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‘There are three sides to every story: my side, your side, and the truth. And no one is lying. Memories shared serve each differently.’

Robert Evans, The Kid Stays in the Picture, 2002







CAST OF MAIN CHARACTERS By the way, which one’s Pink?


	Roger ‘Syd’ Barrett: Pink Floyd’s original guitarist and vocalist

	Andy Bown: musician, ‘Surrogate Floyd’ band member

	Joe Boyd: early Floyd champion, produced Floyd’s debut single ‘Arnold Layne’

	Vivien ‘Twig’ Brans: David Gilmour and Syd Barrett’s ex-girlfriend

	Rosemary Breen: Syd Barrett’s youngest sister

	Paul Carrack: musician, Roger Waters’ Bleeding Heart Band ex-member

	Libby Chisman: Syd Barrett’s ex-girlfriend

	Glen Colson: author, lapsed music-biz PR

	Lindsay Corner: Syd Barrett’s ex-girlfriend

	Chris Dennis: early Pink Floyd Sound/Blues Band vocalist

	Jeff Dexter: ex-music manager, DJ, Floyd associate

	Bob Ezrin: Pink Floyd and David Gilmour’s producer

	Duggie Fields: artist, Syd Barrett’s flatmate

	Jill Furmanovsky: music photographer

	David Gale: Cambridge friend, author, playwright

	Ron Geesin: musician, co-writer of ‘Atom Heart Mother’

	David Gilmour: guitar player, singer, songwriter

	John Gordon: Barrett’s school friend, guitarist in Gilmour’s group Jokers Wild

	Roy Harper: singer-songwriter, sang Pink Floyd’s ‘Have A Cigar’

	Dave ‘De’ Harris: musician, Rick Wright’s musical collaborator

	John ‘Hoppy’ Hopkins: photographer, ’60s scenester

	Nicky Horne: radio DJ, presented Capital Radio’s The Pink Floyd Story

	Brian Humphries: Pink Floyd’s former sound engineer

	Nick Kent: author, music critic, Barrett aficionado

	Peter Jenner: Pink Floyd’s first co-manager

	Andrew King: Pink Floyd’s other first co-manager

	Rado ‘Bob’ Klose: Pink Floyd’s ex-guitarist

	Nick Laird-Clowes: musician, former Floyd lyricist

	John Leckie: Pink Floyd and Syd Barrett’s engineer/producer

	Michael Leonard: Pink Floyd’s ex-landlord, occasional keyboard player

	Nigel and Jenny Lesmoir-Gordon: Cambridge associates, Barrett’s ex-flatmates

	Adrian Maben: director, Pink Floyd: Live at Pompeii

	Phil Manzanera: Pink Floyd collaborator, sometime David Gilmour guitarist

	Nick Mason: Pink Floyd drummer, author, raconteur

	Bhaskar Menon: former Capitol Records chairman; helped sell The Dark Side of the Moon

	Clive Metcalfe: guitarist, Roger Waters and Nick Mason’s pre-Floyd college group

	Anthony Moore: musician, Pink Floyd and Rick Wright collaborator

	Iain ‘Emo’ Moore: Cambridge associate, lapsed roadie

	Seamus O’Connell: Barrett and Waters’ old school friend

	Steve O’Rourke: Pink Floyd’s former manager

	Alan Parker: director, Pink Floyd – The Wall

	Alan Parsons: musician, The Dark Side of the Moon engineer

	Aubrey ‘Po’ Powell: Hipgnosis co-founder, photographer, Pink Floyd’s former creative director

	Guy Pratt: Pink Floyd and David Gilmour’s bassist

	Alun Renshaw: former Islington Green School teacher (whose pupils sung on ‘Another Brick In The Wall, Part 2’)

