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Prologue

THE STAR OF MY OWN MOVIE

Poetry is my first language, so forget the static data: I’m not on trial for murder. Rather than a ponderous trudge through the turgid facts of an ill-remembered life, to fleetingly call up various events that best illustrate the flavour of my existence at any given point, this is my aim. It’s a tough call, but somebody’s gotta do it.

Thank God it’s me.

All my life, all I ever wanted to be was a professional poet. To me being a professional poet was better than notching up a hat trick at Old Trafford. It was better than living above a candy factory. Better even than starring in a screwball romance opposite Liz Taylor.

You get to wear fine clothes and perfume and nobody pulls you up on it. You get out of bed late in the day and nobody calls you a lazy bastard. A state of reverie and the virtue of idleness are paramount. Any poet will tell you this.

Women hold men like this in great affection: it’s a well-known fact.

The life of a useless flâneur, however, was not encouraged in the 1950s, especially among the blue-collar population of a heavy-industrial metropolis like Manchester. There was the often unpleasant necessity of financial buoyancy, for a start. Circumstances had dealt me a cruel blow in this matter. Given my lack of provenance in the world of English letters, a generous stipend was out of the question. Why, even a monthly emolument of ten shillings or less would have been beyond any reasonable expectations.

Poetry has never been regarded as a reliable engine of wealth – quite the reverse. It is rather the province of scoundrels, aristocrats, and wasters: the squanderers of fortunes, the usurpers of husbands, and the ruin of families. The poet is at best an upsetting presence among the lumpen bourgeoisie. Either that or a crackpot mystic leading a hermetic life of self-imposed destitution. In any event, not the life that George Frederick Clarke would have recognised as in any way advisable.

His attitude, which seemed to be unanimous in the adult world, could be summed up in three words: get a job.



Chapter One

THE EDGE OF DIFFERENT WORLDS

I was a mystery to my mum and dad, and they were a mystery to me. There was the world of kids, the world of women, and the world of men, with certain points of overlap: Easter and Passover, Christmas and Hanukkah, summer holidays, the usual annual set pieces of the Judaeo-Christian family calendar.

The prevalent attitude to parenting in my family was a form of benign neglect; there was never really any high-volume aggro with my mum and dad. In fact, the only things they ever said I couldn’t do were get a bike and make a living out of poetry. Other than that, they were quite encouraging.

My dad really only ever gave me four pieces of advice, which I’ve never taken the trouble to forget. Number one: ‘All the vitamins you’ll ever need are in the head of a beer.’ Number two: ‘Never leave a bookie’s with a smile on your face.’ Number three: ‘You’ll never get food poisoning from a chip shop – what could live in that temperature?’ Number four: ‘Never enter a game of cards with a man whose first name is Doc.’

My parents, George Clarke and Hilda Barnes, were both from Salford. Before that, who knows where anyone in my large and neglected family came from: County Tyrone, Vilnius, Kraków, Oldham, possibly even Wales! But we all had one thing in common – we were English.

My dad worked at Metropolitan-Vickers, a heavy-engineering firm in Trafford Park, as an electrical engineer – switchgear specialist. Twenty thousand people worked at Metro-Vicks, and that was just one factory among any number of a comparable size in Trafford Park. I don’t even know what they made there, nor exactly what my dad’s work entailed, but I imagine that during the Second World War they were involved in the manufacture of engines for Lancaster bombers. In any case, his work was certainly deemed in the national interest, and that’s why he wasn’t called up. He did his bit, however, in the Home Guard: Dad’s Army, literally.

In 1949, the year I was born, Dad was promoted to the position of foreman; he proved a charismatic leader of men, popular with his gang. Later, during my schooldays, he was often away during the week, working on the construction of substations and the consequent electrification of those benighted pockets of Scotland and Wales that were still in thrall to the steam age, delivering clean labour-saving energy to their erstwhile gloomy, unenlightened homes.

Before she married, my mum had several jobs here and there. As a cleaner; putting the pastry lids on mass-produced meat pies; and as a shop assistant in a high-end confectioner’s. During the war, she worked in the Manchester Metal Works munitions factory near our home making shells, bullets, and bombs. She also worked part-time as a barmaid. I’m no detective (unless you count those thirty years I spent working in Scotland Yard’s Forensic Division), but I imagine that’s how she met my dad.

When they got married, my mum became a professional housewife. My dad was on good money, and it was a badge of honour to have your wife at home. Owing to his absence during the working week, however, she retained a couple of her cleaning jobs, for the social aspect more than anything else: she liked the company.

There were a great many fatalities in my early life. Within one year, my mother lost her mother, her younger brother Sid, who died in a motorbike accident on his way to their mother’s funeral, and her sister Irene. It was heartbreak upon heartbreak – it seemed like a time of constant sorrow. That left my mum, her sister Winifred, and their cousin Dennis, who was brought up as their brother: his parents couldn’t afford to bring him up, so they just handed him over to my grandma, no questions asked. Uncle Dennis was quite a bit younger than my mum. He was in the RAF, then when I was about ten he was demobilised and for a short period came to live with us.

Aunt Winifred was married to Uncle Frank. They had two kids: my cousins Sid and Frankie. Sid’s real name was Dennis, but to avoid any confusion with Uncle Dennis, he was known by his middle name. They lived in Ordsall, down near the docks, and we regularly hung out together.

My mother’s Uncle Sid, a confirmed bachelor, was the manager of the Manchester branch of Jackson’s, the high-street tailor. He was quite an elderly chap, and was very popular in the pubs round about because he could play the piano. Not a bad bloke, but a real arch-snob, with a waspish, withering humour.

Nobody ever saw Uncle Sid other than at family set pieces: weddings, funerals, twenty-first parties. He would swan in for half an hour, immaculately attired, not a marcelled hair out of place, a pair of snooty-looking tortoiseshell glasses on the end of his beak, nursing a Scotch and soda, never a pint. Image-wise, think Clifton Webb circa Three Coins in the Fountain. If anybody wore a cravat with his pyjamas, it was Uncle Sid.

He didn’t like us kids much: you could tell he just thought we were a messy, noisy, bothersome presence to be tolerated but not encouraged, although he would always cough up a couple of bob for Sid, Frankie, and me. In this he was, as in every other department, extravagant. Uncle Sid had none of the tweed-’n’-flannel dependability of the professional dad; he favoured an inner-city sharpness. Blazers in previously unseen fabrics. A mauve pocket square here, an undone cuff button there. He was, after all, in the business – strictly front-of-house. Frankie reckoned he smelled like a lady’s handbag.

