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  About the Book


  Boy George: singer, songwriter, theatre star, DJ, photographer, fashion designer, cultural icon.


  Told with George’s trademark biting wit, brutal honesty and sparkling insight, this book reveals the whole story, reappraising his rise to stardom and all the madness that followed. He talks about his solo singing career, his initiation in the dance music scene, and his role as the driving force behind theatrical sensation Taboo. George also discusses the achievement of the apparently factious Culture Club.


  It is only now, many years on from the glittering, glossy eighties, that George makes an insightful and often hilarious assessment of the impact of that extraordinary era.


  Boy George has gone far from those days of excess and addiction.


  This is his story.


  About the Author


  Boy George was brought up as one of six children of Irish parents in south-east London. In the 1980s, he rose to international fame as the lead singer, songwriter and driving force behind Culture Club, selling over 55 million records worldwide. After the collapse of the band, he became one of the leading figures in the dance music revolution, DJing around the world and setting up the independent record label, More Protein. He was also the co-writer and occasional star of the hit West End, Broadway and touring show Taboo, which tells the story of the eighties club scene and garnered a clutch of Olivier and Tony awards.


  Boy George continues to make music as a solo artist and is a photographer of note. He is also the design vision behind the fashion label B-RUDE. Boy George currently lives in New York City.


  Paul Gorman is a London-based writer. His books include: The Look: Adventures In Pop & Rock Fashion; the definitive history of the music press In Their Own Write; Goldie’s autobiography Nine Lives; the story of Dexy’s Midnight Runners: Let’s make This Precious and Dinah O’Dowd’s Cry Salty Tears.


  Straight


  Boy George


  with Paul Gorman
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  This book is dedicated to my dad Jerry O’Dowd, the most formidable force in my life.
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  Boy George


  By Paul Gorman


  George isn’t good in the mornings.


  He strides out of his room, straight back, arms paddling by his side, in black. He catches your eye. You say: ‘Morning.’ He might grunt. He might say, mock-querulously, shortly and sharply: ‘Hello,’ pursing his lips as he does.


  He may describe the dream from which he has just awoken, there and then. More likely he will march past, and look you up and down as he does, raising an eyebrow. ‘Ridiculous,’ he will utter, apropos of nothing.


  If you ask: ‘How are you?’ George may say: ‘Utterly rancid.’ Or he may keep quiet, patrolling the loft, stopping at the kitchen sink, where he washes off the residue of last night’s maquillage (with Fairy Liquid no less), then his own bathroom and dressing room and finally the computer.


  Your question: ‘Like another coffee?’ will be answered with a tart ‘Ta.’ Then don’t speak to him for a while. Twenty minutes, maybe even more. Read the Times or the Voice, but don’t bother pointing out what Michael Mustgo has to say. Tell him later because George is pecking at his laptop in his office space, blue eyes widening awake at the news from home and abroad.


  He may sometimes emit a sharp bark: ‘Ha!’, ‘Fuck!’, or  ‘Ohforgodsake!’ Rarely will you be informed right then what these exclamations relate to.


  Usually this is saved for later, as you sit with tea and make breakfast.


  He fills you in and interrupts himself, asking rhetorically, ‘Is SHE up yet?’ Then he hammers on Christine’s bedroom door: ‘CHRISTINE?! Get the fuck up!’


  Glancing at the glitter-sprinkled clock he will lie, often by as much as an hour. ‘It’s fucking one o’clock! GET UP!!’


  George is industrious.


  Never has a day gone by in his company when a project hasn’t been attended to: a new silkscreen, a line of t-shirt designs, a lyric written to a tune sent across by Amanda or Richie, a vocal recorded, a backing track mixed, a chapter of the book tweaked, a photography session booked, a DJ set compiled...


  George is a good cook - apart from rice. He hasn’t the patience, you see.


  But he knows his vegetables, and he moves quickly, just as he eats, snipping and snapping and cutting and chopping. While you eat you talk about the food, where it comes from and what it does for you. Then you have more tea and light fags and talk about this gossip or that record or Nine Ki or new movies or Asperger’s Syndrome or boys (or a boy in particular) or a dream or Bowie or tonight’s party or fashion or last night’s meal or growing up in a family of eight lunatics in the 60s and 70s or this weekend’s adventure or last weekend’s disaster.


  George is good at shopping.


  Whether among the tradesmen and builders and art students at Industrial Plastics on Canal, or darting between the preppy couples and Soho bohos at Dean & DeLuca and The Gourmet Garden, there’s George, ploughing ahead, gathering up paint mixers and brushes or the crunchiest kale, the tastiest tofu.


  He lopes the sidewalks in the same fashion, ahead of everyone, his stroll discernible in the Lower East Side crowds even in shades, hoodie and trackies. If you keep up with him not much is said; a twitch at a shirtless road-digger, a wince at an overstuffed gargoyle.


  George gets fractious around early evening.


  Something to do with his energy levels, I think. Maybe he’s heard enough of Christine, or had enough of my company, but he sometimes becomes snippy and snappy and can be downright rude.


  Then he might have a lie down or, more likely, return to his laptop and stab at the keys, on a variety of missions; Photoshopping the rude pictures he takes of barely dressed boys, spurting out email responses to Kinky and Kevan and Paul and Mike, draining some of those creative juices.