	Tim Renwick: Roger Waters and Pink Floyd’s touring guitarist

	Andy Roberts: musician, ‘Surrogate Floyd’ band member

	Mick Rock: Barrett’s friend, music photographer

	Sheila Rock: Mick’s ex-wife, fellow photographer

	Evelyn ‘Iggy’ Rose: The Madcap Laughs bare-bottomed cover model

	Polly Samson: author, lyricist, David Gilmour’s wife

	Gerald Scarfe: political cartoonist, The Wall cover artist

	Matthew Scurfield: Cambridge associate, actor

	Nick Sedgwick: Cambridge associate, author, Roger Waters’ ex-golf partner

	Norman Smith: Early Pink Floyd producer, aka ‘Normal’ Norman © John Lennon

	Jenny Spires: Syd Barrett’s ex-girlfriend

	Storm Thorgerson: Hipgnosis co-founder, designer, film-maker, ‘Pink Floyd’s art department’

	Clare Torry: session vocalist, sang ‘The Great Gig in the Sky’

	Roger Waters: guitar player, singer, songwriter

	John Watkins: Barrett and Gilmour’s ex-college friend

	Clive Welham: Cambridge friend, drummer in Jokers Wild

	Peter Whitehead: ’60s film-maker, director of Tonite Let’s All Make Love in London

	John ‘Willie’ Wilson: musician, former ‘Floyd Surrogate Band’ member

	Richard Wright: keyboard player, singer, songwriter

	Peter Wynne-Willson: Pink Floyd’s early lighting engineer

	Gary Yudman: comedian, voice actor, MC on The Wall tour







FOREWORD

It’s almost summer 2025 and I should have finished writing this book by now. Instead, I’m walking through a gentrified part of London on one of the warmest days of the year. Everybody is overheating and everyone is in a hurry.

Delivery drivers on push bikes jump traffic lights and slalom across the lanes, while pedestrians clutching plastic water bottles race to safety. As I walk past an Edwardian-era cinema and away from the main road, the landscape changes and there’s suddenly less people, less clamour.

A couple of minutes later, I arrive at a cobbled street, lined with Victorian-era coach houses – all gleaming white sash windows and pastel-shaded front doors. One of the residents is peering under the bonnet of a vintage sports car so brightly polished that you can see your reflection in it as you pass.

I arrive at my destination, ring the bell and wait. Pink Floyd’s guitarist David Gilmour opens the door, defying the tropical temperature in a pitch-black T-shirt and matching Levi’s. Up the stairs we go, to a living room devoid of rock-star paraphernalia and dominated by two sumptuous sofas and a Bösendorfer piano.

Gilmour cracks a smile and then, like a conjurer pulling a rabbit from a hat, produces a copy of a book I wrote about his group seventeen years ago. Some of the pages have their corners turned down; on others, I glimpse incriminating squiggles of ink. How is this going to end?

Gilmour puts on his spectacles, kicks off his shoes, wiggles his bare toes and opens the book.

Where to begin, though…





1 ‘OH, I’VE JUST BEEN TO DJERBA’


Sunglasses in winter, ‘Anything with a ball’, Sylvester’s ice cream parlour and ‘Très célèbre, hundred-to-one against…’





It wasn’t easy being Roger ‘Syd’ Barrett’s sister. He had two, but he was especially close to the youngest one, Rosemary. As children, they were inseparable and often photographed together. There they are: cross-legged on the sand, squinting into the sun on Hunstanton Beach or dolled up in fancy dress for a primary school fête or catching some rays as teenagers in the back garden at 183 Hills Road.

Rosemary guarded her brother in later life, too: shooing away those disciples who arrived at his house looking for the elusive Syd. Except Syd was gone. Now there was only Roger.

Today, it’s a crisp spring afternoon in Cambridgeshire, where a music and mental health charity are due to honour Barrett with a memorial concert at the Corn Exchange (the scene of his last-ever live performance in 1972) and unveil an art installation inspired by Pink Floyd’s song ‘Bike’ – though none of the past or present members of the group will attend.

The memorial is what has prompted Rosemary to agree to an interview. Her chosen venue is the Red Lion, a thirteenth-century coaching inn-turned-gastropub in the village of Whittlesford, seven miles south of Cambridge. Rosemary arrives right on time, and we find a booth at the back of the bar and order a pot of tea.