On my dad’s side, there was Auntie Marjorie, her husband Uncle George, and their daughter, my cousin Mary, who looked a lot like the late Princess Di. His other sister, Irene (popular name), was married to Uncle Dick. Uncle Dick was atypical of our family: a teetotal, white-collar motorist. He owned a Ford Popular, but he never went over four miles an hour in it. He was the first motorised family member since the demise of my maternal granddad, who drove a van for Lovells Confectionery. I never met the guy, but my mum backs up the photographic evidence: her father was a ringer for the late Spencer Tracy.

My paternal grandfather, George, had been a regular soldier in India until chucking-out time in 1948, and funnily enough bore an uncanny resemblance to Mahatma Gandhi (who apparently suffered from corns and bad breath, in other words a supercallousedfragilemysticplaguedwithhalitosis, as Julie Andrews and Dick Van Dyke almost sang). Seriously, though, my granddad gave me my first peach – even now my favourite fruit – and introduced me to the remarkable adventures of Rupert Bear and his immense social circle.

There was a whole load of neglected peripheral family that I never even met. We weren’t too fussy about that sort of thing. We did our best, but you know . . . lack of transport.

There was my mum’s cousin, Uncle Charlie, Dennis’s brother, for example. He was a bit of a charmer with lavishly pomaded hair and a million-dollar Pepsodent smile, a born schmoozer whose social finesse, although attractive, was not enough to keep him from utter penury. He was however in possession of a tuxedo and a pair of cufflinks the size of jaybird eggs. Despite being the schnorrer of the family, whenever Uncle Charlie showed up at any crucial birthday, funeral, baptism, or betrothal, draped in the finest Continental suitings, he impressed the fuck out of us kids; but then, he wasn’t hitting us up for any money. The only surviving visual evidence of the late Charlie Barnes is a single monochrome photograph which accurately captures his prodigious elegance and laid-back allure: clad in the aforementioned tuxedo, he is standing at a microphone fulfilling some indeterminate showbiz engagement.

Given his ignominious end, in Salvation Army hostels and flophouse bedsits, this photograph introduced a note of seldom-heeded caution to my embryonic world view: an unwelcome reminder of the possibility of failure and disgrace. The passing years have elevated this portrait to the status of cautionary iconography.

Finally, next door to Grandma Barnes’s old house, there was my unofficial Uncle Stan, Auntie Edie, and the rest of the Shepherd family: i.e. my mate Baz and his two teenage sisters, Florence and Joan, commonly known as Cat and Dog, owing to their mutual animosity.

I was born in Hope Hospital, Salford, in 1949, four years after the end of the Second World War. This was austerity Britain, but although I never saw a banana until I was five, I had no real sense of deprivation. To be honest, I’m hard-pressed to remember much at all from that early age – I was just five when rationing ended in 1954.

I’m from Higher Broughton. Higher Broughton is not the roughest part of Salford. A number of trees could still be found in one of the several Victorian municipal parks in the area, but posh would be pushing it a bit. Even today, in spite of Media City, Salford is not posh.

The front of our home looked out on the junction of two of the city’s main arteries: running north to south was Bury New Road, the Scotland to London road, and east to west, Great Cheetham Street, part of the A57, which goes from Liverpool all the way to the Lincolnshire coast, through Derbyshire and the Pennines via the Snake Pass, a biker’s rite of passage, strewn with hairpin bends and precipitous inclines.

Salford was bombed very heavily in the Blitz, especially in our area. From the cockpit of a Heinkel He111, our building would have looked very close to Salford Docks, and the munitions factory where my mum worked was only about a hundred yards away. Bury New Road, therefore, received more than its fair share of Teutonic ordnance: target number one. Bomb craters and collapsed buildings, real unsafe shit, that was our adventure playground.

Our apartment was contained in a villa built in the Italianate style befitting the taste of the affluent Victorian high bourgeoisie: a mock-Palladian edifice notable for the crumbling splendour of its applied ornamentation and the flaking stucco of its lavishly fenestrated facade. What would once have been an entire three-storey dwelling had been hastily and badly converted into three self-contained apartments. Slums to anyone who didn’t live in them, perhaps, but grandiose nevertheless, and at some point, we lived in each one of them.

At the rear of the building, the exterior was zigzagged by a fire escape. Its iron steps and balconies provided the setting for any social intercourse and it was out here, back of house, where most of my dealings took place. When I was an infant we occupied the top-floor apartment, but then one day I fell down the fire escape, saved only by the wooden drying rack, which prevented any further descent. My near-death experience must have left my mum in trauma, and we consequently exchanged with Mr and Mrs Korn, the elderly, childless couple on the ground floor.

The middle apartment was occupied by a chap called Jack Jordan, one of my dad’s regular drinking pals. Jack had achieved a measure of celebrity as a professional pianist and the composer of ‘Little Red Monkey’, the main title theme to the 1955 Cold War espionage thriller of the same name starring Richard Conte. He was resident pianist on the popular radio programme Have A Go, starring Wilfred Pickles and his wife Mabel. On his fortnightly professional visits to tweak the finer points of the show, Pickles would occasionally join Jack and my dad in the pub, where he adroitly managed to avoid ever getting a round in. Rightly or wrongly, my father put his meanness down to the traditional tight-fisted nature of the Yorkshireman. ‘He wouldn’t give you the steam off his piss, that bloke,’ was his considered verdict.

At some point after Jack moved out, we took over his vacant apartment, where my parents remained until they were rehoused in a modern high-rise in the early Seventies.

It was a kind of Three Bears situation: top floor, too dangerous; ground floor, too dark; central floor, just right. In spite of its grandiose floor-to-ceiling windows, the acreage of our gargantuan front room in the first-floor flat required the illumination of not one but two chandeliers, which hung from a stratospheric ceiling. A picture rail encircled the walls three feet below the elaborate plasterwork cornicing.

Each of the utility rooms, however, was an ergonomic fiasco. The kitchen wasn’t even a kitchen, merely a passage from one area of the apartment to the other, with a four-ring electric stove, a grill for toast and bacon, and a sink bodged in. Somehow my mum managed to cook a Sunday dinner there every week and a Christmas dinner every year. It’s a mystery how she did it.

Downstairs, as well as Mr and Mrs Korn was Mr and Mrs Freedman’s chemist’s shop. Next to that was our communal front door, which opened onto an expansive spiral stairway with filigree ironwork banisters, punctuated on each landing by a finial in the form of a torch-bearing nymph. The hallway, ill-lit by the grime-bespattered skylight, was painted in a dismal pre-war drab, and housed bas-relief statuary, friezes, and a fabulous bestiary of gargoyles – the furniture of most people’s nightmares and a place of dread foreboding to anyone in their right mind. Welcome home.

