

Dad (Daddy?) takes us into the lounge.

‘Let’s sit down on the sofa.’

Okeydokey. One of us on either side.

‘Now, you know that Mummy has been ill. She wasn’t well. Well, I’m afraid that she has got worse and now she’s gone to sleep. And she’s gone to sleep for a long time. And we won’t be able to see her anymore. And she’s gone up into the sky. But she will be okay – we just can’t see her anymore.’

I don’t understand.

‘She’s gone away. She had to go away.’

‘Forever?’

‘I’m sorry. I think we should all just have a cry now.’

So we do. Me, Mark, and Daddy just cry for between half an hour and a lifetime.

And then we ask to see her bedroom. We need to see.

Mummy is gone. The pillows are gone. The bedclothes are gone.

All is still. For Mark and me, our childhood is over.

I never said goodbye.

Goodbye, Mummy.

Our mum died on the fourth of March 1968.

Martin Luther King Jr. died on the fourth of April 1968.

Bobby Kennedy died on the sixth of June 1968.

But Apollo 8 orbited the moon on the twenty-fourth of December 1968.

So that was better.




Wonderland

My earliest childhood memories start when I was three, which I hear is quite unusual, but I think the reason I remember that early period so well is that it was the best time of my childhood:

My mum was alive. We were playing with kids in a gang. We were drawing pictures of houses with crayons.

It was great. No problems. What was not to like?

We lived in Northern Ireland,fn1 then at 5 Ashford Drive, Bangor, County Down,fn2 off Donaghadee Road. The gang, which was, as I remember it, fifteen to twenty kids, was probably only eight kids. Maybe just five. In any case, it included me and my older brother, Mark, and various and sundry other children from the neighbourhood. Age range: three to ten.

Writing now, as an adult, the idea of a ‘gang’ implies danger, criminality, drugs, mafia. Obviously these elements were not part of our gang. Our kids’ gang was the kind of gang that wasn’t trying to do bad things. All we were trying to do was muck about and do things that were slightly naughty.

There wasn’t any trouble getting into this gang.

Later I realised with other gangs, cliques, and groups of kids at school that inclusion or exclusion could be very important. And very difficult. But this was easy. I was just in. We all were.fn3

In our gang you had to do stuff. It was rites-of-passage time. Which basically meant all doing whatever the bravest of us wanted to do. It was follow the leader.

I was a follower, as I was one of the youngest kids, and I was definitely eager to be part of this gang and do what the other kids did. I remember clambering over roofs of bungalows in the area where a housing estate was being constructed. The housing estate was half built and half not built. I was usually second to last in a line of kids. I remember walking along the top of a wall, like a cat would do, looking down at a whole load of stinging nettles on one side and a whole load of stinging nettles on the other side. Or maybe there were stinging nettles on one side and broken glass and concrete and spikes on the other side.

But stinging nettles: They just love existing, don’t they? They’re bastards. Stinging nettles are the Nazis of the weed world. If stinging nettles didn’t sting, then they’d be fine, they’d just be stuff. But in fact, they sting and they sting children, and they make them cry, and then you can’t get the sting away, and then you have to get a dock leaf, which is some other weed that grows near the stinging nettles, and then you rub it on the stinging bit on your body, and then nothing actually happens. The dock leaf doesn’t work – but I was told that it did work – all kids were told this. So yes, stinging nettles. They were there. Death by stinging nettles was our fear.

At the housing estate building site there was a pile of earth at the top of the hill. The pile of earth was huge – in my mind it’s about a mile high and touching the sky and mountaineers would climb it, but it was probably only about four or five feet high. When it rained, we slid down it on tea trays.fn4 It was like sledging but in non-snowy times.

At some point we decided to throw mud balls at passing cars.fn5

But how do you throw mud balls? Just get mud and put it into your hand and make it into a thing like a snowball and then throw it at cars. This seemed to be the height of dangerous-kid activity. It could have ended very badly, but it was just something you had to do.

The bigger kids were doing it, so I had to, too. How I managed to throw a mud ball anywhere at the age of four or five – how it got any purchase! – I can’t imagine, so whatever mud balls I threw probably didn’t get close to cars.fn6

The mud-balls day was a good one. I remember it.

Throwing mud balls and then trudging down the hill, and my mum found us. I’ve got an image of her at the gate, though she probably wasn’t at the gate. She probably just answered the door when we ding-donged. And she said, ‘God, you’re covered in mud! What’s been going on?’ So then there were baths and clothes in washing machines and then tea. And a good day was had by all.

