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  To Teresa Guerrero Urbano and Ricard Simo.

  And for my sister, Sharon.





  


  


  


  In 1976 Steve Martin was making one of his first appearances on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson. At some point during the interview Steve began to do a few
  typically bizarre impressions of showbiz greats. In response, Johnny Carson said he could do only one impression and that was of his second-grade high school teacher, a Miss Vance, and nobody ever
  wanted to hear that. The audience begged to differ. Carson tried to move on but the clamour from the crowd grew louder until he turned in mock amazement and said, ‘You really want me to do my
  old high school teacher for you on national TV?’


  The audience made it clear they did.


  Clearing his throat, Johnny Carson then spoke in the strangulated whine of an old maid: ‘Now then, little Johnny Carson, you keep that up and it’s a spell in the old detention
  dumpster for you!’


  The place immediately exploded in wild applause and deafening cheers.


  During this tumultuous din Steve Martin recalled that Carson leaned across to him and said in his ear, ‘Sorry about that, but you stick around in show business long enough and eventually
  you’ll do everything you ever knew.’


  So. Here goes . . .
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  Preface


  


  


  I am seven years old and the car in which I sit is, by now, totally enveloped in flames. The old banger had had a good run. Ever since we had found it abandoned on our dump
  – in the 1960s, bombsites were called ‘dumps’ – we had been using it as a kind of base camp. Now, with its slashed front seats exposing clumps of horse-hair, together with
  the plywood tea chests we had squeezed into the rear after the seats were removed, it seemed to almost beg for a playful match. So we had all piled in, popped a Swan Vesta and declared whoever got
  out first was a coward and whoever stayed till last was the game’s winner. I know, I know. And kids these days make all that fuss about Nintendo.


  On fire for about ten minutes now, it was clearly no longer a matter of when I should get out but whether I could get out. But I wasn’t moving. Not yet. Not
  me.


  The tea chest in which I squatted was starting to give off thin wisps of smoke that foretold, any second now, it would probably go up in a huge fireball. Still I was determined to win.
  Besides, other than me, there was only Peter King left inside this blazing wreck and Kingy was certainly no champion when it came to a rattling good game of chicken like this. He would definitely
  lose his nerve before long – I mean, I had to believe that or what was the point of the whole exercise?


  We looked at each other defiantly, head and shoulders poking up above the tin-lined edges of our tea chests, the flames now billowing along the roof of the rusted old vehicle, the smoke
  funnelling out through where once had been doors on the doomed Ford Popular. The thick plume billowed across the bombsite.


  The front of the car had predictably gone up like a gasworks, disqualifying Tommy Hodges, Stephen Micalef and Tony Plumpton almost immediately as they panicked and leapt out, it seemed to
  me, prematurely. They hadn’t lasted ten seconds. Now it was down to just Pete and me. And though I daren’t show it, yes, I was beginning to find the growing inferno’s repeated
  metallic bangs, pops and fizzes a tad alarming. But did he?


  Of course what neither I nor Peter King, nor any of our half-dozen or so friends cheering us on from the relative safety of three feet away, had entertained for a moment was the idea that
  there might still be a petrol tank lurking within the old banger.


  And it was growing fearsomely hot in there . . .





  


  


  


  When the Saints Go Marching In


  


  


  Mum preferred the term ‘maisonette’ but nobody else seemed to use the word. The truth is we – mum, dad, sister, brother and me
  – lived in a council flat: 11 Debnams Road, Rotherhithe, London, SE16. It was a completely fraudulent address, given that there were no numbers 1–10 in Debnams Road. There was
  barely a road. The turning, sitting around midway between Surrey Docks and the Old Kent Road in the borough of Bermondsey, was a hundred or so yards in length and comprised of nothing but an
  overgrown World War Two bombsite on one side and a monolithic mausoleum on the other. This was St Gertrude’s Church – just about the most featureless pile the Victorians ever
  consecrated.


  Like Noël Coward’s Norfolk, St Gertrude’s was very flat; literally a dark solid brick wall with a door on it. You had to back away for several streets before you could see the
  cross on its roof and the building finally revealed its purpose. Otherwise you could be forgiven for thinking it was a workhouse or a prison. I don’t think there can be another church like St
  Gertrude’s; whatever glory is given to God by the design of St Paul’s Cathedral, St Gertrude’s certainly snatches it back again. In all the time I lived in Debnams Road –
  and we’re talking about the first twenty years of my life – I never saw a single wedding, funeral or exorcism team emerge from its portals. It was exactly the sort of functioning but
  forgotten outpost in a rough-house area that, in comedy films of the period, a hapless priest played by Norman Wisdom or Brian Rix would be assigned to in order to get rid of them.


  Debnams Road itself came to a sudden end at the lopsided metal gates of a shapeless yard the council used for storing things they thought they might need later: mountains of empty paint tins,
  busted braziers, wooden pallets, concrete-encrusted wheelbarrows and various mysterious mounds covered by billowing tarpaulins. The whole ramshackle site was surrounded by a tall corrugated-iron
  fence – as if anybody would ever want to pinch any of its worthless waste.


  Looming above all these splendours was the railway.


  Raised up on hundreds of blackened Victorian arches, the railway was Bermondsey. Every pub, every school, every block of flats seemed to sit in its shadow and you were never more than a
  few yards from its grinding shriek and the smell of sparking. The arches themselves housed the sort of nefarious businesses later reduced to cliché by countless wide-boy TV crime series from
  Minder to Only Fools and Horses. There may have been some legitimate taxpaying concerns beavering away under the railway tracks, but most seemed busy repairing old motors
  while, simultaneously, right next door they would be breaking up identical models for yet-to-happen insurance claims.


  People in the arches packed household goods, made lino, bundled old magazines, stockpiled scrap, wrapped oranges in tissue paper, melted metals, ran taxi firms, beat panels and swapped goldfish
  for old rags. They made toffee apples, restored furniture and rendered the flesh from animal bones. Another arch very near our home ‘made paint’. It only strikes me now that I have no
  idea how you make paint, or how such a huge national industry could possibly be added to by a couple of blokes in a railway arch in SE16. On summer days the fumes from that arch – mixed with
  various other ‘wavy lines’ emanating from the smelting vats within their neighbours’ caves – gave the local air a bracing caustic edge. On really busy days, the atmosphere
  would cause birds and light aircraft to plummet from the skies, while people sitting reading on balconies would have their newspapers spontaneously combust as the oxygen content was finally bested
  by the abundant nitromethane.