Rosemary used to be a nurse; one senses she’s seen humanity at its worst and doesn’t suffer fools gladly. Understandably, she appears a little guarded whenever the conversation touches on her brother’s troubled time in Pink Floyd.

Rosemary has heard all the stories and regards Syd’s role as a poster boy for ’60s psychedelia as both a nonsense and a personal tragedy. It was she, her mother and her siblings who had to put Roger Barrett back together again when he’d stopped being ‘Syd’. For years, Rosemary didn’t talk about him at all. ‘But I decided there is no reason to shut myself away from what is happening,’ she says, ‘as long as I am in control of it.’

Roger ‘Syd’ Barrett came into the world on 6 January 1946, with Rosemary following a year and a half later. Their parents were Dr Arthur Max Barrett (known by all as ‘Max’), an anatomist and pathologist who once won a medal for rescuing a drowning woman from the River Cam, and Winifred Heeps, whom he’d met at a cub scout meeting and married in September 1934.

Syd was the fourth of their five children. Adored, charismatic and unusual, he was a child star in search of a stage on which to perform. ‘We always thought he was going to do something unusual and big in his life,’ says his sister, ‘but not to this extent.’

The family also presumed it was going to be in art, not music. Rosemary opens a canvas bag and takes out one of her brother’s small watercolour paintings. ‘It’s a lovely bit of sea,’ she explains, pointing to the abstract swirl of blues and greens.

Really, the family wished he’d become a painter instead of a pop star. Rosemary never liked her brother’s music on those rare occasions when she actually heard it. ‘I haven’t deliberately not listened to it,’ she explains carefully. ‘I should have, I suppose, but I haven’t any interest in it.’ She pauses. ‘I never liked Pink Floyd, to be honest.’

‘The charity is why my family have agreed to do this,’ she continues, between sips of tea. ‘Because he was my brother, he wasn’t that other guy. When people came to the house looking for Syd, I turned them away. I was probably over-protective, but he used to say to me, “Don’t speak to those people, will you?” and I respected that.’

‘Does any of this make sense to you?’ she asks.

Yes, it does. Who was Roger ‘Syd’ Barrett then?

‘Oh, he was a child who never grew up.’



Disc and Music Echo (8 April 1967): ‘Born 21 years ago in Cambridge, Syd is the best looking of a rather ordinary bunch. “Freedom is what I’m after,” he comments.’

Rosemary Breen (née Barrett, Syd Barrett’s youngest sister): I will always call him ‘Roger’ when talking about the young man we knew, and ‘Syd’ when talking about the damaged person he became. Roger and I had two older brothers, Donald and Alan, our sister, Ruth, and then Roger and me. The two of us were very close and there are no photos of me without him or him without me. He had huge charisma almost from the day he was born. He was very funny, made everybody laugh and always had a twinkle in his eye. As kids, we used to go with our father to Byron’s Pool and the woods in Grantchester – any quiet, countryside areas around Cambridge. But he was unusual, even at a young age. His mind and ideas were different from the norm.

David Gilmour: Apparently Syd and I first met as children at a Saturday-morning art class in this big semi-attic room at Homerton College on Hills Road. Lots of kids went there. I discovered later that Syd and Roger [Waters] went to the class at the same time for something like three or four years, but I have no recollection of either.

Roger Waters: I suppose I was about ten and Syd would have been eight, and we used to make pottery crocodiles. I lived in Rock Road and he was on Hills Road, a few doors away from my aunt. I’m trying to think where he went to primary school, because I went to Morley Memorial [in Blinco Grove] and I don’t remember him there.