Mum, who had been a nurse, was a very helpful and loving person. She would get up in the middle of the night and get me things if I asked for them. Sometimes I’d ask for a glass of pop (lemonade, remember?) or a mug of milky coffee. ‘Can I have a milky coffee? Can I have a glass of pop?’ I’d get out of bed and I’d go to my parents’ bedroom door and just make this request through the door, not caring if anyone was awake or asleep. And Mum would always get up and get me a glass of pop or a mug of milky coffee. I couldn’t do real coffee, so she’d have to boil up the milk in a saucepan on the stove, and then put the granules of instant coffee into a mug, and then she’d add the milk. She was obviously a very nice mother to be happy to do that at any time of the night.

There were also monsters under my bed. Apparently everyone thinks there are monsters under the bed, and I was certain there was one under mine. If a monster ever does manage to get under someone’s bed for real, then that would be a bad day. I’m not sure exactly what monster I’m considering here but sort of a jellyfish/octopus/bear—type monster. Actually, that would be really freaky, so let’s not try to 1) make one of these, or 2) put them under people’s beds. An adult’s bed, fine. Could adults actually deal with a weird monster under their bed? I think if the monsters started moving around, then – well, we’d get out of bed and we’d get a frying pan, and then we’d beat the crap out of the monster under the bed. Or we’d get a broom, and then we’d poke the monster out. No, we’d lock the door and set fire to the house. That’s how we’d deal with a monster under the bed. If anyone disagrees with me, please write a letter on a postcard to the BBC.

I learned to ride a bicycle at the top of Ashford Drive when I was four or five. I had a little bike with big fat wheels and also training wheels, and Dad would take me up to the top of the hill and then, holding on to the back part of the bicycle so he could keep it vertical, let me go. You could get a bit of speed up that way. At some point Dad must have taken his hands off and then I was free.

Those were good days.

Once I’d learned to ride the bike, Mum and I would go shopping together. My older brother, Mark, was already at Ballyholme Primary School, so it was just Mum and me, and we’d go down to the shops. She’d put a little white basket with a clip – a pannierfn7 – on the back of my bike, and Mum would put the shopping in – a pint of milk and a loaf of bread, basic things, not a hugely complex order, just from the local grocery shop. We’d go down a little walking path, then over a stream, and then back up. The shops were just a five-minute walk really, but it was quite an adventure, getting there and then putting all your shopping into this little basket on the back of your bike. It was an adventure and I felt useful. Like I was helping my mum.

It was perfect. It makes me rather emotional thinking about it. I have found that, because my mother died when I was very young, I have instinctively locked the memories about her into my head. Maybe I’ve shaded some of those memories in with different-coloured crayons so that they look kind of brighter, but this adventure definitely happened.

There was also a department store a little farther away, on the main street in the town of Bangor, where Mum and my brother and I would go for tea. I didn’t like tea at all, so I’d have a milky coffee or a glass of pop. There were other shops, too, I remember: a haircutting shopfn8 and a sweet shop.

One time I asked Mum for sixpence for an orange iced lollyfn9 – I was very addicted to orange lollies – and she gave me the money. With the sixpence in my hand, I started to run. I couldn’t have been that far from the shop, since Mum wouldn’t have let me go that far. But I took off and was running and running and running – and BOOM. I tripped, went down on the pavement, and knocked out one of my front rabbit teeth – the whole tooth, with the root attached, too.

Blood was streaming out of the front of my face, so much so that Mum had to knock on someone’s door across the road and say, ‘Do you have a bowl and could we possibly just dab this down until the bleeding stops?’

I’m sure there was a lot of wailing and crying going on, because I was pretty good at wailing and crying in those days.

So this very helpful woman gave us a bowl of water, and Mum spent the next twenty minutes dabbing at the bloody hole in my mouth. By then the bleeding had stopped, and we thanked the lady and continued on our walk home. But with the sixpence still in my hand, I still desperately wished to go and get an iced lolly.

Which I did.

Now, there are two things about this story:

One is my desperation to get sugar inside of myself. I just loved putting refined sugar inside of me, until the beginning of 2013 when I stopped trying to get this addictive substance into my body. It destroys all our taste buds and the sugar inside our system while we are teenagers means that Captain Acne comes to stay. I think the mathematical equation for acne is: hormonal changes + sugar = acne.fn10

And the second thing is the fact that I kept the tooth.

For what purpose?

Initially – no reason. Then, one Christmas, around 1973, we got a new toy called Plasticast. You’d pour this plastic liquid into a mould and then you could put something – anything – into the plastic liquid. You’d wait for it to set, but then you had an object set inside clear plastic and you could make a ring out of it, or a pendant or cufflinks or even a paperweight, using the little metal attachment bits that came with it.

So I put my tooth into the Plasticast to make one cuff link, and I put a broken toenail (my brother’s) into the second cufflink to make a pair.