  One of the arches, we later learned, housed the Richardson gang’s notorious torture barn. Really. The Richardsons were of course the Kray Brothers’ only rivals in the London
  underworld of the sixties. I remember one night in 1965, walking home with my dad from a night match at Millwall. The game had ended about an hour before, but Dad was part of a boisterous little
  mob that liked to unwind with a few pints after a particularly testing fixture. Well, any fixture actually. Zampa Road, the narrow street that ran past the arches, was a favourite shortcut to the
  football ground; to this day it remains one of the last completely desolate locations in the whole of London, nothing more than a few scrapyards and some littered waste ground. There were no street
  lights along the route back then, and as we bustled along this always quiet, always edgy stretch we came upon a bottle-green Rover, parked half up on the pavement with its interior light on. On the
  back seat was a man, well dressed and wearing an overcoat, who looked to have fallen asleep, his head lolled back against the rear shelf of the car. His face, clear and spotlighted by the bulb
  above him, was totally plastered in fresh blood. He didn’t seem to have any teeth, and blood was pulsing from his gums. My dad hustled me away as quickly as he could. I was babbling about
  ambulances, but the old man knew better. Our clattering footsteps had interrupted something, and lurking in the pitch-black shadows around us were people who required us to be gone. After dropping
  me at home, Dad, who had little fear in his make-up, went back for another look. He later told me that when he got to the spot, the car and its badly beaten passenger had vanished. It was many
  years later that I learned about the torture barn just beyond my bedroom window.


  So where did we actually live? Where was this notional house number eleven in Debnams Road?


  Well, if you walked past St Gertrude’s RC, keeping the bombsite and railway arches on your right, shortly before you got to the council yard gates there was a small opening flanked by
  cobblestones. Turn in here and you would be in a concrete square from which rose two blocks of flats built in the mid-1950s. The larger of the blocks was Gillam House, the smaller, Debnams Road.
  Even as a young child I always thought the council had been a little unimaginative when naming our flats. I mean they were off Debnams Road, they were near Debnams Road, but a
  sane person might walk up and down Debnams Road itself and never find us. They could have called our little block Superman Villas or Elvis Presley Towers, but no. They couldn’t be bothered.
  Gillam House, on the other hand, was named after the infamous Judge Gillam who hanged more people than any magistrate in British history and was murdered by the outraged mother of his last victim
  in nearby Southwark Park. (Total poppycock, but that’s what we believed.)


  And what was our life like in this noisy, dangerous and polluted industrial pock-mark wedged into one of the capital’s toughest neighbourhoods?


  It was, of course, utterly magnificent and I’d give anything to climb inside it again for just one day.


  I will never need regression or re-birthing to confirm I was a tremendously happy kid; confident, active and wildly popular. Perhaps that makes your lip curl, but honestly, the most traumatic
  thing that happened to me in my formative years was watching Millwall lose their fifty-nine-game unbeaten home record after being toppled by Plymouth Argyle. True, as your author and guide I
  appreciate there’s little communal pathos to be wrung there. P.G. Wodehouse noted in his own memoirs that being a contented and happy child is not what readers want from an autobiography.
  They look for darkness, regret and conflict, a glimpse of the wounded infant propping up the vindicated adult survivor. In short, a whiff of the workhouse.


  Oh, I know the drill. The BBC recently broadcast a film adaptation of Toast, Nigel Slater’s lamentable, though successful, childhood memoirs: 100 minutes of pre-pubescent
  loneliness, desolation and misery complete with sad cello accompaniment. This heartache is essential to balance the orgy of fulfilment celebrity later brings. Alas, my tragedy is that I can offer
  no downbeat revelations, given that I literally beamed with joy throughout the entire sixties. No sad cello music would be required for my childhood; the most apt accompaniment would be a New
  Orleans jazz band tearing up ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’.


  Why I was the kind of kid who leapt from his bed each day with a wild ‘Hurrah!’ is hard to say. Even as the youngest in our brood I don’t think I was particularly indulged. As
  you can imagine, we weren’t a wealthy household, though, as far as I could see, we wanted for nothing. Actually, in that very statement, there may be a clue to the apparent sunny atmosphere
  indoors.


  My parents had, not too long before I arrived, been living a pretty rough existence. I mean real, austerity post-war Britain: rationing, no work, one rented room in the East End of London.
  Proper poor. Until he joined the docks in 1954, my old man had drifted through employment. Among many casual jobs, he had been a hopeless labourer, trainee rag-and-bone man (failed) and had spent
  time in prison too. My mum had become pregnant at seventeen and they had married soon after without, I suspect, knowing each other that well. My brother and sister were both born in East London,
  where the whole family lived in one room of an old house owned by a Mrs Shears (‘Poor old Jeanie Shears . . .’) whose alcoholic husband pissed away every penny he earned as a chimney
  sweep. After years of struggling to make any kind of progress with their lives, they crossed the Thames – a huge upheaval in itself – to take up residence in a poky flat on the third
  floor of a pre-war block in downbeat Deptford called Congers House. It was here, in number 51, at 9 a.m. on Saturday, 22 June 1957, that I was born. I was delivered by Nurse Walkerdene and my dad
  had to be summoned back from the pub as he was about to set off on a docker’s beano – a boozy coach-trip to Margate. It was an outing he had been looking forward to for ages, and over
  the next few decades he would mention this infuriating inconvenience to me on more than one occasion.


  At this point they had three children crammed into one bedroom. Consequently, when I was still a baby – indeed, because I was a very small baby – they were allocated a brand-new
  three-bedroom council flat on the ground floor of the Silwood Estate with a bathroom and a garden. They simply couldn’t believe their luck. The railway and arches may as well have
  been rolling fields and double rainbows. Over the following decade, I harvested all the relief, freedom and optimism they suddenly felt. Things going right in their world had coincided with me
  coming along and, possibly misguidedly, I couldn’t help but feel partially responsible. Thus, by the age of three, my emerging ego was suitably robust.