  George says he hates phones, though he is often on them.


  His UK mobile will ring and ring until you shout: ‘Shall I get it?’


  ‘Yeah - find out who it is.’


  George is good fun.


  He usually refuses a shandy first off, implying that I drink too much beer and stating openly: ‘You’re not giving that old drunk any more are you? She’s pissed already.’ Even though she is still nursing her first glass, Christine giggles and continues her sewing and stitching and gluing unperturbed.


  Later he will ask: ‘Any more of that shandy? Or have you drunk it all?’ and by that time the music may have hit the right note. One evening we had punk aerobics to The Ramones: stretches and knee bends and pogo twists to ‘The KKK Took My Baby Away’ and ‘Rock ’n’ Roll High School’.


  Otherwise there were mournful singalongs to ‘Diamonds and Rust’ and ‘God Give Me Strength’.


  Another time we pretended to be monged-up, cross-eyed clubbers to ‘The Twin’, and one memorable night we jumped and weaved to ‘4 My People’ and ‘I Am The Fly’, helping me forget the fact that somebody I knew had suddenly died in London and I couldn’t do anything about the pain this had inflicted upon his widow and her best friend, my brother.


  George can be a right cow, throwing tantrums and once a coffee cup, but never tiaras.


  George is unreasonable.


  So am I, in my insistent way. And so is Christine in her demonstrative manner. And so are all of us who have been around him but will never fully comprehend the experience of actually being George.


  George is soft.


  I remember his weeping when he first heard the finished version of his aching duet with Antony, ‘You Are My Sister’, thinking of Siobhan so far away.


  George is tough.


  He has to be. There are a lot of arseholes out there, the ones who have and always will run to him, mooing: ‘Boy Ge-orge! Boy Ge-orge!! I LOVE the 80s!!!’ snapping their phone cameras two inches from his face.


  When he says: ‘Actually could you leave me alone? I’m with my friends at the moment,’ they turn. And how.


  ‘Fuck you asshole!’ they scream, crimson-faced at his temerity. ‘Fat loser!! F U-Uck Yo-OU!!!’


  George can crack jokes like they are going out of (and into) fashion, a never-ending stream which you can try and counter before giving up. All those thousands of hours whiled away on the road, I expect.


  George can dance.


  Once, at a Fashion Week party there were just the handful of us Brits making the moves; Christos and Chris and Christine and George and I.


  We disco-cavorted London-style, unconcerned, while the rest of the party were either too off it or too self-consciously hip; Kate Moss was there, after all, and what would she think if they fluffed a step in front of her?


  A couple of skinny-tied, side-parted members of Franz Ferdinand looked on, uncomfortable. Then a silly American woman made the inevitable approach to George: ‘Gahhd! I didn’t know you could dance!!’


  Rude cow. What did she expect?


  George can sing Irish rebel songs like any armchair Paddy, you know.


  George can tell stories about meeting Margaret Thatcher and  Princess Diana, just as he can quote lyrics from a Fatal Microbes single.


  George is good.


  He’s George, isn’t he?.


  Paul Gorman


  London 2004


  Boy Paul


  By Boy George


  Paul Gorman is one of those people I’ve known forever and yet never really spoken to. We were forced together one afternoon at my gothic pile in Hampstead after it was decided that he should assist me in writing this book.


  After a delicious macrobiotic meal cooked by my friend Dragana Brown, Paul was given a Nine Ki assessment by Drags. She and her partner Simon Brown advise me how to move my energy around the globe and I am godparent to their son Michael, who, unlike most kids, eats broccoli and tofu joyfully.


  Luckily, the omens were spot-on for a good partnership and Paul and I started the arduous task of putting this book together.


  I don’t believe in ‘metrosexuals’ (or heterosexuals for that matter) but, if I were forced to label Paul, I would say he was veering, flirting in the ‘metro’ vicinity. For example, he can discuss queer sex and the possibility that we are all a bit of everything without clenching his buttocks or curling an often-painted toenail.


  He can cook rice.


  What he does to kale is quite frankly a crime against nutrition.


  Like myself he has an ‘Irish heart and English blood’ so charm is just part of the make-up. Oh yeah, I think he has worn eyeliner!


  He loves fashion but more than that he loves music and he’s  a bit of a tart when it comes to the ladies and will readily comment on a passing female’s dress sense or choice of shoes.


  Paul is detail-obsessed and once we had a debate for an hour over a word that was so commonplace I now forget what it was.


  It might have been ‘why?’.


  Paul is never boring and he can tell stories better than an old Irish biddy and he’s a great houseguest. Christine loves having him (yes!) here in New York because he is a proper gentleman and Christine often has days when she regresses back to a former life when she had as many servants as sequins.


  Paul will always get the milk.


  The smokes.


  The Coronas.


  Once he even went to Duane Reed to purchase a selection of sewing needles.


  If Paul were queer he’d probably be husband material but when he goes into Christine’s room he isn’t always having his toenails painted!


  Paul is a heterosexual, but not one of those dumb ones who can’t say an obviously good-looking chap is cute.


  Paul is proudly emotional, interesting, opinionated, a great writer, rice boiler, bunny boiler (I hear) but beyond all that he is one of the coolest blokes I’ve had the pleasure to meet in years.