A toenail?

The story behind the toenail is this:

One term, a school bench had fallen on my brother’s right foot and smashed his big toe. The previous term, a different school bench had fallen on my right foot and smashed my big toe. Bizarre but true. If you can imagine a school bench tumbling over and whacking your big toe, that is not a good time for your big toe. Both of our big toenails had come off. Mine was gone, lost, consigned to history, but his was not. He kept his toenail and then I borrowed it off him, and some years later put it into the Plasticast cufflink moulding set so that there was my front tooth and his toenail in a pair of cufflinks, which I gave to him for Christmas – probably in 1976.fn11

The tooth-and-toenail cufflinks are still somewhere in the Izzard possessions, I think, maybe in my dad’s attic, maybe in my brother’s, maybe they’re nowhere, maybe in the attic of the gods. But yes, that’s the story of the toenail and the tooth and the sugar and the running and the blood and the gap-toothed photos from my childhood.

Live.

Run around with the gang.

Eat sugary things.

Die by stinging nettles.

These were the parameters of my early childhood. And then go home to Mum, drink pop, have a salad as the sun went down (yes, I remember eating salads as a child), and wave your dad off to work in the morning.

Which is something we liked to do – wave our dad off to work.

Harold John Michael Izzard – Dad – would get into his car, a cream-coloured VW Beetle, or sometimes he would get into his colleague John Taylor’s car, a black Austin A30, and they would drive to work, at the BPfn12 refinery in Belfast, together. We’d stand out in the street and wave to them as they went down the road.

Then they’d take a right and go down the Donaghadee Road into Bangor before taking a left toward Belfast. But we would run around to the back of the bungalow: in through the front door, out through the kitchen into the back garden, where you could see them drive down the Donaghadee Road into Bangor, the car flashing through the trees in the fields behind the back garden. It was all fields then – horses and moo cows and all that countryside stuff.fn13 It was just as grandparents have described down the centuries: ‘When I was young, all this was fields.’fn14 We’d wave furiously, which was pointless, because there was no way that Dad could have seen us, but we did it anyway. That’s just what you do when you’re that small. I’m not even sure if he knows now that we did it.

Apparently at this time my brother and I started speaking with a Northern Irish accent. I love that accent. Back then I would have had no sense of it being an accent. I do remember saying ‘this wee thing’ and ‘that wee thing.’fn15 Of course, you can’t hear your own accent, so I don’t know what I sounded like, but apparently my mum and probably my dad, too, were a bit thrown by the idea that my brother and I were going to be speaking with a Northern Irish accent. My parents were from Kent and East Sussex in the southeast of England, and we would have sounded totally different from them. I suppose that would be odd. But having the Northern Irish accent would have been fine by me.

We’d go swimming in the Irish Sea – or paddling, actually, because Mark and I didn’t know how to swim, and I don’t think Mum was a swimmer, either. We’d go down on to the beach at Bangor, which is a seaside town in the north of Northern Ireland. There it is always a little bit cold, so you have to be quite hardy to go for a swim, even in the summertime. We had two sets of swimming trunks: one had some kind of extra frilly bits, which were not good.fn16

We had a little blue plastic floating ship and one day we put it in the sea to play with it but it floated away. And we thought that was it. I remember watching the blue ship as it slowly floated out to sea, thinking it was going to be the end of that blue ship, but then some guy bravely swam out (probably walked out up to his knees), picked up the blue ship, and brought it back. What a great save.

Sometimes we’d take the Donaghadee Road to go all the way down to Donaghadee, a town to the east of Bangor, and there we’d run around in the sand dunes. We’d just run and run and run and jump about in them. I’m sure there is a lot more to Donaghadee, but in my memory it was just lots of sand dunes and we had a great time there.

Sometimes we’d go down to Dad’s office in the BP refinery in Belfast, which was the big city, about five miles away. Dad was the chief accountant there. At the time I didn’t know what he did. All I knew was that he worked at a refinery and that his office had electronic typewriters! For 1966, this was very advanced and I loved these machines.

The typewriters had a golf ball-like thing inside with all the letters of the alphabet on it, and you’d hit a key and the corresponding letter would go fuhDONK. You wouldn’t have to use any force the way you did with a manual typewriter. You’d just touch a key and it would go fuhDONK and it would slap out a letter. I loved that sound, and I would hit lots of letters and make gobbledygook sentences and that was a fantastic thing. I liked being in the office because they had machines and early computers and technology and gadgety stuff, which has always appealed to me.

In my mind, I still imagine a fantasy life as an accountant. How crazy is that?