  Despite its unpromising location and meagre luxuries, Debnams Road was full of working-class families revelling in the sudden rise in their fortunes. All those who’d grabbed at the chance
  it offered – a bathroom being top of the boon-list – felt blessed indeed, and our block was a sturdy symbol of proletarian hopes and aspiration.


  Here’s how the occupants on the ground floor ran. Looking at the odd-numbers-only front doors and reading from right to left, it went: the Bakers, the Painters, the Punts. The Micalefs,
  the Dulligans and the Dempsters. Yes, the Punts. Even as a toddler, I knew the Punts, at number 15, had absolutely no music in their name.


  Punt, let us be clear, is a dreadful surname, particularly if you are a teenage girl and particularly if your first name happens to be Doreen – as was the case with our fourteen-year-old
  near neighbour. Doreen Punt. I’ll concede that, with some effort, it is just possible to get past the Doreen half of the arrangement, but then to immediately have to confront the Punt part of
  the deal is too much. One’s ear tends to bridle and shut up shop.


  Doreen Punt sounds exactly the sort of oath W.C. Fields might have muttered shortly after stubbing his toe against the bedstead. The name took the gold medal over the bronze and silver of the
  other terrible names on our estate: Marion Mould and Lance Savage.


  I often wondered what would happen if Doreen Punt were to marry Lance Savage. What a terribly cruel trick of fate that would have been. There’s Doreen, waiting her whole life to expunge
  the curse of Punt, and the one man to whom her heart calls out is called Savage. So she becomes Doreen Savage – which hardly seems to lighten the load, does it? Hyphenating makes it even
  worse. Doreen Savage-Punt. He’d be Lance Savage-Punt, which, frankly, is the kind of grim amalgamation that would see postmen leaving the mail at the end of their path before legging it.


  By contrast, and here endeth my thoughts on names, in Congers House, we lived next door to a man called Jumbo Dray. Jumbo! Everyone called him ‘Jumb’.


  The square occupied by the Debnams and Gillam blocks was completed by a snaking, six-foot-high brick wall that served to mark exactly where council property ended and St
  Gertrude’s Church property began. The clergy hated us council kids and would stick knives in our footballs rather than heave them back over the partition. So the only place we had to legally
  loiter was a kind of misshapen part-cobbled plot in front of the flats, which was far too small for another housing project and yet just big enough to be, well, something. And something is exactly
  what the council made of it.


  They built us a boat. A boat!


  Every community has a spot where the local youth hang out. Everyone from our flats congregated around the twelve-foot-long solid concrete ‘boat’. It was the focal point for all those
  between the ages of two and the mid-teens, a catchment area that in those baby-boom times made for a sizeable crowd.


  Technically, I suppose it was more of a tug than a ship. It boasted a solid six-foot funnel at its centre and a crude but definite fo’c’sle. There were no ‘decks’ and it
  had no cover over it, but a well-sculpted solid-cement vessel it most certainly was and kids would slouch and slum all over it as they decided there were sufficient numbers for a two-a-side
  football tournament or whether they’d be better off opting for a game of ‘run-outs’ encompassing the entire sprawling estate of which our blocks were only a small part.


  Run-outs really was the beautiful game. Have you played it? One person would be told to ‘hide their eyes’ – a phrase plainly handed down the centuries – while the rest of
  the crowd would scamper away to secrete themselves somewhere in the surrounding miles of flats, back alleys, bombsites and side turnings. Then they must all be found. Run-outs should not be
  confused with hide and seek. In run-outs, the search party swells as players get discovered and switch sides. There was an unspoken gentleman’s agreement that, once you had found your hiding
  place, you did not move from it. Not only would that have been cheating but it risked prolonging the game way beyond the two hours it usually took for all to be safely gathered in.


  In my time I have hidden under parked cars, in rubbish chutes, on top of bus shelters and, on one occasion, inside one of the huge ‘wigwam’ bonfires pre-prepared for the upcoming
  November 5 celebrations. That was a terrific choice and much admired at the time. Strictly a seasonal retreat though.


  Throughout the sixties the annual bonfire was one of the biggest deals in our calendar of events, and the gathering of wood to build these giant pyres in the months prior to Guy Fawkes’
  Night was taken very seriously indeed. Our part of the estate was adjacent to a few streets of wonderful but doomed Victorian houses, left abandoned and thoroughly gutted over the years of all
  fixtures that might feed our bonfire flames.


  The shocking amount of superb front doors, back doors, cupboards, panels and window frames that we torched for fun – or at a pinch, tradition – sickens me when I think of it now.
  Particularly the lovely interior doors that we thought extra groovy because you could see the flames dancing through their stained-glass panels before they literally melted in a psychedelic
  dissolve.


  There would be two bonfires on the estate, one on each of the large bombsites to the north and south. Key to having the best blaze would be the mighty centre pole. This, as you can surmise,
  would be the totem around which all other lumber would be draped. I never went on the search for a centre pole – bigger boys’ work, that – and I have no idea where on earth they
  managed to find the perfect telegraph pole, plane tree or ship’s mast that would be hoisted on teenage shoulders and marched back to the dump to be gradually festooned with top-drawer
  Victorian carpentry and subsequently ignited.


  One year, ancient Mrs Scott, one of the last residents of wood-denuded, earmarked-for-demolition Silverlock Street called out to us:


  ‘You boys want some old books for your bonfire?’


  We did. We knew old books would make excellent kindling for the conflagration to come, and she had loads, so many that we had to fetch a builder’s wheelbarrow and transport them in two
  trips. Scattered around the base of our growing monster, their pages and colour plates yanked out to poke in key crevices, up in urgent flames these lovely old volumes went. More disturbing to me
  today than the creepy Nazi imagery of it all is the nagging thought that beautiful first editions of Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Jorrocks’ Jaunts and, gulp, Oscar Wilde would have been
  sacrificed simply so we could use the first wisps of that towering inferno to light our Jumping Jacks. Younger readers may marvel in wonder at the long-prohibited Jumping Jack – an
  unpredictable concertina’d fizzer designed to cause panic within a fifty-yard radius. If you weren’t quick to back away after lighting the touchpaper, it might land on you, popping and
  exploding in your turn-ups. Oh, a terrific firework, the Jumping Jack.