  Boy George


  New York 2004


  Introduction


  Born Gobby


  THERE I WAS, propping up a speaker, drink in hand, eyes sparkling under the weight of glitter that ran Zorro-like across my face. I had just finished a performance as Leigh Bowery in Taboo at the Venue in London and decided to go for a drink, which turned into a club crawl. The banging tribal house was bone-rattling at DTPM nightclub and I had drunk a fair bit before being approached by a young guy who seemed to be trying to tell me something important.


  ‘It’s really loud in here,’ I mumbled as he waved his arms wildly and mouthed: ‘Are you Boy George?’


  In such situations I am usually thinking: ‘Obviously or you wouldn’t be speaking to me,’ but on this occasion I snarled: ‘No, I’m Gloria Fucking Swanson.’


  After more arm-waving and lip-moving I beckoned him closer and heard him softly say: ‘I’m deaf.’ Without thinking I pointed to my face and shouted: ‘You’re not fucking blind are you?’


  For a second I felt terrible until I saw the smirk on his face, which exploded into laughter.


  ‘Good one!’ he said as he returned to the dance-floor and I chuckled to myself.


  As I rode home in the back of one of those illegal mini cabs I was still laughing when the Indian cabbie decided to pipe up  and tell me: ‘I wasn’t sure at first if it was you. You know, you have put on a lot of weight!’


  The urge to tell him he was no oil painting was almost irresistible. Instead I snapped coldly: ‘Just take me to Hampstead.’


  Some days I feel as though my only purpose is to negotiate my way through people’s assumptions and preconceptions about how I should look and behave.


  At the height of my fame I was much more worried about people’s opinions. I’m not pretending I don’t care, but I certainly care less. I don’t believe any famous person who says they don’t read reviews or aren’t affected by rudeness or negativity. Almost everything we do relies on the approval of others.


  As a teenager I equated fame with being popular, being loved, having some kind of purpose. As the middle child in a pack of six children I was left to my own devices. Because I didn’t join in with those ‘normal’ boys’ pursuits - playing football or climbing trees - I was left to dream and drift. From the age of twelve to seventeen my main fantasy was to befriend David Bowie and hang out with him at Haddon Hall in Beckenham. I thought: ‘He’d really understand me. We’d have so much in common.’


  Some days I’d bunk off school and get a Red Bus Rover into London’s West End and visit places like Chelsea Girl, where I’d see people with coloured streaks in their hair and glam clothing. I’d think it would be so great to befriend them, but could never bridge the gap between their cool and my terror.


  How strange that panic was still in place twenty-odd years later when I sat with my hero in a New York restaurant. I faked cool but every corpuscle in my body was screaming: ‘Ohmigod, it’s Ziggy Stardust!!’


  I guess however famous you are there’s always somebody more famous. I think the same applies to most things in life: beauty, wealth, talent, charm, wit, eyeliner.


  As a kid I was always described as highly strung, theatrical or needy. What else could I do but become famous?


  I can honestly say I was never drawn to the power aspects of fame such as money, yachts and houses in the south of France.


  Having met lots of other famous people in my life – some I  respect, some I don’t – I have learnt that fame sits comfortably on some shoulders. There are days when I hate being famous. This may sound like heresy, since we live in a society obsessed by the subject.


  For most people, encounters with the famous are fleeting and insincere. After all, what do you say to somebody you’ve never met who is convinced they know everything about you?


  The rule is, when someone asks: ‘Can I just tell you something?’ it is usually wise to say: ‘No’ or run because they are invariably about to tell you their entire life story.


  Whether you’re famous or not, there are only so many life stories you can handle in one evening.


  One night I was trying to move through the crowd at New York’s smallest and sleaziest gay bar, the Cock, and some admirer demanded a hug. ‘Sorry, no,’ was my reaction but he was having none of it and hemmed me into a corner, insisting: ‘I buy your records, I’m a fan.’ I told him: ‘There are loads of people I’d love to hug but life’s not that simple. I buy Dolly Parton’s records but I’d never approach her and demand a French kiss.’ Some people have this crazy idea that they can force a conversation with you just because they know the chorus to ‘Karma Chameleon’. The worst types are those who just stare at you all night thinking that such behaviour is going to result in a lasting friendship.


  Perhaps people imagine that I never have to deal with rejection myself. Trust me, there are many gorgeous boys I encounter who give me the cold shoulder. On top of this you constantly have to dodge the barbed comments of those who think they are cooler than you, or those who think you think you are cooler than them. Comments like: ‘Who does he think he is?!’ are flung at you for simply entering a room. If there are unspoken guidelines you are meant to follow they simply require you to be fake at all times. I am not prepared to live with that.


  On a practical level I have to be snippy and unfriendly to get from A to B. You can’t be all things to all people. Just popping out to buy a pint of milk can result in the devastation of somebody’s heartfelt connection with you. These days I tend to handle such encounters based on how I’m feeling at the time. For years  I would beat myself up about having been unfriendly. Now I know it’s a necessary survival mechanism.


  Because I choose not to hide behind bodyguards or velvet ropes, I’m left with the job of telling people to get out of my face.