Rosemary Breen: We both went to Morley Memorial and I got fed up with Roger [Syd] getting so much acclaim for his pictures. One day, I took one of his to class and said it was mine – ‘Look! I’ve done this’. But the teacher immediately said, ‘No, that’s one of Roger’s [Syd’s].’ He was naturally artistic. Roger could just look at something and draw it immediately – still lives, figure drawings, pictures of people in the family…

Nick Barraclough (musician, broadcaster): My sister Alison was in Syd’s class at primary school. She remembered a very charismatic, beautiful boy. When they were about eleven, the pupils were asked to paint their impressions of a hot day. Most of the children did a beach or a big sun. Roger – as he was still called then – drew a girl lying on a beach in a bikini with an ice lolly dripping over her, which seemed terribly advanced considering his age.

Rosemary Breen: My father was a good musician and artist and a brilliant pathologist [at the university]. I don’t think Roger ever connected with anyone else in quite the same way. But my father’s interests were explored to the nth degree – his music, his art and his pathology. He was very thorough, very enthused, very focused. We’d never heard the word ‘autistic’ in the ’50s and ’60s, and I am glad my brother was never diagnosed because they would probably have put him on some awful medication. But we are all somewhere on that spectrum and he was way over the other side.

Nick Barraclough: My father was a primary school teacher and Roger ‘Syd’ Barrett and Roger Waters both came to him for coaching before the eleven-plus. They both passed and got into the County [Cambridgeshire High School for Boys], which was a big deal. The County was a grammar school that thought it was a public school.

Rosemary Breen: Fantasy was always more interesting to Roger [Syd] than reality. We used to read all the fantasy books. Alice in Wonderland was one of his favourites. At his funeral, there were extracts from The Little Grey Men [Denys Watkins-Pitchford’s 1942 fairy tale], which was also about nature. Roger liked anything with nature or children or the world of make-believe.

Nick Mason: You can hear those influences on Syd’s songwriting with Pink Floyd. It’s all there on The Piper at the Gates of Dawn.

Libby Chisman (née Gausden, Syd Barrett’s ex-girlfriend): I met Syd when he was fifteen at Jesus Green swimming pool [in summer 1961]. I’d gone with some friends, who included Dave Gilmour, and I met him on a seesaw in the playground outside. I’d just been to Germany and had my hair cut very short, and Syd said he liked it. He had a girlfriend at the time who was very pretty and fluffy. But he and I hit it off. We were both unusual-ish. On our first date, we took a boat out on the river and he was hopeless at rowing.

We lived about five doors down from each other on Hills Road. Our mothers knew each other. Syd was very witty, always laughing, and he wrote me the most beautiful letters – hundreds of letters. He was my first boyfriend and I thought that’s what all boyfriends were like, so it was a bit of a shock later to discover they weren’t.

Rosemary Breen: Our father was a pianist, so we all had lessons. As children, Roger [Syd] and I did piano duets and won a competition [in 1953 for a performance of ‘The Blue Danube’] at the Guildhall in Cambridge. But his first musical instrument was a Jew’s harp. From there he went to the ukulele.

Libby Chisman: Syd’s mum, Win, was ten years older than all our mothers. She’d had Syd’s brothers early on. Don was in the RAF and Alan was an academic. They were both bald by thirty, so completely different to Syd. Their father Max was very friendly, but always in his study. We were going out together when his father died [in December 1961]. He had been ill for a long time with cancer. Syd was a great diary writer and usually filled a page of his diary every day. On that day, he just wrote, ‘Dear Dad died today’ – and that was it.

Rosemary Breen: Roger [Syd] was fifteen and I think he was very affected by our father’s death. My father understood him. He was an academic, but in touch with his humanity, which a lot of academics aren’t. But we all thought Roger was going to become an artist. Art was his first love, much more than music.

John Gordon (ex-County pupil, later guitarist in David Gilmour’s group Jokers Wild): I met Syd when we were put in the same art class at the County. We had to draw a poster for a post office campaign and everybody else sat down with their HB pencils and came up with the sort of thing any kid would do. But Syd came up with the sort of painting a thirty-year-old would do – full of expression.