  Ironically, and despite the casual vandalism of Mrs Scott’s library, I was completely besotted with Victorian authors at the time. No wait, that sounds hopelessly grand. What I mean is
  that from as early an age as I can recall, I adored Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear, particularly ‘Jabberwocky’ and Lear’s short story about Violet, Guy Lionel and Slingsby who
  sailed around the world.


  Just pondering the comic brilliance and sheer oddness in the name ‘Slingsby’ – and remember, I had been raised on Jumbo Dray – would make me stare off into the middle
  distance, mouth set in a frozen chuckle. Surely nobody had ever been called Slingsby, had they? It sounds like somewhere in North Yorkshire. Oh, hang on, it is somewhere in North
  Yorkshire. What genius! Like the nonsense words scattered throughout ‘Jabberwocky’, here was a writer who didn’t care for form and the norm. He called a character Slingsby and
  defied the world to make something of it. Nonsense, that was the way forward. Utter, baffling nonsense. Let the world walk this way and I will walk that way. All who choose a similar path will be
  friends for life. Prog rock here I come.


  There was one particular book in our infant school library that mesmerized me like no other. It was called, rather generically, The Book of Nonsense and was a hefty compendium with
  Charles Folkard’s magnificent cover illustration featuring an assortment of the freakish characters featured within – Shockheaded Peter, Aged Uncle Arly, Jabberwocky, Baron Munchausen,
  ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’ and countless others – gathered, for some reason, at the seaside. I had it out on virtual permanent loan. The volume encompassed not only Carroll and
  Lear but a whole storehouse of oddities such as:


  
    
      
        
          
            Yesterday upon the stair


            I met a man who wasn’t there


            He wasn’t there again today


            Oh, how I wish he’d go away.

          

        

      

    

  


  And:


  
    
      
        
          
            One fine day in the middle of the night


            Two dead men got up to fight . . .

          

        

      

    

  


  And my favourite:


  
    
      
        
          
            He thought he saw an elephant


            That practised on a fife


            He looked again, and found it was


            A letter from his wife.


            ‘At length I realize,’ he said,


            ‘The bitterness of life!’

          

        

      

    

  


  Indeed, by the age of seven, had anyone asked if I could recite any Charles Dickens I could have said absolutely. After all, I recognized him as the man who wrote


  
    
      
        
          
            Choo a choo a tooth


            Munch Munch Nicey


            Choo a choo a tooth


            Munch Munch Nicey.

          

        

      

    

  


  And that’s not an extract. That’s the whole thing. Take that, so-called Tale of Two Cities.


  Virtually all this word fascination can be credited to my father, for all that he himself only ever appeared to read one book over and over again: Robert Tressell’s The
  Ragged-Trousered Philanthropists. But it was my old man who sat me on his lap when I was about five and read aloud Browning’s The Pied Piper of Hamelin from an enormous
  Bible-sized compilation of ‘good’ literature that, otherwise, went un-browsed. Oh man, what an experience. All that ‘munch on, crunch on, take your nuncheon . . .’ and
  grumbling, rumbling, tumbling, Doom’s tone and tombstone. Not to mention:


  
    
      
        
          
            Nor brighter was his eye, nor moister


            Than a too-long-opened oyster,


            Save when at noon his paunch grew mutinous


            For a plate of turtle, green and glutinous

          

        

      

    

  


  I had absolutely no idea what most of it meant, but can clearly recall how shocked I was at the betrayal in the lines:


  
    
      
        
          
            A thousand guilders! Come, take fifty!

          

        

      

    

  


  And how much I too yearned to vanish into the side of a mountain like the Hamelin youth – so long as I could emerge very soon after and heroically tell everyone the full
  eye-popping exclusive story.





  


  


  


  Skulduggery


  


  


  My dad was a big man, a dock union organizer, a notorious brawler and dedicated pub patron. His readings of The Pied Piper went deep, very
  deep, and even today I can still catch a whiff of his comforting Guinness breath, the size of his hands on the page, the way I fitted perfectly into his lap, the way his voice would soften and even
  pronounce the ‘g’s and ‘h’s of Browning’s words.


  An extremely popular and well-known face in the neighbourhood – and even more so across the Thames in East London – Frederick Joseph Baker, always known as
  ‘Spud’, was my dad and I never ever wanted another or wished him in any way different.


  He was, and I think the word is a perfect fit, explosive. A no-nonsense, energy-filled expletive factory who left you in ABSOLUTELY NO DOUBT about his position. He was not offering an
  opinion, he was telling you how it was. People today may romance the quality of sixties television but, according to him, 98 per cent of it was ‘fucking daft’. Most music of the period
  was ‘a fucking noise’. The Prime Minister was ‘a long streak of piss’. The news was ‘a load of balls’. Thanks to the instant catharsis of such statements, he was
  never a morose or frustrated man. Dad was immensely proud; proud of himself, his appearance, his family, his job and his home. Very bald from the age of twenty, I never realized how touchy he was
  about it until one night, on our annual holidays on the Norfolk Broads, the whole family were sitting in the front row for a variety show at the ABC Theatre, Great Yarmouth. (We had front-row seats
  because the old man put a lot of store in such things.) Jimmy Tarbuck was the evening’s compère and at one point he looked down at us and delivered what I suspect was a stock line from
  his repertoire: ‘Excuse me, pal, could you change seats?’ he said to my father. ‘The lights are bouncing off your bald head right into my eyes!’ This got a good laugh from
  the audience. As it died down and just before Jimmy moved on, my dad bellowed; ‘You know, you can fucking go off somebody, Tarbuck.’ There were gasps all around and I screwed myself
  deep into my seat. Anita Harris was swiftly introduced and the show went on.


  All his life my dad remained convinced that the whole world was crooked, that everyone was corruptible – or to use his word, ‘approachable’ – and that, provided you found
  the right angle, nothing in this life was ever sold out or beyond reach. In this, along with his hairline, he resembled Phil Silvers’ Sergeant Bilko. Reputations and circumstances
  didn’t intimidate him in the slightest. In the 1990s, when I was earning an absolute fortune, he came with me to the very upmarket Conran furniture store in West London. As I dealt with the
  salesperson – a tall, rather fey fellow who was acting as though my time in his day was stopping him getting on with something far more important – I could hear Dad off in the distance
  turning over price tags and groaning, ‘Faaaackin’ hell!’ as well as his famously sing-song refrain ‘Oh what a load of balls . . .’