  I have in my own way dismantled certain aspects of my fame, but I know I’m never going to escape it completely. I also know I’m being a bit of a hypocrite here, because I hate it when I hear others whingeing about being famous. I think to myself: ‘Oh just get on with it,’ which is exactly what I try to do in my own ham-fisted way.


  Living in New York, where fame is put on a higher pedestal and where people have greater expectations, has driven this home.


  I’m pretty fearless once I’ve got my glad rags and make-up on; it’s like armour. People treat me differently when the sow’s ear is turned into a silk purse. Fame is a figment of other people’s imaginations. They have ideas about how a star should or might act, and forget you are just another human being who farts and belches and feels pain.


  In the eighties I went through a lunatic stage, and I accept that lunacy is always looming. Sometimes, when the spotlight was directly on me, the only way to be heard was to throw a fit. At the height of it all, I lost control of my life. I became a commodity and I feel that a lot of my worst behaviour was a vain attempt to regain some control.


  In order to justify their roles, the people surrounding somebody in my position can use every trick in the book to manipulate you into doing stuff you don’t necessarily want to do. It’s assumed that every artist is so fragile and self-obsessed that they can’t handle the truth. On so many occasions I would be provided with half the facts; a glamorous two-hour flight would turn into an uncomfortable nine-hour journey, culminating in a helicopter ride sitting on plastic garden furniture for a gig in the bowels of Bulgaria.


  Eventually I realised that by exploding I was only confirming the view that I should be treated with kid gloves. Learning to just say ‘no’ was a life-saver. Once, in Brazil, my manager Tony  excitedly announced that Culture Club had been offered a one-day shoot for a choc-ice commercial: ‘It’s sixty grand for a day’s work and no one will ever see it back home!’ I sat him down and slowly broke down the figures. Then I said: ‘So, for twenty thousand dollars I’m going to look like an idiot? I don’t think so!’


  The most comical offer came from Burger King only a couple of years ago. The fast-food chain wanted to use ‘Karma Chameleon’ for an ad campaign. The rest of the band were hoping that, as a confirmed vegetarian of nineteen years’ standing, I’d put my morals on ice. I felt guilty that the others would miss out on a huge payout but I refused to sign off on the deal. It’s not that I enjoy turning down silly money but I wouldn’t sell my soul to Burger King if I was homeless.


  More recently I was offered the most money anybody has ever been promised to appear on I’m A Celebrity... Get Me Out Of Here!. My agent Tony Denton urged me to take the meeting. I said: ‘How would you fancy appearing on television in the jungle looking like a sweaty pig jumping into vats of creepy-crawlies?’


  He said: ‘I wouldn’t do it.’


  To which I replied: ‘There you go.’


  Like me, Tony knows that heat is the enemy of drag.


  Whenever I see anybody on those type of programmes it smacks of desperation. I’m far too vain.


  Last year I also declined an MBE. My mum was furious and said: ‘I could have gone to Buckingham Palace! You’re so spiteful. I could have hung that in my front window. If it wasn’t for me you wouldn’t have been born.’


  I told her: ‘Well, too bad you didn’t give birth to Cliff Richard.’


  I portray myself as an open book – and I am essentially open – but there is so much I mask with make-up and wit. The make-up is a mask of sorts, but one that draws attention. It hides George O’Dowd and gives Boy George, or the public perception of that character, the centre stage.


  Of course, I don’t think they are two separate entities. George O’Dowd and Boy George are one and the same. George in make-up is a little spikier and perhaps more defensive, yet fearlessly  confident. Make-up on a man tends to make people (other men mostly) nervous, especially if it is connected to a strong sexual energy. However much the media and my detractors try to render me sexless and doll-like, I unnerve people because I contradict their perceptions of masculinity and what it means to be queer.


  I’ve never really been ashamed or uncomfortable with my sexual preference. I may have taken my time to announce it to the universe but I came out to my parents at the age of fifteen. I learned at a young age that shouting about it can make you unpopular. From five years old I was dodging abuse about my sexuality. I was outed long before it was fashionable.


  Don Letts, the dreadlocked punk film-maker, called me a ‘user-friendly homosexual’, but you could just as easily call him a user-friendly Rastafarian. I would never think to suggest he was letting other black men down by working in a mostly white rock medium and therefore not being ‘black’ enough.


  I wonder how different things would have been if, instead of saying: ‘I prefer a cup of tea to sex,’ I had told Russell Harty: ‘Can’t answer that right now, I’ve got a cock in my mouth.’ Look what good old honest vulgarity did for comedian Julian Clary’s career. His famous comment ‘Sorry I’m late, I was out the back fisting Norman Lamont’ should have resulted in a knighthood but it killed his TV career for a long time. As an openly gay artist you are constantly trying to be true to yourself and not frighten the horses. I didn’t create a palatable gay persona, I was just born gobby.


  Other gay artists such as Jimmy Somerville called me a ‘pantomime dame’ but when did Danny La Rue or even Somerville himself ride the London Underground dressed as a nun? Somerville was brave in many respects, but my sexuality, or the desire to have sex with my own kind, has never been the guiding factor of my life.


  I am not the sort of gay man who centres his world around fucking. If it happens, great, but I don’t hang around in bushes or gay bars with my tongue out. Somerville’s gripe with me was that I wasn’t the right type of queer. Well, sorry, I’ve always preferred soft sheets to cold tiles. And I look lousy in a vest. Amusingly, it  was George Michael who turned out to be the gay cliché. All through the eighties I kept saying: ‘The hair, dear, the hair!’ Perhaps history has vindicated me.