I hated having to come in through the front door of our building. I was a nervous kid, and the profusion of possible hiding places coupled with its easy accessibility from the street made our stairwell the ideal lurking spot for kidnappers and child-murderers, so I always used to go round the back and up the fire escape. Later, at school, whenever I mentioned the fire escape for any reason, the other kids had no idea what I was talking about until around 1961 and the movie West Side Story. I could then refer them to the publicity posters featuring Natalie Wood and Richard Beymer running hand in hand through the Hispanic streets of New York, and prominent in the background the familiar iron zigzags of the tenement fire escapes. In the movie most of their romantic close-ups take place on these structures.

I remember instantly recognising that world because I was living in my own little bit of Manhattan, right there, in Higher Broughton. I felt I had more in common with those characters in West Side Story than the children I went to school with. Later, when Nico and the Beat poet Gregory Corso moved from New York to Higher Broughton, they too would comment on the familiarity of the neighbourhood ambience.

That was my very early view of the world: fire escapes, traffic lights, commercial transport, and Haredi Jews. Higher Broughton and Broughton Park were and remain a largely Jewish area. The Salford Jewish community was well established: merchant families had first come from Germany in the boom years of the nineteenth-century cotton industry; Hasidic sects had migrated from Russia, Lithuania, and Poland; and, of course, the most recent arrivals were those fleeing Europe and the horrors of National Socialism. Considering I went to a Catholic school, I was by virtue of my address regarded by my largely Polish classmates as a rootless cosmopolitan and one of Josef Stalin’s useful idiots: aka a Jewish Bolshevik. I don’t want to wave the victim flag, but the banter, at times, got savage.

The more assimilated of their number were all quite glamorous. Have I seen Schindler’s List? I was on Schindler’s list – Dr Schindler my dentist that is. He was a recent arrival from Germany and would say ‘goodbye’ in lieu of ‘hello’, and vice versa, but he remains nevertheless the only dentist I ever met who wasn’t an arsehole (apart from the late Dougie Green).

Mr and Mrs Freedman, who owned the chemist’s on the ground floor of our building, were a significant fixture in my life. Leonard Freedman was an extremely suave individual. A wearer of cravats, a drencher of colognes, he even affected a beard, meticulously topiarised into the then popular Vandyke style. Mrs Freedman, also a trained apothecarist, was pretty hot: picture an off-the-shoulder Breton-style matelot top, paired with pastel pedal-pushers and a pair of espadrilles, all totally St Trop. Given the location, this look occasionally seemed incongruous, even in the summer months. The dichotomy, however, worked in her favour.

Everyone’s home, for better or worse, has an odour, and the smell of one’s own home can never be known. This source of olfactory anxiety was obviated in our case, however, by the proximity of Freedman’s pharmacy, which meant that our place reeked of cocaine, its ethereal omnipresence at once aseptic, astringent, and clean. At that time most people would have recognised the smell of cocaine due to its use in dental procedures: you could choose a general anaesthetic in the form of nitrous oxide gas that put you in a coma, or you could opt for a local anaesthetic – invariably cocaine, injected into the gums – and remain conscious. Typically, I took the coma option.

As kids back then, we didn’t recognise cocaine as the recreational rock and roll stimulant we know today. No, for us cocaine was synonymous with the worst-case scenario in the world – the dentist. Each school was allocated a dentist: ours was called Dr Frankenstein. I’m not kidding. A date with Dr Frankenstein – the horror, the horror.

Back of house, from my vantage point high atop the fire escape, it was Coronation Street for a million miles, with sporadic church spires poking out of the smoky distance. These fading streets were home to almost everybody I knew.

But from the front windows of our various apartments I had a very different view of life. I would look out and see the busiest intersection of the entire pre-motorway North of England teeming with traffic from all over the UK, an endless stream of trucks, cars, coaches, buses, and bikes, all heading to destinations unknown: Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Hong Kong.

Rather than looking out of my front door and seeing another front door, I saw a parade of grand, if decaying, architecture. Nobody else that I knew lived on a main road unless their parents had a shop. And even though we lived in a succession of crummy apartments, to me they were superior to the other houses: we had a fridge, a bath, an indoor lavatory, and a fire escape.

Aunt Winifred and Uncle Frank lived in Ordsall, near the docks, two bus rides away from our gaff. Even though they had a TV before we did, my cousins Sid and Frankie used to have to come to my house every Friday for a bath, whether they needed it or not.

My only experiences of split-level living coincided with episodes of family illness. For a short time we’d lived at my grandma Barnes’s in the immediate period before her death. Later, when my mum went into hospital, I had to live with Aunt Winifred and Uncle Frank in Ordsall, where I was horrified to discover that Sid and Frankie were required to do the washing up after tea. One washed, the other dried. I was appalled.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ I yelped in a tone of sincere inquisitiveness.

‘We’re washing up,’ they explained.

‘What’s Auntie Winnie doing that’s so important that she can’t do the washing up?’

That was my line of thinking, but they said it was only fair because she did all the cooking. ‘Of course she cooks your tea!’ I protested. ‘She’s your mother, for God’s sake. It’s a legal obligation.’

This allocation of labour seemed a pretty rum deal in my opinion – you know, child exploitation, or something. I don’t think I ever recovered from that.

Upon her return home from hospital, I regaled my mother with this tale of injustice, and made it clear that although I was very fond of Sid and Frankie, any future sleepovers were out of the question until they reformed their regime.

By contrast, on another occasion when my mum had to go into hospital, I went to stay at my Auntie Marge and Uncle George’s house, where I was treated like fucking gold. It was a novelty for Auntie Marge to have a lad in the house, and I was consequently spoilt rotten. The most lavish prefabricated desserts were served up on a daily basis: Bird’s Instant Whip (a precursor of Angel Delight), Betty Crocker’s Pancakes, Symington’s Table Creams, and, my favourite, Royal Lemon Meringue Pie. These delights had one thing in common: they all came out of a box and were heavily advertised, with flattering full-colour serving suggestions, in women’s magazines.

My short stay at Auntie Marge’s was like what they said in the After Eight Wafer Thin Mints advert: ‘Luxury – pure, unashamed luxury’ – and with no help from me, dishwashing or otherwise.

When it was time for my mum to leave hospital on that occasion, I wondered whether it would be best all round if they kept her in for further observation. In so doing, I cleverly convinced myself of my own altruistic concern:

‘They’re not letting her out yet, are they? What? No aftercare? Shouldn’t they keep her in another week?’



Chapter Two

THE MOVIES

Alma Cogan had a hit record in 1956 with the verse ‘The railroad runs through the middle of the house’, which from where I was sitting seemed entirely possible.

The crossroads outside our building was a really happening place. Garment factories; various one-man entrepreneurial dealerships; three barber’s shops; Millicent’s the ladies’ hairdressers; snooker halls; two cabaret joints; two dispensing pharmacies; three medical practices; several movie theatres; various car showrooms; two gentlemen’s outfitters; several patisseries; Freda Sieff’s bagel joint; Barclays Bank; a launderette; three pubs; three coffee bars; countless confectioners/tobacconists/newsagents; a wine shop; a valet service – that is, a guy, usually a qualified tailor, who carried out invisible mending, steam pressing, miscellaneous alterations, and, where necessary, button replacement; plus the UCP, United Cow Products, which although specialising in many of the less popular ruminant organs was known throughout the industrial North-West as the Tripe Shop . . . All these attractions, just beyond the communal front door.