  Eventually I made my choices and the salesperson said he would go and confirm the items were in stock. Suddenly Dad was by my side. ‘I say, Chas,’ he barked. (He had a peculiar habit
  of addressing strangers as ‘Chas’.) ‘I say, Chas . . .’ Then, very deliberately, looking right into the sales assistant’s eyes: ‘We don’t want a
  receipt.’


  I heaved my shoulders and stared at my shoes. Here we go again.


  The man looked nonplussed. ‘I’m sorry?’ he muttered. Dad snorted as though this half-wit was already attracting too much attention. ‘I said: We don’t want. A
  receipt.’


  Of course what he meant by this was that we, or rather he, was not looking for a ‘straight’ transaction like all the other browsing civilians. It meant he wanted to give
  ‘Chas’ a twenty-pound note directly into his hand and then meet him round the back to put my £500 cupboards straight into our car. No paperwork. We all win.


  Such an arrangement might be the norm in a breaker’s yard in Deptford, but they’d never come across it at Terence Conran’s flagship store in Fulham. ‘Ah . . . okay, then
  . . . I won’t make you one . . .’ said the confused assistant before scuttling away.


  Disgusted, Spud turned to me and growled, ‘I don’t know why you shop in these fucking places.’


  The only times I ever saw my father quiet and cowed was when he was with his magnificent mother, Nan Baker. He and his equally hearty brothers, my uncles Charlie, Tom, Arthur, Alfie and Godfrey,
  would become as kids again in her presence. An extraordinary matriarch, Alice Baker had, in her time, given birth to twelve children, lost a few more, lived in every district in East London, served
  as a docker during the First World War, got bombed out twice in the Second, she’d run shops, managed pubs, worked in factories making everything from jam to armaments, flummoxed landlords,
  outsmarted debt collectors, terrorized pawn-shop owners, been barred from bookmakers, physically fought both men and women, and downed more Guinness and gin than might have flowed over Niagara
  Falls since you started reading this book. She was NEVER, and I mean this as a tribute, a sweet little old lady. She was, all of her long, long life, the kind of tough Victorian working-class woman
  who at closing time each night would stand in the street and sing.


  To her dying day she would listen to current-affairs shows on the radio, continually arguing with them aloud. Often, we would turn up at her flat on the Isle of Dogs and she’d wave her
  hand at us to be quiet. ‘I want to finish hearing what this lousy pisspot is on about,’ she’d snap. Her other favoured insult was a caustic use of the word ‘thing’.
  Looking daggers at her transistor, she’d hiss, ‘Oh, hark at him, the bastard THING!’


  At age ninety, when she broke her hip after falling down pissed, she refused to stay in hospital a second longer than necessary. Upon discharging herself, and not willing to succumb to the
  public indignity of a zimmer frame, she put bricks in a pushchair and covered them with a shawl so that it looked like shopping. Thus aided, she continued to walk everywhere, including the several
  miles to our house, a journey that included a hair-raising trek through the noisy Rotherhithe Tunnel under the Thames. When she died in 1982, her funeral was a big event on the island, and the
  saloon bar in her local pub was soon after officially re-named ‘Ma Baker’s’ in her memory.


  As you are probably figuring out, I come from hardy stock. To a young boy it was a boisterous and competitive cast among which to find a place.


  In total contrast to Nan Baker and my dad’s hellzapoppin’ side of the family, Mum, Betty, wouldn’t even try to compete. How could she? She had grown up almost totally bereft of
  family – particularly a father – and any kin she did have (I only know of one distant sister and a half-brother) was totally overwhelmed by the sheer size and confidence of the Baker
  brood. In fact, I know so little of her side of my genes that even today, when banks ask me for my mother’s maiden name in a security check, I have to tell them that I have absolutely no idea
  and, frankly, don’t see how they could possibly know either. To the best of my knowledge, I think she might have once been Betty Ward, but then again I’ve heard it said she was Betty
  Cuddahey. There are a couple of other options too.


  She used to tell me that she’d met my dad after he tried to steal her purse following a dance on the Isle of Dogs. She chased him and got it back – suggesting to me he wasn’t
  running away that fast. I asked if she knew of him at that point, to which she replied, ‘Everyone on the island knew your father.’ Whatever the story of their meeting, she
  would have only been seventeen, he nineteen. They married a few months after her eighteenth birthday, because she was already pregnant with my sister Sharon. Wild boy though Dad might have been, he
  was never a coward and a respectable union was what was required at that point and in those times.


  There are no photographs of their wedding. There was no party. No honeymoon. Only Nan Baker went along, probably to make sure her boy actually turned up. There must have been many periods in my
  mother’s life when she thought how differently their lives might have turned out had circumstances not dictated the tale. She was a beautiful, shy young girl with amazing dark eyes and a
  terrific appetite for all things Hollywood. She also had a prodigious memory for seemingly every song she had ever heard and, even during her failing years with Alzheimer’s, is still able to
  recall lyrics to hundreds of obscure musicals with fantastic accuracy. Yet overall she has a quiet, insecure personality that was completely at odds with the brio, confidence and reputation of her
  new husband.


  Here was a big outgoing man, his full, rumbustious home life the polar opposite of her own, a local lothario who by all accounts could have had his pick of the neighbourhood girls, yet had now
  been forced by grim convention to marry her. At least, that was how it must have felt to young Betty.


  Their home following that joyless, probably loveless, ceremony at Poplar registry office in the freezing February of 1950, was a single rented room in an old house shared by three other, much
  older yet still desperately struggling families. Even worse, within a couple of months of the marriage my dad was sent to Maidstone Prison, where he served a year for receiving stolen goods. For
  Betty, that tiny cold room in Stepney must have seemed at the other end of the earth to her teenage dreams of Hollywood heaven.