Some of the best parts of childhood involved Christmas. I loved Christmas. What child doesn’t? Even Christ liked Christmas. I’m not sure of this, but I think he would’ve. Until he started asking questions …

Every Christmas we’d have presents and decorations and a tree. It was fantastic. Christmases were good then. They were all good, all through childhood. Even after Mum died, Dad kept the Christmases good. I particularly remember after Mum died, there were notes from Santa saying things like, I’m sorry I couldn’t get that toy, but I got this one instead.

We’d have Christmas stockings filled with all sorts of smaller knickknacks, and then we’d have a number of main presents that would be around a tree that we’d open on Christmas morning.fn17 Dad did all this himself after Mum died. There were seven years of just Dad and us two, and while I don’t know when my brother and I caught on to the idea that there wasn’t a Santa, and that it was actually Dad doing it, at some point we must have (I think I was forty).

But before all that, when she was with us, as the holidays were approaching, Mum would say, ‘What do you want for Christmas?’

Then she’d make two lists for Santa – one for Mark and one for me – and when our lists were finished, she’d put the pieces of paper into the fire in the lounge at 5 Ashford Drive, and the lists would burn and go up the chimney to Santa. I couldn’t quite work out how, but I still think of it as a wonderfully magical way of sending a message. Our fireplace was not an open fireplace but more the furnace kind, with a little glass door that closed and kept the fire inside. And up the chimney it went to Santa Claus; we’d get messages back from Santa on Christmas Day.

Greed would kick in with me, as it does with most kids, I suppose, all around the world. I don’t know why we didn’t ever overreach and say, ‘I’d like a Ferrari and another Ferrari and a rocket and two more Ferraris.’ We didn’t say that. I suppose we didn’t because we couldn’t drive Ferraris. But I didn’t say, ‘I’d like seventeen bottles of pop,’ either, and that’s what I wanted most.

Most of our requests were fairly reasonable and usually had something to do with the British television series Thunderbirds, a fantastic kids’ series that was filmed using puppets.fn18 One Christmas Mark got a plastic Thunderbird 2, which is the amazing transport flying craft with a pod in the middle of it that contains another amazing machine, and I got Thunderbird 1, which was a special rocket.

Several years later, somewhere around 1973, we got fruit in our stockings on Christmas morning because times were hard. I didn’t know times could be hard, since Dad had always been climbing the ladder in his career. We were living at 74 Cranston Avenue, Bexhill-on-Sea, then, and I slept in a room with my brother: he was in the top bunk and I was in the bottom bunk. I woke up first because I was a greedier child and desperate for presents, presents, presents. Give me stuff! I have tried to calm down since then. But back then, each Christmas morning I’d switch the little light on over the bed and then I’d pull the Christmas stocking down off the bunk bed ladder, where we had hung it, to see what I’d got: there were usually puzzles and toys and maybe a small book and a this and a that, and discovering it all would be fun.

But that year, leading up to Christmas, Dad had been telling us, ‘This has been a tough year financially.’ I suppose he was trying to manage – and lower – our expectations. So that Christmas, this is the series of noises that my brother would have heard on Christmas morning from up on the top bunk:

Click (the light goes on).

Struggling noises (out of bed).

Opening noises (the Christmas stocking).

A pause.

‘Fruit? Oh, for fuck’s sake.’

Struggling noises (back to bed).

Click (the light goes out).

When I finally got to go to Ballyholme Primary School, in 1966, I was very happy indeed. My brother had already been going for two years, and when I started Mum would walk us down to the school, both of us boys in our uniforms: shorts and a satchel for school things.

Primary school was great. You’d get to draw: ‘Do a picture of your house.’ And you’d think, This is school? This is fantastic! All this school stuff is going to be easy! Later on, when I was fifteen and they started adding in things like advanced maths, I started thinking, Whoa! What happened to the pictures-of-your-house stuff? This stuff is really tricky.

But still. Some hard stuff started right away: like spelling.

I remember being dyslexic, though I didn’t understand what dyslexic was until much later, and I couldn’t even spell dyslexic until even later than that. But back then, before I knew what it was, I was always spelling cat with a k.

We played the kids’ game I Spy – usually on long drives or when there was nothing else to do. As you probably know, one person says, ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with f.’ And then everyone says, ‘Fish?! Fog?! Food?!’ When it was my turn to pick the thing that people had to guess, it would take forever:

I’d say, ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with s.’

They’d guess lots of different s things – ‘Sand?!’ ‘Sock?!’ ‘Sun?!’ ‘Solitude?!’ ‘Sobriety?!’ and I’d keep saying no, until finally they’d give up.

‘S for ceiling!’ I’d exclaim as I high-fived a passing cat.