Next door but one was Harry Davis’s Hotel Amanda, the hang-out of Manchester’s drag mafia, including club owners such as Frank ‘Foo Foo’ Lammar, Bunny Lewis, and Jackie Carlton, and from Blackpool, Diamond Lil (baptismal name unknown). After I started school, my mum got a cleaning job there that came with a warning from Harry that she’d have to be ‘broad-minded’. ‘More like women than women,’ was my mum’s verdict. I was sceptical about this.

Every weekend there would be a party at the Hotel Amanda, which would always degenerate into a punch-up in its backyard. Up on the fire escape I had a ringside seat, and, take it from an eyewitness, these guys were no ladies. Some of them were rock hard and bad-tempered with it.

The opposite block, dominated by the faience-tiled facade of the majestic Rialto Super Cinema built in the 1920s, housed a parade of shops in the same ornate style: Sid and Aubrey’s barber shop, for example, and the Higher Broughton Assembly Rooms.

The Assembly Rooms was a high-end functions venue, available for weddings, bar mitzvahs, twenty-first-birthday celebrations, etc. It boasted a Louis XIV interior featuring indoor fountains picked out by magenta spotlights, and a sprung dance floor in the ballroom. At some point the Assembly Rooms, under new management, was renamed The Whisky-a-Go-Go.

On a Friday night it became The Disc-a-Go-Go, a pre-Beatles teenage nightspot, sometimes involving a local group in the manner of Cliff Richard and the Shadows, but more often it was the first example of something I’d never heard of: a discotheque. The resident DJ was the monstrous Jimmy Savile, who lived nearby.

There were quite a few fires there (possibly insurance related; we will never know), which I observed from our front windows (we made our own entertainment in those days), but the place always rose from the ashes, even exceeding its former splendour.

Occupying the upper floors of this busy commercial parade was Potter’s Snooker Club, where all the world-class players from the Barry Hearn stable of the 1980s practised their games. The possession of a Yale key in lieu of a membership card meant that, for them, the club never closed. Since it was on Great Cheetham Street, otherwise known as the A57, it was a straight road to Sheffield and the Crucible Theatre, then as now the national arena of snooker excellence; Potter’s, therefore, became a second home to the likes of John Virgo, Alex ‘Hurricane’ Higgins, John Spencer, Steve ‘Interesting’ Davis, Dennis Taylor, Jimmy ‘Whirlwind’ White, and the Canuck contingent featuring the devilishly handsome Cliff Thorburn, Kirk Stevens, and of course Bill Werbeniuk, a man of aboriginal Canadian descent who had somehow finagled an NHS prescription for eight pints of lager, to be taken daily in order to combat the career-threatening effects of the betablockers he took for his high blood pressure.* He was a lager-than-lime character. It was a shame he didn’t live long enough to be older Budweiser (geddit?).

The block was dominated, as I said, by the Rialto picture house. When my mum went shopping, she’d stick me in the Rialto and pick me up on the way back. That was my babysitter: the movies.

There were at least half a dozen movie theatres within walking distance. Movies were my life. This enthusiasm was mainly due to my mum. My dad’s interest in motion pictures began and ended with Jimmy Cagney, and he was in good company: when Orson Welles was asked to name his three favourite screen actors, he replied, ‘That’s easy. James Cagney, James Cagney, and James Cagney.’ When the emblematic lion came up at the beginning of an MGM feature, it was my dad’s cue to stand up and say, ‘Seen it . . .’ That was his get-out clause.

In fact, my dad only ever took me to see two movies, both in 1956. The first was The Searchers, directed by John Ford, starring John Wayne, Jeffrey Hunter, and Natalie Wood. The second was Moby Dick, directed by John Huston and starring Gregory Peck as Captain Ahab and Richard Basehart as Ishmael.

He took me to see The Searchers as a treat for my seventh birthday. It was showing at the Odeon, the hyper-luxurious picture house in Manchester city centre, Odeon being an acronym of Oscar Deutsch Entertains Our Nation – Oscar Deutsch was the entrepreneur responsible for this ubiquitous cinema chain. (Not many people know that, as Sir Michael Caine apparently never said.)

The Odeon was the venue for the Big Night Out – bigger screen, softer seats, stereophonic sound, and a much greater variety of snacks available in the foyer. Rather than the standard popcorn, Paynes Poppets, and peanuts, at the Odeon you could get things like hot dogs, ice-cream floats, various partially gelatinated non-dairy gum-based snack beverages (milkshakes to you), and a profusion of refrigerated fizzy drinks, my choice, as ever, a glass of Pemberton’s* – Coca-Cola, that is. Wow! What a flavour – the lightning pick-me-up of the jet age, refreshment guaranteed. Delicious with or without Bacardi, and did you know you can cook with it?

At the smaller local cinemas like the Rialto you could still only get room-temperature, flat fruit squash – give it a name, Kia-Ora! Even so, the Rialto was no slouch: it was a luxury cinema in every other way. The staff were smartly uniformed: the chaps were in fitted burgundy dress jackets with gold-braided Sgt. Pepper epaulettes, bareheaded apart from one fella whose job description was ‘Fireman’ – he wore a peaked military-style cap. For the ladies, i.e. the box-office operative, the usherettes, and the ice-cream girl (the Rialto was an equal-opportunity employer), the livery was a rather attractive, though even then slightly anachronistic, 1940s boogie-woogie-style blouse in cream parachute silk with ballooning diaphanous sleeves that gathered at the wrist – a style popularised by Stewart Granger in the movie Scaramouche. This was worn with a neat pencil skirt in the same burgundy cloth as the gentlemen’s uniforms, and a little burgundy felt pillbox hat perched on the side of the head. It was all very old school at the Rialto: the women looked like the Andrews Sisters and the men dressed like some sort of military personnel.

When my dad was working away, I was required to accompany my mother on her thrice-weekly visits to the flicks. Two of them would be her choice, and the third, usually a Western, would be mine. More often than not, in spite of myself, I found something to enjoy in her ‘women’s pictures’: the killer dialogue, the cars, and the gents’ tailoring provided adequate distraction, not to mention the amplified attractiveness of the leading ladies in such films as The Best of Everything, Peyton Place, The Opposite Sex, and anything involving Doris Day.