  A lot of people think if you’re not on the telly every day, you’re sitting around watching reruns of old interviews and wallowing in past glories. I no longer desire the type of success I enjoyed in the eighties, but I do lots of different things and work very hard. I never measure my worth by how many records I sell.


  Well, what would be the point?


  It’s easy to get caught up in all that and I admit I have at times wept uncontrollably if a record has flopped. But, when you look at what succeeds these days, it’s not worth fretting about. I’ve always made a decent living. I’ve kept my house in Hampstead and I live very comfortably. I had to laugh when artist Tracey Emin walked into my home and said: ‘I’m glad to see it didn’t all go up your nose.’


  In a club not so long ago somebody approached me and said: ‘Boy George PLC is doing very well at the moment. You never really go away, do you?’ I felt so insulted. I’m not some sort of corporate conglomerate like Madonna, or McDonna as I like to call her.


  I have accepted that not everyone likes me and maybe I have exhausted far too much time trying to make them. I receive a lot of love in my daily life, people say sweet things to me, but it’s always the cruelty that sticks. I also receive equal amounts of support and animosity from fellow homosexuals. Only recently I received an email from a stranger: ‘Stop trying to reinvent yourself. You’re a has-been and I know why you paint your neck black.’


  ‘So do I,’ was my response, ‘for fierce jawline drama and effect.’


  I’m not much of a planner. There is no grand, glorious scheme. I just work and work and work, and whatever happens, happens, as you’ll see from this book, which tells the story of my adventures from my colourful trips to India in the early nineties to the opening and closure of my musical Taboo on Broadway. The extremities of my life never cease to amuse me.


  For me, the opening night on Broadway was weird. By then I’d been living back in New York for a couple of months – the  first concentrated period I had spent there since my drug-addled days with a variety of misfits in tow. It was a strange experience being newsworthy in America again. After all, Culture Club were absolutely massive there in the mid-eighties, and the whirlwind that we reaped meant that we could successfully tour the US again when we reformed in the nineties, though that wasn’t without its dramas, as you will also see.


  One of the greatest aspects of Taboo is that it has provided the opportunity to show that I’m not just a quip in a hat but a quality songwriter. It has also given me the opportunity to move away from the pop medium, which at best is uncharitable and has a very short memory. More than one reviewer said that the score for the show was the best on Broadway for twenty years. New York’s notoriously tough critics were scathing about every other aspect of Taboo, but no one slated the music.


  One night, backstage during the New York run of Taboo, I watched Euan Morton – the young actor who was playing me – hold back tears because of some nasty comment in the press. I told him it was OK to acknowledge the hurt, because it never gets any easier.


  Seconds later, Euan’s smiling face, crowned by a huge white plumed headdress, appeared at my dressing-room door. He let out a disgusting belch, then, as he marched towards the stage, he matched the belch with an even louder fart and disappeared out of sight, laughing insanely.


  I watched him from the side of the stage singing like an angel and I felt so sentimental and embarrassingly proud. It’s been years since I heard a voice so flawless and full of feeling.


  It had been a particularly trying week for all of us. Panic was setting in as we tried to prepare the show for the big opening night and our producer Rosie O’Donnell often lacked subtlety when trying to make a point. Among her most memorable outbursts was the one which went: ‘With all due respect, I don’t give a flying fuck what anyone thinks.’


  Then there was the occasion when one of our lead actors, Raul Esparza, stormed out of the theatre after a spectacular blow-out with Rosie. I was proud of him for taking a stand, even though  his exit was rendered pure comedy by the medieval breeches he was wearing. Rosie was unapologetic and said: ‘If he’s not back by seven-thirty we hire another actor.’ The show’s writer Charles Busch found Raul and persuaded him to return. I had faith in Raul’s professionalism and he didn’t let me down.


  At times it felt like we were all losing sight of something magical but that’s the nature and the beauty of the beast. The New York critics were baying for our blood weeks before Taboo opened for preview and the future prospects for the show seemed like a foregone conclusion.


  I didn’t sit down one night with a notepad and think: ‘Right: tomorrow I’m out to conquer America again.’ I have no desire to carve out the sort of career I had in the eighties. I’m more than happy being a marginalised artist, as long as I can work, pay the bills and be creative.


  I would be lying if I said I didn’t want my work to be successful. I really would like to sell more records. It would be great to be played on the radio without constantly being referred to in the past context. ‘I used to love you in the eighties’ starts to grate after you’ve heard it 25 million times.


  Since publishing my first book, Take It Like a Man, there hasn’t been a day when someone hasn’t approached me and told me how much they’d enjoyed reading it, to which I’ve always answered: ‘Trust me, it was easier than living it.’


  With the previous book my agenda, perhaps naively, was to address the acres of incorrect column inches and whispers directed at, and often attributed to, me. Since Take It Like a Man, I’ve continued to do so, and with this book maybe I just want to be the new Shirley MacLaine, although my intentions are not always entirely spiritual.