Everyone would look at me and moan.

I remember being in the first year at Ballyholme Primary School. Interestingly, these memories, visually, are of me. I can see myself sitting in the classroom, which is a bit weird because of course one wouldn’t have had that memory. I see it like a camera shot, slightly above my head and to the left, whereas in fact the memories one should have are created by what comes straight into your eyes. So it should be a memory of what I saw from the desk up toward the teacher. But I don’t have that memory.

And I remember the very small third of a pint of milk they would give you at break time.fn19

I remember running around in playgrounds.

We’d bring our sandwiches to school in Tupperware boxes and there was one kid who had this unusual smell. And this smell was not a good smell. I always said that he smelled of sandwiches, but if he did, these sandwiches were not happy sandwiches. In fact, he smelled like he just didn’t know his way around a sink. I suppose every school has got to have one kid who doesn’t smell good: ‘You, sir, you will be the kid who does not smell good. You will smell of bad sandwiches.’

And there was a gymnasium where they performed plays, and even though I never got to perform there, I was always curious about the plays and the productions.

One day when I was in the first year (I was probably about five), some kid left the class above. A teacher came into our class and said, ‘Anyone want to be in the next class up?’

Some kid put his hand up really quickly and he got moved up into the next class.

That made me think: Is that how you get promoted, just by putting your hand up quickly?

It was my first experience of someone getting promoted. Someone moving up the ladder of success (as it seemed to me). So I thought to myself, I’ve got to learn to get my hand up quicker. If I learn to raise my hand really quickly and am ready for it at any time, I can do well in this world. Under this logic I was thinking that you get to run a country just by putting your hand up. Someone would come in and say, ‘Who wants to run a country?’ And whoever put their hand up quickest would get to run the country. This is what this experience initially was teaching me with the lack of any other information: that if you just have one statistic …

And I remember that one day the Red Arrowsfn20 came and flew over Belfast. We were told we could all go outside and watch, so that’s what we did. We all went up to the back of the school and hung off the railings and stared up at the sky. It was as if they’d come to do a flying display just for us.

But then one day, quite suddenly, we were leaving Northern Ireland and going to Wales. My brother and I didn’t yet know why, but we were soon to find out.




Upheaval

In 1965, when I was three and Mark was five, we went on holiday to Gothenburg, on the west coast of Sweden. This may be my first date-able memory. I do remember this holiday and it seems I was only three. It would turn out to be the second-to-last holiday we took together as a whole family. After that, Mum got sick, but of course we didn’t know that at the time. All we knew was that we were going on holiday with Mum and Dad and that we were going to visit the Rydsund family: Tore Rydsund, who worked at BP and knew Dad; his wife, Stina Rydsund; and their children, one of whom I would meet up with again many years later when I went back to do a gig in Gothenburg. Because I always go back.fn1

The people in Gothenburg call their city ‘Ye-ter-bor-i,’ which seems wildly different from the word Gothenburg, especially since the Swedes call Stockholm ‘Stockholm,’ but that’s what they call it, so there’s nothing to be done about it.

Not surprisingly, the first thing I remember is the boat trip from Tilbury Docks (where the first Queen Elizabeth made a famous speech) to Gothenburg. Why do I remember this? Because it involves vomit. I think I succeeded in throwing up a lot on this boat trip. Around this time – the age of three – I didn’t know why that was, but I know now that I am a genius at vomit, that the bones in my inner ear don’t do what they’re supposed to do, or are hyperactive, or who knows what. But they don’t serve me well.fn2

Back to Ye-ter-bor-i – the spelling, and the Swedish holiday destination.

On the crossing we stayed in bunk beds – a memorable detail, since this was probably our first time in bunk beds, before the ones we would have in 74 Cranston Avenue in Bexhill. Back then, waiting for the boat to Sweden, I was very excited to be sleeping in bunk beds. I don’t know why bunk beds are so exciting to me, but they just are.fn3

What we actually did on that holiday in Gothenburg I can’t remember exactly. We kids obviously went around and did things and drank pop, and the parents talked and smoked cigarettes and drank coffee and did stuff that parents do on holidays. We ran about. We probably went on boats on the boating lake. Stuff was done on that summer holiday and it was good. Then we went down to the south of Sweden where the Rydsund family had a summerhouse and we stayed there. We played in the sandpit and drank more pop. There must have been a ton of pop just following us around. I seem to remember more pop than anything else in my early childhood.fn4

At the Rydsunds’ summerhouse in the south of Sweden I remember playing in the sandpit. I remember getting sand in my eyes. And then I did a lot of crying and then I got more pop. I think probably somewhere in here I thought, Hey, if you cry, you get pop, and therefore, maybe do more crying. I was always trying to work things like that out. Whenever something went wrong, I would cry in that ‘Look at me! Look at me! See how loud I’m crying! Surely liquid sugar would be good right now!’ type of way. My crying was quite loud. It usually involved the need to get a toy back, win a disagreement, or eat more sugar.