David Gale (Barrett’s friend and future playwright and author): Syd and I lived close to each other, so I would have seen him in the street before I knew who he was. He was quite precocious in the looks and hair department. My house on Luard Road was near the County. One day, I heard a noise behind some shrubbery, and it was Syd and a boy I later discovered was Storm Thorgerson randomly whacking golf balls around the playing field. But I didn’t go to the County, I was at the rival, the Perse School for Boys, which was also on Hills Road.

David Gilmour: I gave up the art class when I went to the Perse at eleven, because they had classes on a Saturday morning. I got to know Syd properly when we were about fourteen. I didn’t sense that there was going to be anything musical about him, but he was already snappily dressed and an all-round attractive human being. You could spot him coming a few hundred yards away because he walked with a bounce – on the front of his feet, with his heels off the ground.

Storm Thorgerson (future Pink Floyd album sleeve artist): I was in the same school and Syd was the year below. But Syd and I spent more time together outside of school, lounging around by the River Cam, thinking we were beatniks. But there were a lot of exceptional people in our social group and Syd didn’t stand out to me as being any more exceptional than the others.

David Gale: During the holidays, my group would hang out down by the Mill Pond, near the weir. Storm was with another group – which might include boys and girls from other schools – near the footbridge and the men’s bathing sheds at Sheep’s Green. But we would all hire punts from one of the boatyards at the Mill and go up river to Grantchester. Alan Styles, who became a roadie for Pink Floyd [and the ‘Alan’ of ‘Alan’s Psychedelic Breakfast’ fame] used to work at one of the boatyards.

You saw the same people and everyone knew somebody who knew somebody else. Gradually those groups intermingled and became a core of people who were very enamoured of the beat generation. Kerouac wrote On the Road in the late 1940s for fuck’s sake – but we all read it as if it had been written yesterday.

Roger Waters: We were all pretending to be interested in [the American beat poets] Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Allen Ginsberg and talking about smoking dope but not actually doing it.

Storm Thorgerson: Roger Waters was to one side. Roger wasn’t really part of the group – not even an annexe – although his mother knew my mother. Although he went to school with me and Syd, he wasn’t actually part of this particular group.

Libby Chisman: Syd was certainly smoking cannabis – and at a time when you could still get away with smoking it on the top deck of a bus.

John Watkins (ex-student, Cambridge College of Arts and Technology): Cambridge was always a bit arty and bohemian. I never saw any evidence of drugs around Syd then, but because of the university and the American airforce bases, Lakenheath and Mildenhall, not far away, the students and GIs were bringing stuff in – blues, benzedrine…

David Gale: I had friends who used what we called ‘Hoppy’s Postal Service’. ‘Hoppy’ was John Hopkins, who’d graduated from Cambridge University and moved to London. His proper job was a photographer, but, for a price, he used to disguise shipments of cannabis inside photo cannisters.

Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon (writer, film-maker): I’d been boarding at Oundle School [in Northamptonshire], where I started a branch of CND, a jazz club and joined the Communist Party. But my mother lived in Milton Road in Cambridge, which is how I came to know Storm Thorgerson, David Gale and all that crowd by the Mill Pond during the holidays. I must have met Syd then, too, around 1962. Cambridge was an ideal place. We’d go to a jazz club on the Friday night and then go up the Rex Ballroom on Saturday night and dance to Gene Vincent. After I moved to Cambridge, I started writing poetry and met a couple of undergraduates who invited me to smoke dope with them. Then I heard about ‘Hoppy’, so I set up my own link.

Andrew ‘Willa’ Rawlinson (ex-County pupil, writer, philosopher): I was at school with Roger Waters and Syd, who was two years younger than us. I was into surrealism, happenings and concrete poetry – as was Syd.

Tim Renwick (ex-County pupil and future Pink Floyd touring guitarist): I was a County boy, but Syd and I were also in the same scout group and, believe it or not, Syd was my patrol leader. He was very lively and good spirited.

Libby Chisman: After changing into his uniform for a scout meeting, Syd would go home, put on his tight jeans and go to a jazz club. He didn’t dress like other boys. He wore a baggy black fisherman’s sweater, no laces in his shoes, no socks – he was ‘Syd the Beat’.