Doris Day was a great favourite of ours. A dream girl in every sense, she existed in her own golden microclimate of glamour. Her singing voice alone justified every ounce of her stardom. She was without doubt the most beautiful woman I had ever seen at that point, and as a screen actress, utterly convincing. I can’t be the only guy for whom Doris Day was the first ideal woman. ‘The Black Hills of Dakota’ is a constant on my daily-revised Desert Island playlist.

With a couple of exceptions, I consider the hours spent watching these ‘women’s pictures’ to be golden, the first exception being Gone with the Wind, which I saw under sufferance. The only light relief from Vivien Leigh’s capricious toings and froings between Leslie Howard and Clark Gable was the Civil War massacre scene. ‘This is more like it,’ I thought. It started to look like a cowboy film for a bit, with all the dead bodies. But no, it was over in ten minutes! The Civil War was a mere backdrop to this fickle woman’s ups and downs. There was no lifestyle advice whatsoever to be gleaned from this depiction of the secessionist Southern states. The message I took from that three hours and thirty-one minutes was this: ‘Ah, perfidy. Thy name is Woman’, a sentiment reinforced by every Popeye cartoon.

What is it with Vivien Leigh? She also starred in The Deep Blue Sea, the second exception, and the film I blame for my ongoing nervous disposition. Its opening shot of Vivien’s head in a gas oven introduced me to the idea of suicide.

‘She’s trying to kill herself? What the . . .? Huh? What’s the matter with this woman? She’s got it all. A pretty face, fine gowns, and a nice apartment in London.’

It seemed to me the dumbest thing anybody could possibly do.

‘What? Is she insane?’

My mum tried to close down this line of enquiry by telling me that Vivien’s character had had a nervous breakdown.

‘What’s one of them?’ I asked. ‘Is she retarded or something, or is she a nutter?’

‘No, no, it’s her nerves. She had a nervous breakdown. She’s not a nutter: a nervous breakdown can happen to anyone.’

That was the worst thing she could have said. (NB: Be careful what you say to your kids, even if you’re a nice person, it could be the wrong thing.)

‘What, anyone? Just suddenly, like? So everything is normal, and it can just happen to anyone? What are the symptoms?’

I figured that any minute now I was either going to have a nervous breakdown myself, or a nuclear war would break out in the wider Cold War world. One way or another, these factors militated against any future contentment. Even when everything seemed to be going in my favour, my thoughts would inevitably turn to the possible foreshortening of that situation. I don’t think I’ve ever lost this fear. It turned me into a default existentialist by the time I was six: I quickly learned that the pursuit of happiness is largely pointless, happiness being the only target one merely has to aim at in order to miss. And you know what planted that seed? Not Jean-Paul Sartre, not Albert Camus, not Søren Kierkegaard, but the idea that I might lose control of my mental faculties, at any time, in any situation, any minute now.

Movies were the cause of, and the antidote to, most of my personal anxieties. What better distraction than the messed-up lives of others played out beneath the big skies of Montana? America featured big in my imagination, and I was a willing recipient of this cultural hegemony. Divorce, for example, was an American import that I discovered from the movies. It seemed to me that over there it was possible to get married in Las Vegas, get a quickie divorce in Tijuana on the same day, and wake up the next day like it never happened. Back then, divorce was something I only associated with Americans – over here, meanwhile, divorce was inevitably seen as a personal catastrophe, and marriage remained a life sentence. That situation persisted until the mid-Seventies with only rare exceptions.

Divorce aside, movie dialogue raised many other questions for me. What is ravioli? What is our ZIP code? What is a pizza? Is garbage the same as rubbish? Why don’t our policemen have guns? What is 7-Up? When will the electric chair replace the hempen noose for the dispatch of murderers? Then there was the matter of water management, and the American superiority in that field. They had showers; no sitting around in their own filth for them. And while we’re at it, where was our swimming pool?

Most Saturdays I went to the kids’ afternoon matinee at the County, a movie house less than two minutes from the fire escape. The County had a two-tier pricing policy: the best seats in the rear stalls cost ninepence, the front stalls just sixpence, owing to the stiff neck one would acquire and the perspectival distortion of the on-screen action. My friends’ and my MO was to purchase sixpenny tickets, wait for the lights to go out, and then, much to the annoyance of all the people settling down to watch the movie, crawl commando-style under the seats, all the way to the comparative luxury of the ninepennies: anything for a buck.

Whoever put those kids’ matinee programmes together really had their finger on the collective pulse: something for everyone. Before the main feature, usually a Western featuring the likes of Roy Rogers, Johnny Mack Brown, or Gene Autry – that or the Bowery Boys – you’d have half a dozen cartoons: the whole Looney Tunes crowd, Bugs Bunny, Tweety and Sylvester, Road Runner, and my favourite, I say my favourite, Foghorn Leghorn, along with Popeye, Tom and Jerry, Mr Magoo, and several two-reelers featuring the Three Stooges. The sound effects to the hilarious violence of the Stooges were right up our street.

The programme ended each week with a serial. Flash Gordon, Congo Bill (a pith-helmeted detective whose beat happened to be the perilous snake-ridden jungles of Central Africa), Hop Harrigan (a P.I. in possession of a biplane), and The Batman (directed by Lambert Hillyer in the 1940s, featuring Lewis Wilson as the caped crusader and J. Carrol Naish as his sinister arch-nemesis Dr Daka). Each episode concluded with a cliff-hanging situation, the resolution of which guaranteed further attendance next Saturday.

Then there were the afore-referenced Bowery Boys, who started out as the Dead End Kids in possibly the greatest motion picture of all time, Angels with Dirty Faces, the 1938 crime drama directed by Michael Curtiz for Warner Brothers, with Jimmy Cagney taking star billing over Humphrey Bogart, along with the saintly Pat O’Brien as Father Jerry Connolly.

The Dead End Kids played a gang of street urchins who congregated around the New York waterfront, captivated when Cagney’s character, the notorious gangster William ‘Rocky’ Sullivan, alights from a Duesenberg, accompanied by a swell broad draped in silk, wrapped in mink, jacked up on high heels. He’s got it all, that Rocky. The swell broad. The big car. The pale suit. What impressionable punk wouldn’t want a piece of that? It had a very contemporary message. In some poor quarters, crime is still regarded as the fast track to the big life.

The Tatler News Theatre on Oxford Street was one of a chain of movie theatres called Jacey, which ran Movietone newsreels. The rest of the programme included the Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, and Warner Brothers cartoons: Road Runner, Bugs Bunny, Tweety Pie – a bumper programme on a loop. It was cheaper than most movie houses, so I went there a lot.

If you bought a ticket at 2pm you could sit there and watch the whole programme over and over until the theatre closed down at ten o’clock. People used to arrive in the middle of a movie, then leave when the programme reached the point where they came in.