I loved that time – before Mum died. Everything after it was different, and not as good, as if it all happened in a different colour.

Unbeknownst to us, or perhaps we knew and had forgotten, Mr Rydsund had filmed our family holiday. Years later, their youngest daughter, Elisabeth, came up to me afterward at that gig I did in Sweden and said: ‘My dad’s got loads of 8mm film footage of you.’

The idea of it then, and later the reality when I actually watched the footage, was completely stunning to me. Because it reclaimed my family from my childhood. Mum had been gone, and suddenly she was back, quite bright and clear, in that faded 8mm footage.fn5 There was Mum, alive again, holding our hands, mine and my brother’s. There was Dad, smoking a slim cigar. There we were, all of us kids, in a park drinking endless glasses of pop.

Also unbeknownst to me is that this was when my father realised our mum was seriously ill. She had to come back from this holiday and have an operation in hospital in Bexhill once they worked out that cancer was happening.

Mum had cancer of the bowel.

And they had suspected something was wrong on that holiday in Sweden in 1965.

We came home, Mum had tests, and then she had to go into hospital for an operation, late in 1965, and then a stay in a nursing home to recuperate, while my brother and I stayed with our grandparents. I remember visiting the hospital and a nurse giving me a Barley Sugar boiled sweet. I loved the taste of it, but I never ate Barley Sugar again. I’m not sure why – maybe I linked it to that time. While it looked for a while like the operation had been successful, Dad would learn on his birthday in 1967 that it had not been successful, and that Mum was going to die.

Not a good birthday.

So, on the twenty-second of September 1967, Dad realised we had to move, fast, from Northern Ireland. He was already scheduled to move to South Wales anyway to work at the BP refinery in Llandarcy, in between Swansea and Neath, which are larger towns in the south of Wales. But the main reason they had to move quickly was because Mum, knowing her health was quickly fading, wished to be closer to her family, who mainly lived in Kent, in the southeast of England, and there was a direct road and direct railway line from London down to Swansea. She felt that would be easier for the family to get to see her, as she knew she was dying then.

My brother and I had been told that we were going to leave Bangor and that we were going to go to a house that had been newly built, which had a garage with an internal door so you could go straight from the garage into the kitchen in the house. I found this wildly exciting.fn6 I thought this only happened in America.

But we weren’t told anything else.

It was decided between Mum and Dad not to tell Mark and me that Mum was dying.

They felt it would make things easier for us and not make us feel really sad whilst Mum was living her last few months.

My brother and I have since discussed whether this was the best thing to do, the best plan to have. It’s difficult to say. It’s what happened, and because of it we did not live those last few months in sadness. But when she did die, we were not ready for the emotional loss.

We left 5 Ashford Drive, Bangor, in October 1967. It was a very quick move to a house that was owned by BP. Nowadays people in America go, ‘BP, oh no, oil spillage, terrible things, Gulf of Mexico.’ But for me growing up, it was just a company that Dad worked for, an oil company that was like a rich uncle. They did help Dad and us, particularly at this point in our lives. I don’t remember thinking that there was anything weird about moving: we knew something was on the cards, but I didn’t link it to any illness.

When we got to Wales, I ran into this new house, and into the kitchen to open the door to go into the garage. But when I got there the back door opened into a garden – which is nice – but it didn’t open into the garage, this connecting door I’d been obsessively imagining and looking forward to. And in fact – there was no garage. Just a driveway. I was quite thrown by this, which just shows you how odd you are as a child. I didn’t know about the illness, but I wanted to go to a house that was new and had that new-house smell.fn7 And I wanted to have a door into the garage where the car was, I think because most American houses I saw on TV had doors from the house to the garage.

My obsession with America and Americana had already started to develop, but it wasn’t yet an obsession. It was just a feeling of excitement. I was very into NASA, the space missions. And I was also very into getting free spacecraft in my breakfast cereal. This was late 1967, so NASA had already been doing missions for some time. Space missions were great and very exciting and toys came free in breakfast cereal. I remember the excitement of pouring out a bowl of cereal and hoping to get the free toy: whether it was a spacecraft or just a sock, the excitement was almost equal. Free things were brilliant.