  Of course, I knew none of this growing up and certainly don’t recall it ever being reflected at home in Debnams Road. To me, the youngest in our family by some distance, Freddie and Betty
  Baker seemed like the most loved up, perfectly matched couple in the whole world. My sister Sharon now tells me it wasn’t quite like that. I know that must be true, and yet, whatever private
  storms, public quarrels and dashed inner hopes they battled with, Mum and Dad remained married and together for almost sixty years.


  Skulduggery was possibly my father’s favourite word. He used to revel in its piratical flourish and bellow it with a physical shudder of pleasure, because it
  usually meant that his world view of everyone being corrupt had once again been borne out. It was a greeting to his kin.


  For example, he didn’t live to experience the recent political expenses scandal, but I know it wouldn’t have been received by Spud as an outrage or something that demanded a legal
  remedy. No, bizarrely he would have felt vindicated, beaming as the story broke on TV, his hands thrust under his armpits, gleefully writhing in his chair, saying to nobody in particular, ‘Of
  course. Of course! Skulduggery! Pure and simple. Everyone’s at it, don’t you worry about that.’


  Any time I heard of a football manager being sacked I would call him first and he would usually say, ‘What was it? Skulduggery?’ If I were to reply that it was actually because of a
  poor run of recent results, he would audibly sneer. ‘Never in your life! You don’t get fired ’less your hand’s in the till, and he must have been well at it. Skulduggery
  there, boy, nice and tasty.’ Nothing could shift him from this view.


  He ran our house along the same lines. Council gas and electricity meters had within them a flat metal disc that rotated faster the more of the utility you used. The faster it moved, the more
  the numbers on the panel above clicked over and the more you had to pay. People soon learned that by carefully removing the glass at the front of the meter it was possible to impede these wheels
  and make them run much slower. With canny and sparing use of this trick you could convincingly knock a few pounds from your bills each month. My dad, however, never cared for this half-measure. The
  wheels in our gas and electricity meters never moved at all. Had the official figures ever been scrutinized, it would have come to light that our family never used an iota of gas or electricity
  between 1961 and 1975.


  Fortunately, the men who called to read the meters were supremely ‘approachable’. (The ‘approachable’ world somehow gravitated towards my dad.) Swift, sotto voce
  discussions would arrive at a low figure that was agreeable to both parties; the deal would then be sealed with a handshake, and parties would come away content with the result. In those happy days
  before cheques or credit cards, the meter reader had a couple of extra quid shoved into his palm, while my old man had the satisfaction of beating the system. Meanwhile the cobwebs that festooned
  the innards of our meters remained undisturbed.


  In 1975 the meters were finally changed. During his investigations into how the newer, more secure fixtures might be rigged to suit his previous arrangements, Dad got the shock of his life.
  Literally. There was a loud crack, all our lights went out and the jolt Dad received threw him halfway up our stairs. We all rushed to his aid. Panting, laid out, eyes shut, he soon pulled himself
  together enough to call the meter a ‘poxy ponce of a thing’. In the following days, three of his fingernails turned black and fell off.


  Spud adopted the skulduggery approach with every other bill or financial obligation that arrived in our house. During the great hire purchase boom of the sixties and seventies there was a
  continual merry-go-round of things coming and going from our flat as companies first gave and then recovered their luxury goods. Their fatal error was that they were far quicker to install than
  they ever were to take back, and once this knowledge got around it was open season on TVs, fridges, cookers and furniture. I remember his unshakeable logic whenever an item was repossessed:
  ‘What’s it matter? By the time they come and cart it off, there’s a new one out anyway . . .’


  In every aspect of his life – social, family, self – my dad was famously cavalier with his cash. He did not attach the slightest importance to the accumulation of money, whether as a
  status symbol or for future security. While earning a good weekly wage in the docks he would routinely blow it all, often immediately, on gambling, carousing and, chiefly, making sure we all had
  plenty of everything indoors – not that these triple priorities were entirely sympathetic. He could not bear to give so much as a shilling to strangers. As for utility companies, debt
  collectors and ‘straight’ institutions, these were aliens from another planet as far as he was concerned. The way he saw it, if they wanted to give him something before he had even paid
  for it, well, bring it on and more fool them. When they took it back, he felt no shame. Shame only resulted from not being able to afford things. He could afford them, and everyone knew
  it. Financially, he had absolutely no fear and chose to tell big business directly through his methods that they could go fuck themselves. Bookies and publicans, oddly enough, were the exceptions
  to the rule.


  Though my father had this brand of economics down to a fine art, it was practised to some degree throughout the estate. Received wisdom today would suggest that children who
  grow up in such a casually irresponsible atmosphere will go on to repeat or even escalate the process. This is pure tosh. None of the twenty-odd good chums that I grew up with ended up in
  prison.


  An underwhelming statistic, possibly; but I offer it to counter the ridiculous assumption that working-class boys of the period either had to fight or be funny in order to survive. I’ve
  heard such drivel time and again and I still hear it today. Survive what exactly? It wasn’t Alcatraz. I’m also baffled whenever I read how tough we all were, routinely breaking into
  warehouses or venting our frustrations in battles between nihilistic street gangs. I had maybe a hundred or so peers across our estate and yet I can’t recall a single organized gaggle among
  their number. There were of course loose amalgamations of kids who lived near each other, but gangs? Golly, how some proles like to romance their early lives by giving it a Bowery Boys wash.


  The only crime I can recall ever being party to involved a disastrous ‘hit’ on our local greengrocer Eric, owner of Eric’s, a business he’d bought from another man called
  Eric, although the shop was actually named after that man’s father, also called Eric. What, as they say, are the chances of that?


  Fire has already played a large part in this story; on the Silwood Estate, getting a fire going was always on the juvenile agenda. Anything that turned up on the dump was deemed flammable. From
  old sofas, mattresses and tyres right down to broken toys and discarded cardboard. On those days when nothing was provided, a not-too-thorough forage of the vicinity would result in a sufficient
  haul of bits and pieces to give us a blaze. Somebody usually had matches to get the thing under way, but it wasn’t unheard of to resort to a magnifying glass and the rays of the sun. Anyway,
  the point is our bombsite adventure playground smouldered throughout the 1960s like those mountains of garbage you see in the Philippines.