Chapter Three

LACK OF TEAM SPIRIT

Nobody is born with the ability to read, but I have no memory of the pre-literate life. And so it is here that I must grudgingly thank the teaching profession. I assume I acquired the rudiments quite rapidly, when at the age of four I took my place at St Thomas’s Roman Catholic Primary, a short bus ride from home.

I fucking hated school right from the start. The only thing that got me in there was when, as some kind of blackmail technique, my mum told me that, apparently, the school board sent these guys, like detectives, around the streets, and if they saw a school-age child at large, they took him home and then arrested his mum. The very idea of my mum in a jail house was so abhorrent that I couldn’t let it happen. What kind of lousy kid would want that on their conscience? So, school it had to be.

An ongoing issue at school was my ‘lack of team spirit’, a personality disorder, which was assiduously pointed out in every end-of-term report.

You make the best of things when you know there isn’t any escape, and when it came to the three Rs – well, two out of three ain’t bad, and I quickly learned that writing and arithmetic do not begin with the letter ‘R’.

The acquisition of a library card and the profusion of comic books in the local newsagents souped up my enthusiasm, but in their absence, I would read anything in sight: Mary Grant’s problem page in Woman’s Own; the Football Pink; processed food ingredients (I started that craze); and, of course, cereal box information: Niacin – check, Thiamine – check, Riboflavin – wadda you think?

It was just such a box that provided an early glimpse of the outside world. Of Welwyn Garden City, that is. Home of the Welgar Shredded Wheat Factory. The bright yellow carton showcased its go-ahead, extravagantly glazed factory building with adjacent grain silo, a gigantic Shredded Wheat hovering overhead like an edible Zeppelin.

‘Well Wyn Garden City, eh?’ I didn’t know how to pronounce it, nor its geographical position. Somewhere near London, perhaps.

‘A city? In a garden? . . . What the . . .? Huh?’

The National Breakfast, Shredded Wheat has been around since 1893 – part of the spartan nutritionist movement spearheaded by Dr Kellogg and the unfortunate guinea pigs at his Battle Creek Sanitarium in Michigan, USA, where he disseminated the then fashionable ideas of vegetarianism, exercise, nudism, and racial purification (beginning in the large intestine). The field of eugenics was gaining traction among the social improvers of the age – George Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells, Francis Galton, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, and Bertrand Russell (who advocated the issue of ‘procreation tickets’). It wasn’t until the proactive policies of the Nazis that these so-called progressive ideals were discredited. Terrible. On the other hand, weird manifesto aside, who doesn’t like Cornflakes? And have you tried Frosties? They’re grrrrreat.

Like most wheat-based breakfast foods (and Shredded Wheat is whole wheat – nothing added, nothing taken away!), the promotional artwork featured a child, in this case brandishing a wooden sword and wearing an origami pirate hat made from a sheet of newspaper. The use of children in the promotion of breakfast foods probably harks back to 1902 and Sunny Jim, the public face of Force Flakes, depicted in all his supercharged vitality on every box, wearing some kind of crackpot jug hat, accompanied by the following verse:

High o’er the fence leaps Sunny Jim,

Force is the food that fortifies him.

This health emphasis still persists in the less sugar-centric side of the industry, where flavour takes second place to fibre, the front runner being Kellogg’s All Bran. And don’t forget those also-brans like Raisin Bran, Sultana Bran, Bran Flakes, Crunchy Bran, and, my least favourite of all, Weetabix.

My mum had this special-occasion hat, one of those Fifties items – basically a piece of moulded velveteen with a touch of netting, a bit like the fascinators you see at modern weddings. It was a kind of one-size-fits-all matador style.

We had somehow inherited the last of the wind-up gramophones, which was housed atop a Queen Anne-style cabinet, with a cupboard below for the storage of shellac 78s. Why we had this, I do not know, because it was an antique even then. My mum kept her special matador hat in the gramophone cabinet. Once while we were looking after Auntie Winnie’s cat I grabbed the matador hat, the better to go into my usual routine involving a red rag, a wooden sword, and an imaginary bull, and found it full of what I thought to be Weetabix.

It was Death in the Afternoon, almost, when my mum told me that I was mistaken and it was actually semi-calcified cat shit. I’d never seen cat shit before, but as I discovered, in its desiccated format it was exactly the same colour and consistency as Weetabix that had been hanging around for a while. I guess the proximity of the main road rendered outdoor defecation hazardous to the beast, so God knows how long it had been using Mum’s hat as a litter tray.

Thanks to this early lesson in the dangers of pet ownership, I’ve never eaten Weetabix since, even though the serving suggestions in Woman’s Own were really quite attractive. A strawberry perched on top of a blob of crème fraiche is, however, purely cosmetic. It’s still Weetabix underneath, the brutalist breakfast of the worried well, with all its colon-scouring virtue intact. And if it can be mistaken for cat shit, I’m not interested: it’s off the menu.

In that respect, I’m a Shredded Wheat guy all the way, although it is only made edible by the addition of hot milk and sugar. For some reason, cold milk will not assist its swallowability. At some point the Welgar marketing department tried to introduce exciting new serving suggestions which, if the full-colour illustrations on the side panels of the box were any indication, required no milk at all. One was a fried egg on a neat row of Shredded Wheat. Imagine eating that with a knife and fork. Given the consistency of an unadulterated Shredded Wheat – kind of springy and brittle at the same time – it would be flicking egg all over the place.

As soon as I could, I read the newspapers. Every day the paperboy delivered the Daily Mirror and the Daily Worker/Morning Star, except Sundays, when we got the News of the World and the Sunday Express on account of its superior football coverage. When the Express arrived, I’d go straight to the comics page and ‘The Adventures of Rupert Bear’.

Comic books and cartoons were an important early source of reading matter. The Rupert Bear strips were ingenious in that they offered three speeds of reading: you could read just the one-line heading at the top of the page; the full story text in prose underneath the pictures; or a simple rhyming couplet beneath each illustration that summed up everything in the text . . . ideal for the beginner reader. I got the hardback annual for Christmas every year.

The weekly comics were delivered with the papers, in my case the Dandy and the Beano, both of which had the kind of delinquent energy so necessary to any publication aimed at children, with a house style that was Viz without the filth. Other weekly comics were swapped with my pals at school, so that one way or another it was possible to read them all: the Beezer, the Topper, the Tiger, the Victor.

I used to collect cowboy comics published by a company called L. Miller & Son based in Hackney Road in London. They did reprints of Marvel titles like Gunsmoke, The Human Torch, Captain Marvel, Rawhide Kid, Kid Montana, and some original Western titles including Colorado Kid, Davy Crockett, Kid Dynamite, Pancho Villa, Rocky Mountain King, and Marvelman. When I got spends, I’d buy sweets and one of these comics which cost a shilling or sixpence. My favourite was Kid Colt Outlaw, whose hero was a sort of misunderstood teenager on the run on account of a murder he didn’t commit.