I would pour out a bowl and usually the first bowl would not have a free thing in it. Often the second bowl the next day would not have a free thing in it. Third bowl, fourth bowl – nothing. Maybe the fifth or sixth or seventh bowl would give you the prize, the gold, the thing that Indiana Jones was looking for in a future film that didn’t exist yet. And then I would tear open the plastic wrapper and get the toy. This was a fantastic prize, better than a bought prize for some reason – probably because of the sugar in the cereal, and the milk, which helped the cereal get down your throat faster.

Kellogg’s Ricicles cereal was my drug du jour – de la semaine, du mois, de l’anneé.fn8 Ricicles are like frosted Rice Krispies, with sugar built into them, in the same way that Frosted Flakes in America, which we Brits called Frosties, have sugar built into them. And then you could put sugar on top, too. Ricicles were bloody amazing. I could eat a bowl right now except that instead I would eat from two to twenty-three bowls, which is why I don’t eat any breakfast cereal now. They did say on all the boxes of cereal that there was riboflavin, thiamine, and niacin in those breakfast cereals and I must have eaten enough riboflavin, thiamine, and niacin to save a planet, especially when I became a student and ate breakfast cereal by the box because I had no brakes on my sugar intake. But there is one thing I must say now and that is:

I have no idea what riboflavin, thiamine, and niacin do. Do they cure you of something? Do they help you do something? Did I run more marathons later in life because I put more riboflavin, thiamine, and niacin into my body than any other regular person? I have no idea.

Anyway, back to the free toy in the breakfast cereal. Which is yet another distraction, but bear with me.

All through my childhood, I would encourage Dad to buy cereal with free things in them. Then I’d have to wait for the fifth, sixth, seventh bowl to get the free thing that you usually played with for a bit before someone stepped on it and broke it (normally me). It wasn’t until I was an adult that I realised you could buy a packet of cereal with a free gift and then just stick your hand in and root around in the packet until you found the free thing. It seems a much simpler way. But that took me about fifteen years to work out.

In my defence, I would say that it wasn’t the central part of my life at that point – working out how to get free things out of boxes of cereal. But now I know. And, kids, if you’re reading this, just stick your hand in and grab the thing, day one. Parents won’t want you to do this, and probably it’s bad for your anticipation/gratification sensibility, but that is the quickest way. If people are worried about hygiene and sticking your hand in a packet of cereal, you can buy one of these robotic arms that you get in a toy shop, and you could stick that in there. Or a fork. Or chopsticks. Or find a clean person and get them to stick their hand in and get the free gift. But don’t ask the guy who smells of bad sandwiches.

One time I even got an oil rig as a gift! There was an offer on the cereal box that said – Save up a number of tops from Corn Flakesfn9 packets, and you can send them off with £4.50 and a stamped, addressed envelope to get an oil rig. What a weird thing to give away for free in a packet of cereal, and what a weird thing that I just happened to be doing a geography project about oil rigs. I won the geography prize in the summer of 1977 with these packets of cereal.

I don’t think I deserved to. My dad had visited oil rigs, as he finished up group internal auditor for BP Worldwide (quite a long title, that), and by the end of his career he was going out on helicopters to oil rigs. So I said, ‘Dad, can you get me any documentation on oil rigs?’ And he said yes. And suddenly, a few days later, I got a whole brochure on oil rigs. There was a diagram of a drilling rig drawn on to several layers of clear plastic. It was one of those diagrams that, when you turned the first page, you still had the picture there, but it had removed the outer layer of the wall so you could see inside the oil rig. And then you turned the second layer of film and you could see farther inside. And so on and so on. So this was quite a diagram. And I pasted this on to my oil rig project, and then I sent away to Corn Flakes to get a plastic model of an oil rig. Then I built it with glue and painted it. And then all I wrote down, I think, was a couple of pages saying, Oil rigs exist, they’re in the sea and they drill down, and I probably just wrote out what was written on the pamphlet. But it looked so amazing as a project, with blow-apart diagrams and an oil rig model. So I won first prize and I really shouldn’t have.

But back to Wales.

The house was at 13 Cefn Park in Skewen (the address has changed since then) and it had no connecting door from the kitchen to the garage, and there was no garage. I was totally deflated. No garage? But luckily, there was an interesting thing at this house to distract me from my disappointment. Dad had these packing cases like you might see in Raiders of the Lost Ark when they put the Ark of the Covenant into a big wooden box and wheel it around to hide it somewhere in a warehouse in America. Dad had all these wooden packing cases because he and Mum had had to bring all our stuff back from ‘Adan (which the British called and pronounced Aden – the ‘A in Arabic means you should stress this letter and the A should sound like the a in father) in Yemen where he’d been for eight years with BP, where he’d married Mum, and where Mark and I had been born.