Brian ‘Fred’ Foskett (local drummer and future jazz photographer): Roger [Syd] wanted to hear some jazz, so I took him along to the YMCA where the Riverside Seven [whose double bass player was named Sid Barrett] were playing. Characteristically for that period, Roger was wearing jeans and wellington boots.

Rosemary Breen: I remember walking into Cambridge with Roger [Syd], and he had sunglasses on and it was winter. We were laughing about it, but the next week everybody was wearing sunglasses.

Phil Carlo (Cambridge associate, future Led Zeppelin tour manager): He wasn’t the star then that he’s seen as today. ‘Oh wow, Syd Barrett!’ He was just a young lad who used to lift his heels up in this funny way when he walked. Some people even shook their heads when they saw him.

Anthony Stern (artist, film-maker): There was what I called ‘licensed eccentricity’ in Cambridge. Our headmaster at Kings’ College choir school once took us up into the eaves of the chapel, so there were all these kids crawling over the gallery and undercroft, peering down hundreds of feet below. A headmaster would have been arrested if he’d done that today. As kids, you were surrounded by people who, had they been in Barnstaple or Lyme Regis or any other town in England, would probably have been locked up.

Libby Chisman: When we grew up, there was a Cambridge eccentric – a woman who used to walk around with a bucket on her head. Syd found it tragic and hilarious at the same time. A visit into town, to the record shop, wasn’t complete unless you saw this woman with a bucket on her head. He did laugh about it, but he was also sad and made us all wonder why she had a bucket on her head. And, of course, in the end, he sort of ended up like her.



Syd and Rosemary used a downstairs room at the front of 183 Hills Road as their childhood nursery. After Dr Barrett died and their older siblings moved out, Syd commandeered the space for himself, filling it with paints, an easel, a guitar, his record player and records, a Pollock’s toy theatre, and any artistic ephemera that took his fancy. To compound the message that this was now his domain, he even fitted a lock to the door.

Meanwhile, Win, like many in Cambridge, took in student lodgers to help pay the bills. At number 183, Muddy Waters’ exhortations from the American deep south rang out from behind Syd’s locked door as bemused foreign-language students tried to sleep upstairs.



Libby Chisman: Syd loved his art, but played his guitar every opportunity and it went everywhere with him. There were a couple of music shops in Cambridge [Millers and Ken Stevens Music], but they could be really sniffy in there. Unless you showed them you had money, you weren’t even allowed to go into the booths and listen to a record, but Ken Stevens would let Syd play guitars for hours – the expensive ones upstairs in the shop too.

Syd Barrett (speaking in 1971): ‘The first [guitar] was a Hofner acoustic which I kept for a year. Then I joined a local group called Geoff Mott and the Mottoes and splashed out on a Futurama 2. Geoff Mott was a great singer… Wonder what happened to him…?’

Clive Welham (Geoff Mott and the Mottoes’ drummer): Geoff Motlow became a nationally well-known headmaster. But the Mottoes mainly played in Syd’s mother’s front room and, as I was barely out of school, it’s quite possible my ‘drum kit’ was still a biscuit tin with knives. There was me, Geoff, Roger Barrett and another of my friends, ‘Nobby’ Clarke. Roger Waters used to come round a lot on his motorbike, but he wasn’t doing music then. We played our first gig in Cambridge [in March 1962] and I think it was a benefit for CND.

John Gordon: Geoff Mott and the Mottoes were an informal band who played at parties. Syd didn’t seem to be interested in bands, though. He was just quietly jamming with people, rather than being in a band that got paid for doing dances.

David Gilmour: My parents were living in New York and sent me the 1959 Newport Folk Festival albums and Bob Dylan’s first album for my sixteenth birthday. It wasn’t out in England at the time, so I probably had one of the first copies.

Libby Chisman: We went to see Bob Dylan together at the Festival Hall and as soon as he saw the audience, Syd said, ‘Oh look, Lib, it’s the me and you from every other town.’