  Once you had a fire going, etiquette required that you throw things on it. What we wished for more than anything was for these items to explode – but they seldom obliged. Batteries
  weren’t a very common item of detritus in the 1960s; in fact, other than torches, I’m struggling to think of a single battery-operated item people used back then. But whenever we did
  find the odd Ever Ready, on the fire it would go. Without exception, they never exploded. Neither did light bulbs, old oil tins or tramps’ shoes. (Individual items of footwear that pitched up
  on the dump were always referred to as ‘tramps’ shoes’; these were rumoured to be so full of toxic loam that, when appropriately heated, a sonic boom and satisfying mushroom cloud
  would ensue.)


  The other use for a bombsite fire was, believe it or not, cooking. We would throw potatoes into the flames and then, perhaps an hour later, rake them out and gobble them down. Of course, after a
  spell in the furnace even the toughest spud would look as if it had been lashed to the Space Shuttle for re-entry; but peel away that charred, steaming, brittle skin and inside was as good a meal
  as I’ve ever eaten. I sometimes feel it’s entirely possible that we might have accidentally invented Cajun food.


  The only snag with this recipe was that first you had to secure your potato.


  To do this we would disband the group temporarily and sneak back into our homes to steal from our own mothers. This was a mission as dangerous as it was shameful. It wasn’t so much that
  mothers couldn’t spare a potato or would miss it from their carefully budgeted inventory; more the fact that they knew exactly why we wanted one.


  ‘I hope you’re not with that lot over on the dump, round that fire,’ Mum would shout above the drone of the Hoover after hearing my hopeless attempts at stealth.
  ‘You’ll all go up like the gasworks one of these days.’


  It wasn’t the most effective warning: an entire gasworks exploding was the stuff of dreams so far as I was concerned.


  ‘Anyway,’ she’d continue, ‘I’ve got no potatoes in, so you can bugger off outside again.’


  And so I would. Back at the dump, it would usually transpire that most of us had had the same luck. It was following one of these episodes of being out-mothered that somebody in our ranks had
  the brazen idea of raiding Eric’s. I couldn’t think of a worse notion and wanted to shout, ‘Eric’s? Raid Eric’s? Are you all nuts? Do you want to go to jail? Do you
  want to spend a life behind bars because of a potato? Will nobody speak out against this madness? Help! Help!’ I’m sure we all felt the same, and yet somehow this crackpot idea went
  through on the nod. As we began the short walk up Debnams Road and into the main drag of our local shops I was petrified, on the verge of fainting, my legs heavier with each step. Remember, this
  was 1964. The Great Train Robbery was still fresh in the mind.


  Here was the plan. One of us would buy a bag of monkey nuts. When Eric turned to put the threepenny bit in the till, the rest of us would each grab a potato from the stack and leg it. From our
  vast experience of comics and cartoons, we knew that this would reduce Eric to a state of catatonia. While we receded into the distance laughing, he would stand outside his greengrocer’s
  shop, eyes spinning in his head, spluttering half-formed sentences like, ‘What the . . .’ and ‘Wait a minute . . .’ and shaking his fist. Iris-out, credits roll. What could
  possibly go wrong?


  I should add that Eric was a large individual, built along the lines of a pro weightlifter – which, now I come to think of it, probably resulted from his humping great sacks of our
  intended swag around all day.


  Of course ‘the deal’, when it ‘went down’, was an absolute disaster.


  Crucially, of a company of ten, only four of us ultimately walked into the shop. The others, amazingly with even less nerve than I, bottled it and carried on walking as though they had nothing
  to do with those of us in the front part of the kiddy crocodile. Losing three-fifths of our number left us feeling hopelessly exposed as we entered the grocer’s. Eric could now keep an eye on
  us all with absolutely no trouble at all. Except . . . where was Eric?


  Where was anybody? The shop stood dim, quiet and deserted. Had we been real crooks, potatoes be hanged, we could have helped ourselves to tenners from the till. But to our credit we remained
  focused. After a few moments of nonplussed shuffling about, Mark Jeffries, by far our boldest member, reached out for the precious potato pile. To be precise, he reached out for the precious potato
  at the very bottom of the precious potato pile – and down came the veggie walls of Jericho. Dear Lord, I was never in the Blitz, but it can’t have created much more noise than fifty
  pounds of King Edwards cascading on to a linoleum floor. And wouldn’t you know it, suddenly there was Eric. Whether he’d been disturbed from sitting in the back room poring over a copy
  of Sporting Life or hiding in the rafters to foil our heist at its height, I don’t know, but before I could make a move he was looming over me. As I looked up at him, he seemed the
  size of the Albert Hall – and what’s more the Albert Hall in a particularly tetchy mood.


  ‘What y’doin’? Why’ve ya scattered my pataters all up in the air? What have your mates just run off with?’


  This last question struck me as the most alarming. He had spoken about the rest of my gang almost in the past tense, as if they were no longer present. A swift look round showed me he was, in
  fact, a master at explaining the facts as they stood. All but me had fled. I was on my own.


  Then there came one last Eric enquiry that I couldn’t figure out at all.


  ‘Why you trying to put that ’tater in your pocket, son?’


  Yes, why was I trying to put a potato in my pocket? Zombie-like, on autopilot, as though my body below the neck had become totally invisible, I was, despite the jig being well and truly
  up, slowly attempting to push a large spud into a tiny trouser pocket. And I continued with the uneven struggle even as we stared directly at each other. Then I found myself saying:


  ‘I’m cleaning it.’


  There followed a deadly few seconds as we both considered this preposterous defence. Then, snatching the muddy bounty from my grasp, Eric barked a swift, ‘Now fuck off, okay?’ and I
  fled from the scene.


  Immediately, hot tears and short breaths engulfed me and I ran head first into a pillar box. Now I was laid out on the pavement, my sobs so deep and forceful that I pulsed rhythmically off the
  concrete. Sweet mother of mercy, was this the end of Dan-o?


  More than any other incident in my entire childhood I credit the Great Potato Failure of 1964 with keeping me on the straight and narrow through later life. Had I been successful in the raid,
  who knows? Today I might have been a notorious drug baron or at least an infamous vegetable one. One word from me and the movement of 80 per cent of side dishes in or out of South-East London would
  grind to a halt. It’s a sobering thought.