I don’t know why we still had these packing cases – I don’t know where we kept them when we were in Bangor in Northern Ireland – but we still had them. And so at the new house my brother and I decided to turn them into a hill-fort-James-Bond-headquarters-load-of-boxes-turned upside-down-in-the-garden thing. We arranged them so you could hide in them and run around and play Cowboys and Indians, Cops and Robbers, Venezuelans and Martians, whatever game we invented. I don’t quite know how you play Venezuelans and Martians, but I think you spend most of your time arguing about socialism and the lack of oxygen.

The house also had an air-raid shelter, probably because this area, near the oil refinery and the industrial areas of Swansea and Neath, South Wales, was heavily bombed during World War II by Nazi long-range bombers.

Neither of these things completely made up for the lack of a garage with a connecting door to the house, but they both kept my imagination occupied.

Moving to a new house meant changing schools, and our new school was Oakleigh House in Uplands, Swansea. We must’ve joined the school late in the Christmas term. I seem to remember that when we got there, things weren’t quite standard procedure.

Christmas was coming and everyone was in a school play – I was appointed a role as a raven. Mum was still well enough to be involved with us, and having been given a raven pattern by the school, she cut black cloth into a costume for me, with an orange beak.

There is a photo. I think my expression in the photo says it all. My expression says: ‘Where’s the connecting door to the garage?’

I was, I think, intrigued by being a raven, or maybe curious about being a raven. I think I was just curious, not intrigued. And there must have been rehearsals. And I had to say one line. Which I said with another kid. It’s standard practice in kids’ dramas for multiple kids to say single lines. This doesn’t happen in normal life. Me and one other raven – I’ll call him 2nd Raven, as I surely would have fought for the 1st Raven billing – we had to say, ‘Pardon me, Your Majesty …’ I’m not sure exactly what I said after that, but I do remember ‘Pardon me, Your Majesty.’fn10

At the performance of this play, when the lines came up, instead of saying, ‘Pardon me, Your Majesty …’ I said, ‘I beg your pardon, Your Majesty …’

That’s as far as I got before the crowd burst out laughing.

It was my first laugh. I didn’t think it was my laugh, and I wasn’t joyful at the noise of it. It just happened. I’d made a mistake. And in retrospect, not a very funny mistake. This was a very easy audience. I’ve had much tougher audiences since then.

I think they laughed because the show was interminably boring. I think most kids’ shows are.fn11

There was probably a lot of silence onstage when I said the wrong line because I think the other raven (my co-raven) was dead or had exploded or had resigned like Nixon, and into that silence I repeated, ‘I beg your pardon, Your Majesty.’ And I guess it sounded like an affront, and they laughed, and so a career was born, except it wasn’t, because I didn’t think I’d done anything.

But that was it. My first raven gig and my last raven gig.

I do remember that my older brother, Mark, was due to have an event, too. Maybe it was his school play, or maybe it was something else, but whatever it was, it was Christmassy. I think I stopped him from going by moaning and wailing to my mother that I would be sad or lonely if he went. I think Mum was in bed at this point. It was as if I made a plea to the head office. But it was wrong of me. It was just a selfish way of stopping something happening that would have been fun for my brother. I can’t quite remember the full details, but it was not right. So, sorry for that, Mark.

When Christmas came, I got an Action Man doll, something for boys like me who liked human toys that wore uniforms and had fighting equipment and had adventures. That’s what I was into.

Now, this is interesting for students of sexuality: given my early (and lifelong) wish to express the feminine side of myself, I was not into girly dolls.fn12

But the Action Man doll (in America the G.I. Joe), he’s got a dagger and a gun and a fishing line and spare underpants and a hat and shoes. That I thought was great, because I am an action transvestite and that appealed to the action part of me.

There were other presents, too, and I suppose Mum knew this would be her last Christmas.

We didn’t know this. We were oblivious.

But clearly this was very much on her mind, because despite her being so ill she had gone out with Dad to the shops in Swansea and bought Omega Constellation watches for me and my brother, for each of us to receive on our eighteenth birthdays. Which we now have.

It was the last thing she bought for us.

The Omega Constellation is quite a beautiful classic Omega watch. It’s self-winding – as you move your hand, the mechanism winds itself due to some pendulum system. And on the back of the watch there is a gold image of an observatory and a night sky. Dad has one, too. Mum had already bought it for him.

And that is how Christmas 1967 passed. For me, it was a good Christmas. For me, it was a fun Christmas. I don’t think Mark and I had any worries.

Dad told me recently that Mum had made the Christmas meal, but after that she went to bed and didn’t ever get out again.

That next term at Oakleigh House, I’m sure we did more things, painted more pictures of houses, did slightly more complicated algebra, and started on quantum physics (probably not) – just the stuff five-year-olds do
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