  At the height of Culture Club, I was a pretty innocent chap, albeit with a rapid-fire tongue. I was often miffed by people’s reaction to me, such as protestors parading outside American stadiums with placards proclaiming: ‘Boy George is the Devil.’ Around that time I was banned, or at least told I wasn’t welcome, in the state of Utah. I even heard they’d burned my records. Very disco.


  Many years later I actually played a solo gig in Salt Lake City and was invited on to Mormon radio shows where I spoke openly and calmly about my sexuality and what I felt were continuing ignorant and unnecessary attitudes towards personal freedom. It coincided with the paperback release of Take It Like a Man, which had a cover depicting me as the Devil. We were selling T-shirts with that image on the tour. I remember telling my merchandiser Bob: ‘We ain’t gonna sell anything here.’ But such was the demand for those T-shirts in Salt Lake City we had to reprint for the rest of the tour.


  When I took to the stage I said: ‘At the height of my fame, you banned me from this place. And you know what? Back then, I was a bit like Marie Osmond with bigger eyelashes. Now I’m more of a threat than ever because I’ve worked some shit out.’


  Writing, whether songs, poetry or books, can be a wonderful way of making sense of life and also of evoking fabulous memories and sometimes even the most turgid situations which, as human beings, we have a way of conveniently disowning.


  Writing this book has allowed me to reflect on all of my experiences, from the last fifteen years and beyond; not least my colourfully chaotic childhood in Eltham where, in the O’Dowd household, a change of wallpaper was often made possible by a flying plate of Sunday roast.


  In all, there were eight of us at 29 Joan Crescent, headed by my tanklike warrior of a mother Dinah and my equally tanklike warrior of a father Jeremiah – though he never really knew who he was at war with.


  Dad could be whistling happily at the car wheel one minute, and then explode with rage because another driver had cut him up. Suddenly he’d be brandishing the baseball bat he kept in the car and threatening to smash someone’s skull in. We’d be sat hanging our heads in shame as yet another violent interlude played itself out.


  Growing up, I was deeply affected by my father’s violent outbursts and could never understand his ability to switch moods on a ha’penny. A tyrannical tirade followed immediately by an arm around the shoulder – ‘I didn’t mean it, son’ – can leave a child deeply traumatised.


  It’s always difficult for me to talk about my father in this way, because I’d hate to suggest that he was a bad parent. If he was only a bad person it would be so much easier, but there were many ways in which he supported me, not least when I came out. But the damage caused by his emotional unavailability left its mark.


  My family home included my brothers – descending from Richard and Kevin to Gerald and David, with me in the middle – and last, but never least, my take-no-prisoners saint of a sister Siobhan.


  Number 29 Joan Crescent could never really be described as a musical household. Richard was the one guilty of introducing the likes of Status Quo, David Bowie and Alice Cooper to the O’Dowd record collection, which at the time consisted mainly of jazz – Sinatra, Johnny Ray, and occasional gems like Pearl Bailey and Dinah Washington which Dad picked up when he was clearing houses. There were also the obligatory albums of Irish rebel songs and to this day I know pretty much all of them, though they are not the kind of ditties you can get away with singing openly in public.


  In this book I also write about the notoriety of being a club-land freak in the late seventies and early eighties, the ups and downs of pop success with Culture Club, being a superstar DJ (whatever that means), performing in my own right as a singer-songwriter and in a variety of other guises. I talk about spirituality and sexuality, my lovers, soulmates and enemies, and the weird and wonderful cast of characters who populate my life.


  I know that I am good at my craft but also realise I have done much to distract people from what it is I actually do. My passion is music. I don’t enjoy the process of trying to sell it to others but creating it and then having it touch strangers is very rewarding. I have been, and continue to be, very lucky. I get paid for doing the things I love and I manage to do so with very little compromise.


  The cliché promises that ‘you learn by your mistakes’. Even with years of therapy it is almost impossible to change how you see yourself and how you feel about the world. At best you learn  new ways to tackle the problems that churn you up and bring out insecurity.


  Who am I today?


  Who did I used to be?


  Who will I be tomorrow, or the next time that you see me?


  1


  Bombay Scream


  MY FIRST TRIP to India was a purely spiritual expedition. I followed the predictable path that leads one to search for the meaning of life, or at the very least some kind of spiritual security blanket. In the back of my mind I hoped that I would become a more spiritual person, and I certainly became more aware of my own feelings and, more importantly, those of other people.


  The most essential aspect of that journey was the opportunity to spend quality time with myself, away from my career and familiar things. Leaving on Boxing Day 1989, I travelled with my then boyfriend Michael Dunne and Nayana, a bone-thin Krishna devotee who had persuaded me to check out India in the first place. I’d met Nayana, whose real name is Daniel Haber, some years earlier in New York. Daniel is a Jew who defected and as camp as a rhubarb sling. We stayed in the cheapest guest houses, ate simple food and, because no one recognised me, I could take in all the beauty and sadness around me.


  The trip and the spiritual quest allowed me time to reflect on my early years growing up and I realised that I was lucky my parents weren’t racist, envious or small-minded. In fact, they were always unpredictable. When you thought Dad would be really angry he could surprise you by just shrugging his shoulders.


  Dad has never really grown up. His biggest fault is his inability  to take responsibility for his actions and to admit he is wrong. I think an awful lot of his anger towards my mother stemmed from unresolved issues he had with his own. He grew up in a house dominated by women and his mother was a tough cookie, a real matriarch who ruled the roost.