  My greatest fear in the days after the fiasco at Eric’s was that my parents would find out. What my dad would make of my potato-purloining attempt didn’t bear
  thinking about, which might be viewed as both odd and hypocritical, given that he was ‘at it’ virtually every day of his life, not just fiddling meters and hire purchase traders, but
  bringing home booty from his job on the docks.


  ‘Bunce’ was the word for this kind of contraband, and it was never equated with out-and-out theft. Getting things ‘out of the docks’ was considered a perk of the job. At
  one time any working person who considered a new job would have to factor in what their bunce quotient might be. Bunce can be simple office stationery, or a good supply of cream horns if you work
  at the bakery. Or, as in the case of my brother’s mate Billy who landed a job at the Ford plant in Dagenham, you could see everyone in South-East London all right for tyres and driver’s
  side mats throughout the 1970s. Bunce, and the distribution thereof, lay at the very heart of the working-class community. Everybody knew somebody who knew how to get hold of something.


  A terrifically varied selection of goods regularly appeared then disappeared from our home. Sizeable quantities of everything from women’s handbags, brandy, leather footballs, Russian
  dolls, shirts, mugs, glasses, to rolls of curtain material and garden bulbs. The most bulky and least movable stock we ever housed was an entire tea chest full of curry powder. Today, such a
  commodity might find a ready market, but back then nobody we knew made curries and there were no Asian restaurants in the vicinity who might conceivably have been interested in purchasing it as a
  job lot. Indeed, there were no Asian folk at all. My dad tried to divvy up the cargo into paper bags and give it away to friends, but seeing as how the mother lode was stashed out on our back porch
  it was a messy business and the overpowering unfamiliar aroma soon enveloped the flat, giving us all headaches.


  Many years later I asked Dad how he had eventually disposed of it all.


  ‘Me and Wally Shaw chucked the lot in the fucking canal,’ he said.


  A more successful commodity, and one in which I happily became active, was LP records. In the late sixties, the old man had access to underground rock albums being exported to Europe. I remember
  the first load he brought home. He walked into my bedroom and lifted his shirt; poking out of his waistband like a psychedelic girdle were about nine LPs.


  ‘’Ere, boy, I got these out today. Any good?’ he said, flinging down on the bed records by Santana, Chicago and Johnny Winter. Any good? These were the groups I was into. I
  marvelled at them.


  ‘Dad, these are brilliant. Me and me mates love these groups!’


  ‘Yeah, well never mind about your fucking mates,’ he thundered. ‘If I get ’em, can you knock ’em out for me?’


  I said I could, and for the next year or so that’s exactly what I did. Every Sunday I would take the thirty or so titles he had brought home over to Petticoat Lane in East London –
  two tube trains away – and sell them to stallholders. I was not yet twelve years old, but the men on the pitches soon got to trust me and await my arrival. ‘Down the Lane’, LP
  records then retailed at about £1.50 and I would get fifteen bob (seventy-five pence) apiece. Of this, I got to keep half. I never really saw any of that cash, because I would immediately
  trade for other records on the stall – thus sowing the seeds of my life-long obsession with collecting vinyl. Fred couldn’t understand this at all. When I arrived home, he’d look
  stunned.


  ‘I can’t fathom you, boy, straight I can’t. Every week you come back with more fucking records than you go out with! You’ll never have a fucking tanner to your name, you
  won’t.’


  Well, he was right there but whose fault was that?


  One Friday he came home with an entire box – twenty-five copies – of an album by a group I’d never heard of called the Human Beast. It looked suitably weird and contemporary,
  but upon playing it I found it to be the most drawn-out, derivative, psych-rock noise that struck even my young ears as bogus. Over at Petticoat Lane the stallholders cautiously took one copy each,
  leaving me with about seventeen Human Beasts still in the box. Over the coming weeks they requested no further re-orders of it. I comforted myself in the thought that I knew a dog when I heard
  one.


  Later that summer, hanging out on the dump, Tommy Hodges turned up one morning with an air rifle borrowed from his cousin Alan, along with an entire tin of 100 ‘slugs’, or pellets.
  After tiring of shooting up cans, bottles and various improvised targets (the cross on the roof of St Gertrude’s being one), I had a brilliant idea. ‘Wait there!’ I instructed the
  team and ran indoors to fetch that box of Human Beast clunkers. The shiny vinyl twelve-inches were then set up at various distant points around the bombsite, the game being to get your shot as
  near to the hole in the centre as possible. Terrific fun! Half an hour later, nothing remained of the discs but a few shards. We then retired to throw the glossy album covers on our fire.


  Now then.


  I don’t know if you are a record collector too, but if you are it’s possible you may be aware of the Human Beast. Since the rise of the Psych Rock genre in the 1990s, their sole LP
  has become one of the most rare and sought after on the entire world scene. The last copy I saw on eBay sold for about £1,300. Taking this as our guide, we can assume that in our giddy
  half-hour of bagging big-game vinyl at the dump, Tommy, Peter King and I shot into fragments exactly £22,100 worth of rock’n’roll history.


  ‘You’ll never have a fucking tanner, you won’t.’


  Maybe. But I still say it’s a lousy LP.





  

  

  

  Getting Out There


  

  

  Between the stages of toddler and starting work I attended just two schools; Rotherhithe Junior Mixed and West Greenwich Secondary Boys. Both
  solid, state institutions in the Victorian style and I loved every last minute of being at both. You see, I really was the most enormously popular kid – isn’t that a scream? You hardly
  ever hear anyone say that and even typing it makes me feel like it’s poor autobiographical form. In my school years I never felt awkward, left out or lost. I sailed through all the lessons,
  was always first in year, always given the lead role in school plays and was even captain of the football team. Teachers, pupils, they all liked me and I had the most terrific time. Of course, I
  can fully understand it if you find that to be conceited swanking of the highest order, but those are the bald facts and we’re stuck with them. It was only many years later and after my first
  appearances on national television that it suddenly occurred to me that I might not be universally beloved.


  The one school activity I recall spectacularly failing in and being totally crushed by was when we all had to be tested, at about the age of nine, for colour blindness. Oh, I desperately wanted
  to be colour-blind. It struck me as the perfect ailment: a genuine disability that you could appear heroic about while being completely free from any pain or danger. Come the day
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