Later on, I got the Eagle, which was a bit more grown-up, and distinctly imperialistic in tone. It featured serialised articles, such as the life of Winston Churchill, on its back page, and I think my parents bought it for me in hopes that I’d grow up into some sort of responsible citizen or something. It also had some handy bits – for example, fishing advice straight from the river bank, courtesy of George Cansdale; a page with useful table-tennis pointers from Johnny Leech; and ‘Stay Safe’, road-safety tips from motorcycle champion John Surtees, e.g. ‘I notice some herberts are still riding their bikes without a skid-lid, this has to stop, blah, blah, blah’ – that I found interesting, but although I liked it, I never really grew out of the Beano. That, and later, Mad magazine, another of my all-time favourites.

Every ten years or so, a type of humour comes along that seems designed to alienate the older generation. In the Fifties, The Goons; in the Sixties, Around the Horne; in the Seventies, Monty Python’s Flying Circus; in the Eighties, the excellent Vic Reeves and Bob Mortimer; and more recently, I would suggest, The Mighty Boosh.

Similarly, in the world of comics, the arrival in Britain of the American Mad magazine around 1958 was a defining moment. For a start, it was aimed at adults as well as children, and not just any adults, but those who were socially aware and media-literate before these terms existed. In other words, Mad took the cultural piss, establishing in me a ready appreciation of the new ‘sick’ American comedians like Mort Sahl and Lenny Bruce. Before I actually read it I’d seen it on the news stands, and had been immediately impressed by the emblematic features of ultra-nerd Alfred E. Neuman, the very face of Mad magazine – with his jug ears, freckles, and goofy anarchic dentition, this seemed to me the most stupidly happy face I’d ever seen. In fact, if I ever get a tattoo, he will be it. I first read the magazine in hospital after having my tonsils removed at the age of about ten, when the guy in the next bed lent me his copy. Whenever the voice of the editor, Al Feldstein, made itself known, he took care to give the impression that, in his opinion, the fact that you were even reading his publication marked you out as a clod, a moron, a schlemiel.

While I was still at primary school, I used to get Modern Screen magazine from Mr Korn downstairs. He had a brother in Chicago who would occasionally send him parcels of American goods, and having no interest in any of this stuff, Mr Korn would hand it straight over. In one such parcel I got a two-tone bowling shirt, duck-egg blue with a canary-yellow stripe running down either side. It was a generous fit for me at the age of nine, but I’d recently seen Gene Vincent in the movie The Girl Can’t Help It wearing this very style. A precious gift from that wonderland of treasures, the USA.

Mainly, though, there’d be American comic books: cowboy stories, like Johnny Thunder, a rebel gunslinger in a buckskin bolero jacket; graphic true-crime series, including Justice Traps the Guilty and District Attorney, which had sensationalist stories of low-rent punk mobsters; and various movie-related magazines including Photoplay and the aforementioned Modern Screen.

Photoplay and Modern Screen dominated the fanzine market, the main attraction being their constantly feuding star gossip columnists. Photoplay had Hedda Hopper and Walter Winchell, while Modern Screen had Faith Baldwin and Hopper’s sworn enemy, Louella O. Parsons, a former Hollywood actress who liked to boast that she was ‘the first movie columnist in the world’.

With stories such as ‘Doris Day’s Summer Wardrobe’, ‘My Love Affair with Brigitte’, ‘When will Rock Hudson Finally Quit his Wild Ways and Settle Down with That Special Girl?’, and ‘Debbie Rebuilds her Shattered Life: A Story of Courage Every Woman Should Read’, these magazines played a big part in my education. I liked to keep up to date with the antics of the Rat Pack and the ringside commentary on Frank Sinatra and Ava Gardner’s tempestuous romance. I was equally entranced by the back-cover advertisements, often featuring Frederick’s of Hollywood’s Foundation Garments, with artists’ impressions of ladies who all seemed to be modelled on Lucille Ball clad only in pointy brassieres and corsets with adjustable arse panels in that horrible Germolene, artificial-limb colour.

In between Mr Korn’s sporadic packages, there was the weekly appearance of my mother’s Woman’s Own, providing an update from planet female. I was always quite excited when it arrived each Wednesday.

I’d pay a lot of attention to the full-colour adverts. There’d always be a picture, usually an artist’s idealised rendition of the product in question, contextualised in a manner bespeaking a quality of life that anybody in their right mind would aspire to. If the product was soup, you’d see it steaming in a bowl on a gingham tablecloth next to a window through which a heavy storm or a blizzard is visible, and two perishing schoolkids coming up the garden path. What a cosy world awaits them. As they’ll tell you at any business college: don’t sell the steak; sell the sizzle.

Certain products called for a more exotic approach, evoking a level of sophistication that it seemed to me was known only beyond these shores. There was Cadum soap, for instance, or Camay as it was later known: ‘Cadum for Madam, enriched with a Parisian perfume, worth nine guineas an ounce’; Fry’s Turkish Delight was ‘full of Eastern promise’; meanwhile, they came in search of paradise, and found it in the new Bounty bar, ‘by far and away the most exotic chocolate treat’, stuffed with ‘South Sea island magic’ – i.e. desiccated coconut.

And then there were the underwear adverts, specifically those which played on the Freudian anxieties of the modern woman. Try this one: a board meeting (all-male, natch), each attendee around the table staring in open-mouthed acknowledgement of the sudden entrance of one of their wives, clad only in her foundation garments. And, in an anxious font, the shock horror strapline, ‘I dreamed my husband saw me in my Maidenform bra.’

For a young fellow the romance stories were a great insight into that eternal, internal question that has perplexed mankind since forever: ‘What do women want?’ There were more questions than answers, as Johnny Nash pointed out in his song, ‘There Are More Questions Than Answers’ – especially when it came to the rudiments of reproduction. These I pieced together from the snippets of ill-comprehended information I found in the medical columns.

Whenever I sought further enlightenment from my mother – e.g. ‘What’s a sanitary pad? What is a period?’ – she deftly wriggled out of the embarrassing occasion with the promise of a ‘special book’ when I was old enough, which would explain everything. But it turned out that I would never be old enough, and then all of a sudden I was too old. One way or another, that book never arrived. But my equally ignorant pals proved to be more than helpful, particularly Broono.

Broono, real name Dennis Brown, was the class’s self-appointed sexpert. One of our number had an older sister who had recently started her periods and, concerned, he had turned to Broono for clarification. Broono gave her six months to live.

Despite these regular fake news bulletins, I eventually reached a measure of comprehension. But when Broono first explained the mechanics of sex to me, I reacted with appalled incredulity: ‘You dirty bastard! I know my parents, and they would never do something like that!’

The idea of a frank discussion with either of my parents on this matter still creeps me out, beyond the grave. I’m glad it never happened.