  I suspect that when he came to marrying, he sought out a vulnerable person he could dominate. My mother had ended up in Woolwich when she was sent away by her family in Ireland after having my eldest brother Richard out of wedlock, and she was grateful that anyone would take her in, as my dad did in 1958. Her own mother Bridget Glynn was very domineering, and it seems to me that in those situations you either run towards what you fear or overcome it by making someone else suffer. Though I have to say my granny Bridget was fantastic, always sizing up to my dad: ‘You might scare my daughter but you don’t scare me.’ God rest her soul.


  While I thought about my family in India I also took on board how hideous the previous few years had been: the breakdown of my relationship with Culture Club’s drummer Jon Moss – which he only acknowledged publicly a couple of years ago – had caused the band to grind to a halt. I was consuming more and more drugs, as were the rest of the group. This period was followed by the madness of my friend Marilyn and I swanning around the world spending money like it (and I) was going out of fashion. We spent a lot of time in New York where drugs were as easily obtainable as chewing gum. And then heroin took hold.


  I first met Marilyn when a whole crowd of us were extras in the new-wave film Breaking Glass in the late seventies. We were in a pub in Finsbury Park close to the Rainbow Theatre, and Marilyn kept bending over in front of the straight blokes, revealing a tampon string hanging from his knickers. His sick humour lured me in.


  History has wrongly painted Marilyn as the reason I started taking drugs. Often he would be the one trying to quit and I would be the one turning up with a cache of narcotics. Drug use is an (ill) informed choice: you can drag a horse to water but you can’t make it break-dance.


  If you asked my friend Philip Sallon – who has remained both  a reliable and unreliable force in my life since I was barely sixteen and first saw him doing his deranged munchkin locomotion on a podium at my first ever visit to a gay club – he would insist that Marilyn was out to destroy me because he was jealous of my success. Philip also maintains that we were bad for each other, and that is probably closer to the truth, though amid the craziness there were moments of total joy. I loved Marilyn and I still do, but the best moments we had together were while living on the breadline in various squats in London’s West End, watching the stars from the gutter.


  The drug fest came to an abrupt halt in the summer of 1986 when the media backlash occurred with headlines such as THE SHAME OF JUNKIE GEORGE and the Daily Mirror’s fox-hunting classic: FIND HIM!. When I made the News at Ten, my father and my manager Tony Gordon hatched a plan to kidnap me for my own safety. Thankfully it never happened.


  The Sun broke the story after my brother David gave it to the paper for free: BOY GEORGE HAS ONLY EIGHT WEEKS TO LIVE. This was followed by Richard Branson’s intervention, then arrests and convictions. Then deaths started to pile up as our collective drug problems kicked in: the casualties included the artist Trojan, shoe designer John Moore and model rep Louise Powell.


  It got too close to home when my friend Michael Rudetsky’s body was found at my house and another clubbing friend Mark Vaultier – who used to stand at the door of the nightclub Taboo holding a mirror up to people’s faces asking: ‘Would you let yourself in?’ – died from methadone poisoning at the home of Mark Batham, whom I’d known since schooldays.


  The day Mark Vaultier died, a bunch of us had been arrested while walking down the street at 10.30 in the morning. After we were all released Mark drank an entire bottle of methadone. Apparently he felt guilty about my arrest, because he had attracted the attention of the police in the first place, which only added to my sadness and deep sense of loss.


  I knew then that I had to stop and went through the very hideous process of kicking heroin. I was lucky because my family offered so much support.


  My friend Bonnie Lippel was also an important force around the time of my addiction. Having moved from New York to become my housekeeper she found herself embroiled in almost every drama and moment of sadness. Philip would always refer to her as ‘the demented fan’ and Bonnie was just as quick to put him down.


  Bonnie could be hysterically funny, like the time she answered the door to a prying journalist and told him her name was Blanche Dubois. Neither of us could believe he printed her comment and her fictitious nom de plume.


  Bonnie was and still is a dear friend and I have much to thank and love her for.


  Somebody asked me the other day: ‘If you had your time again would you avoid drugs?’ My response was: ‘I’d take less drugs.’


  What you do to yourself is personal, however stupid it may be; smoking a cigarette, eating meat, we’re all on chemicals of one sort or another. Getting caught is the greatest crime. Many of the people who were writing stories about my drug intake had serious addictions of their own. At the time of my arrest there was a prominent showbiz writer who was trying to bring me down while to my certain knowledge shovelling cocaine up his own hooter.


  It’s important to remember that in making the decision to use drugs you do affect others around you. You hurt those who love you and that’s reason enough not to do them. My addiction was shocking to the public because I appeared so level-headed, but it’s also important to look at why people use drugs. Behind the public façade I was riddled with insecurities and when success failed to eradicate them, I had to find something else. No one wants to hear an ex-drug abuser say they liked taking drugs, because it sends out a bad message, but we have to accept that people take drugs because they enjoy them. However, very few people are strong enough to keep drug use under control. Eventually the drug starts to control you and that’s where the party ends.


  Even after I started to embrace Buddhism with Michael, I carried on drinking and necking the odd tab of ecstasy. Acid house was  a great moment for me. There were no stars and I could drift around clubs with very little hassle. Long before the trend for superstar DJs and super clubs like Ministry of Sound and Cream, the scene was about the music and the illusion of unity on the dance floor fuelled by ecstasy. It helped me get a sense of myself as a real person again and focus on why I started making music in the first place.


  I’ve been asked a lot: ‘When did you really know you were famous?’ It’s a bit like that hardy perennial: ‘When did you find out you were gay?’ How do you know? Well, you walk through a school playground or a disco and complete strangers either hug you or hate you.


  So, having scored a solo hit with my single ‘Everything I Own’ and debut album Sold, I turned to the post-acid-house dance culture and created my own solo project, Jesus Loves You. After being dismissed for years as pop tripe I received respectable reviews for my music; the first Jesus Loves You single, ‘After the Love’, was even made record of the week in the NME.


  All this occurred around the time of that first Indian trip, where my initial cynicism was replaced by valuable lessons about myself. Just being in India, where many of the comforts we take for granted are out of reach, makes you forget the petty stuff that clogs up your life. Visiting an ancient temple really does leave you feeling engulfed by a higher energy and existing without soft toilet paper raises entirely different emotions – but is a powerful experience, nonetheless!


  After the trip certain questions remained unanswered. The Indian caste system gives those in the higher echelons an excuse to be cruel to the poor, even though the laws of karma suggest that people who live in poverty or with disabilities are suffering for bad activity in a previous life. In reality it’s just a way of policing the impoverished and maintaining the superiority of the wealthy.


  Often we’d see dead bodies lying in the road, but people just stepped over them. If we gave money to beggars, we’d be accused of encouraging them and fuelling the problem. Nayana told me I was being ‘naive’ until I reminded him that I was actually paying for him to travel around the subcontinent. The attitude  to beggars in India is certainly harsher than it is at home, but many people in the so-called ‘civilised’ West are just as guilty of not caring.


  Although I was glad to get back to the material world, I brought back a degree of wisdom. I realised that no religion or faith is without its faults or qualities. It is the often wrong-minded or convenient human interpretation of faith that is the problem. I also came to the conclusion that however alluring a certain doctrine may be, it wasn’t possible for me to follow a path without constantly questioning it. I feel strongly that we should all try to respect the beliefs of others, even those that condemn the gay lifestyle (which is pretty much all of them).


  Some of the most seemingly normal and sweet human beings have blurted out shockingly ignorant things in my company. I’ve even met a few right-wing gays at dinner parties. In my opinion a right-wing homo is a bit like a vegetarian butcher.


  You can spot a militant Muslim from a mile away but there are just as many hard-core Christians who blend in while harbouring hateful thoughts. That old adage ‘love the sinner not the sin’ may seem sweet until you remember that they think you’re damned to Hell.


  2


  A Judy Garland In The Shirley Temple Part II


  MY SECOND TRIP to India later in 1990 was a very different experience. I went to perform and record in Bombay with the West India Company, a band formed by Blancmange’s Stephen Luscombe and Indian percussionist Pandit Dinesh.


  Stephen has a deep knowledge of Indian music and culture while Pandit is a dab hand at most instruments and was able to communicate with the musicians, who all had unique ways of cutting deals to play on our sessions. The project involved working with the legendary Indian songstress Asha Bhosle and a singer called Hope, a wholly inappropriate name for someone so negative.


  My good friend Mike Nicholls came along to make costumes for us with designer Rachel Auburn, who – when she ran a clothes shop with Mike – was well known for slipping speed into her Japanese machinists’ coffee. Those poor girls didn’t have a clue. ‘I stay all night, Rachel, finish everything, no tired at all.’


  I returned to India less dazzled and more cynical about its spiritual potential to transform me. I still believed India to be a deeply spiritual place but understandably most people there were too busy struggling for their own survival to be concerned about my spiritual well-being. I’m quite sure people like me seemed utterly ridiculous to the average Indian.


  Having Rachel and Mike in tow was indicative of my more relaxed attitude towards being elevated. Rachel may have been overt in her disregard for spirituality but Mike was just as irreverent in his silent way.


  Rachel wouldn’t think twice about openly spiking my belief system whereas Mike would tread more lightly until he was sure of not being unnecessarily rude. I’m sure both of them took the piss out of me when my back was turned however. Mike is the kind of person who appears to be more pliable than he actually is. Give him a JD and Coke or a spliff and you’ll soon find out the truth.


  I first met Mike during the Batcave days of the early eighties and then reconnected with him through my fraught friendship with Caron Geary aka MC Kinky, who became my musical sparring partner around that time.


  Mike had a workspace in Caron’s house in Crowndale Road, Camden Town, and he’d often run up outfits for us both.


  Mike is very different to Caron and I, who not only wash our dirty laundry in public but wrap it around other people’s heads. He is extremely secretive and proud and it took me years to discover just how colourful he really is.


  
    GLAMOROUS PUNK

  


  
    He is tall


    Charming


    Secretive


    Astute


    All the boys find him cute


    He is devilish

  


  
    I feel like I’ve known him forever


    And now


    Having spent good times together


    I can say


    I love him


    He is a good friend

  


  
    There is real trust now


    He tells me things


    That change


    My perception


    His darkness


    Is reassuring


    Like a handsome brother


    Sometimes


    A sister
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