‘I’ll get you that book’ – my arse. My mum was always at the library, but she never returned with that book.

Literacy was the solution to every problem at home, and I can
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1. Hilda and George Clarke, my mum and dad, in front of the half-timbered asbestos shed in next door’s back yard.
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2. The building I grew up in, its plywood windows indicating its imminent demolition.
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3. The neighbourhood corner shop, Forshaws’, where ‘The Saint’ used to buy his boiled ham.
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4. Great Cheetham Street, Salford, round the back of our building.
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5. The Rialto cinema. This must have been taken from our front door.
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6. With my cousin Estelle in Rhyl, during the convalescent years.
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7. Me, Michael Partington and – who was that masked man? – my cousin Sid in the back yard. To the right is the asbestos shed, and behind us is the scrubby shrub that formed the background to every photo taken in our yard.
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8. Me, aged about seven. ‘Stick ’em up!’
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9. The traditional school photo: spot the poet (back row, second from right). Mr Malone is on the extreme right.
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10. My dad was a regular at the Wheeltappers and Shunters.
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11. Aged thirteen or thereabouts, with the soon-to-be obsolete Tony Curtis hairdo.
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12. The Vendettas. L. to R.: Mike Cawley, Dennis Walkden (aka Woggy) and me.
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13. Another picture for the fans, sitting on the bins in front of the asbestos shed: The Chaperones, L. to R., Me, aka Brett Vandergelt Junior, Mike Cawley and, newly recruited, cousin Sid, with his jumbo maracas.
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14. In front of the foliage in the backyard, sporting an embryonic moustache.
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15. A moral-panic-style flyer, composed by Martin Hannett at Rabid Records.
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16 and 17. Photobooth specials: you can pose as much as you like without having some guy behind a camera thinking you’re a cunt.
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18. A publicity shot for the 1982 Arts Council film, Ten Years in an Open Necked Shirt. Stained-glass necktie courtesy of the late Jock Scott.
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19. Hold it right there, who’s shooting who? Australia, 1985.
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20. Appearing with Nico at Manchester Library Theatre in 1983.
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21. Headlining with support from Ha! in 2013.
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22. Pages from my scrapbooks: random souvenirs I haven’t yet managed to lose.
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23. Note the fading picture of my grandfather in the top left-hand corner.
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24. Me and Evie in our courting years, at my mum’s apartment.
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25. Me and Evie on our second visit to the Salvador Dali Museum in Figueres, the eighth wonder of the world.
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26. My brother Paul, his wife Wendy and me, in Manchester.
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27. Me and Evie in Manchester, taken by Stella.
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28. With Stella at a family wedding in France.
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29. Stella, me and Evie on a boat trip down the Loire, with a couple of interlopers in the background.
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30. Spot the poet.





  
‘The bookshop shelves have been clogged up for years by musicians and artists who made their debuts in the sulphurous days of 1976–7, but I Wanna Be Yours, the autobiography of the “punk poet” John Cooper Clarke, aka “the Bard of Salford”, knocked most of the competition into a  cocked hat.’

TLS ‘Books of the Year’

‘Any autobiography that features both Bernard Manning and Nico is unlikely to disappoint; even less so when it’s written with such brilliantly Dickensian vigour by the Bard of Salford, John Cooper Clarke . . . this fast, funny book catches his life in its lines.’

Sunday Times ‘Music Books of the Year’

‘The most entertaining and certainly the most culturally revealing book I have  read this year.’

D. J. Taylor, Literary Review

‘[I Wanna Be Yours] might be the funniest book published this year. Few memoirists have had better material to work with: heroin addiction, years living in a squat with Nico, endless love affairs and a TV appearance with the Honey Monster. Talk about getting the most out of life.’

The Times, ‘Best Music Books of the Year’

‘The most amusing autobiography of a literary aesthete you are ever  likely to read.’

Telegraph

‘Clarke’s primordial gift for language is everywhere in this book. It is almost impossible not to read passages out loud – a meta reminder of his contribution to the joy of spoken-word performance.’

Financial Times

‘One of the most magnificent and hysterically funny memoirs of modern times.’

Irish Times

‘An exuberant account of a remarkable life.’

New Statesman

‘John Cooper Clarke is one of Britain’s outstanding poets. His anarchic punk poetry has thrilled people for decades and his no nonsense approach to his work and life in general has appealed  to many people including myself for many years. Long may his slender frame and spiky top produce words and deeds that keep us on our toes and alive to the wonders of the world.’

Sir Paul McCartney

‘John Cooper Clarke uses words like Chuck Berry uses guitar riffs – melody and anger, humour and disdain in equal measure. He’s the real deal, really funny and really caustic, the velvet voice of discontent.’

Kate Moss

‘Elegantly sardonic . . . His writing remains spry and sparkly, sweary but sweet, with this book testament to how “a half-arsed grafter with a rich vocabulary” became a kind of British institution.’

Uncut Magazine

‘From start to finish throughout the book, the words paint pictures so vivid you can see the Salford streets and smell the hair pomade. Take a dip into the weird and wonderful world of Dr John Cooper Clarke, he’ll be there if you want him, ninety degrees in his shades.’

Breaking  Glass Magazine

‘I Wanna Be Yours could not be more entertaining, charming and optimistic . . . Its immense spirit-lifting qualities will do the despairing – and everyone else – the world of good.’

Strong Words

‘The godfather of British performance poetry’

Daily Telegraph



  
I WANNA
 BE YOURS

John Cooper Clarke shot to prominence in the 1970s as the original ‘people’s poet’. Since then his career has spanned cultures, audiences, art forms and continents. Today, JCC is as relevant and vibrant as ever, and his influence just as visible on today’s pop culture. Aside from his trademark ‘look’ continuing to resonate with fashionistas young and old, and his poetry included on the national curriculum syllabus, his effect on modern life is huge.
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JOHN COOPER CLARKE

‘This manis preaching red dogma to your children, under the
pretence of entertainment, is spreading the virulent and rabid
ideoligies of so called *‘anarchism".

Ao called poet his works are putrid gurgling of a decadent
running sore on the clear skin of British morality.

Act now to staunch the flow of pus that is dripping from these sly.
and insinuating lips.

‘This man’s obscene fat and sinister paymasters have fineangled
him onto an innocent-looking tour — in sold out auditoria
everywhere. He s at this moment preaching his filthy doctrines.

Not until the strong clear sounds of the marching bands ring out
from over Europe from east to west will we be free from the pansy.
menace of these so-called artistes.

With his big nose and wretched effeminate hairstyle, he is using
that most dark and sinister of forces — charm, to implant his amoral

sophies deep in the fertile mulch of impressionable young
minds.

1 you feel, as we do, that politics and filth have no place in
entertainment complain to the press, hall manager, record label or
the person next to you!

YOUR voice must be heard!
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