David Gale: When Bob Dylan emerged, we were all very impressed. I had a Spanish guitar and, in my very amateur way, was trying to learn a few chords. I still have a piece of card on which Syd wrote the chords out to Dylan’s ‘Oxford Town’. Before that, though, we were listening to Snooks Eaglin, John Lee Hooker, lots of blues.

John Gordon: The most common name you hear is Bo Diddley, but Syd was into broader stuff. We were surrounded by American airbases and Syd had got hold of some rare American imports – real basic Leadbelly-type blues, which as a teenager was quite scary.

Rosemary Breen: I liked Adam Faith and Roger [Syd] was so rude about him. I remember coming home with an Adam Faith record and being terribly excited. Roger put it on the record player, played a few seconds of the first track, then the first seconds of the second track and the same with the next one – and said, ‘No, this is not music’. He wasn’t being nasty, but he liked a lot of jazz. When everyone was listening to Cliff Richard and Elvis, he’d be interested in Thelonious Monk. It was the same all through his life. At the end, he had about ten CDs and they were all jazz.

John Gordon: My father was a well-known musician in the area and, as part of me not being like him, I shunned piano lessons and took the opportunity to learn guitar with Syd. After school, I’d spend an hour or so over at his place. Syd had an easel and was allowed to slap paint all over the place in his room downstairs at the front of the house. If I took so much as a pen out, never mind paint, my mum worried it would be all over the sofa.

I never really knew where the men in Syd’s family got to. He seemed much more worldly and experienced than me. But the way he spoke to his mother embarrassed me sometimes. One minute, they’d be cuddling and the next he’d be telling her to eff off out of the room.

Stephen Pyle (drummer in Barrett’s pre-Floyd band, Those Without): Syd and I first met at that Saturday-morning art class in 1962, but later on there was a lot of jamming at Syd’s house. We all congregated there because his mum had such a liberal attitude.

Rosemary Breen: My mother was very free for the time. That was the way the house worked. There was no, ‘You mustn’t do that’. I went to Germany hitch-hiking with a boyfriend when I was only sixteen and she didn’t make any fuss. In those days, there were no mobile phones and I didn’t make contact for ages.

Iain ‘Emo’ Moore (Pink Floyd familiar, seen on the inside sleeve of A Nice Pair): We met when Syd was sixteen and, before I knew it, I was going round to his and smoking dope all day. His mum used to come in and say, ‘What’s that smell?’. Syd was always very quiet, never the first one to strike up a conversation, but he’d join in the conversation if you were talking about music or philosophy. He had a great mind, but you weren’t aware of it because he didn’t have to prove it to anybody. I seemed to drift between Syd’s and Storm Thorgerson’s house [in Earl Street] because Storm’s mum, Vanji, let us hang out there.

David Gale: If you think about the Pink Floyd story, there is a pattern – boys and their mothers who let them do as they pleased, mothers who seemed to tolerate all these adolescents coming into their houses any time of the day or night.



Regardless of these distractions, Barrett pursued his dream of attending art school and followed Saturday mornings at Homerton with life-drawing classes at the Cambridgeshire College of Arts and Technology, aka the Tech, on East Road.

His doggedness and talent paid off when he was awarded a scholarship to study an art foundation course at the Tech in autumn 1962. The college hosted several other musically minded students, including his ex-County friend John Gordon, Stephen Pyle, John Watkins and, a term later, David Gilmour.

In 1963, pop music in the UK had entered that period where unassuming crooners such as Frank Ifield toughed it out on the chart with Elvis, Cliff Richard and the guitar-wielding Shadows. The new year began with the Beatles’ groundbreaking 45, ‘Love Me Do’, and summer brought the first taste of the Rolling Stones, with their debut single ‘Come On’.

While still Roger Barrett at home, he was often ‘Sid’ or ‘Syd’ elsewhere. One school friend insists the nickname was given to him earlier after he’d worn a flat cap to a scout troop meeting – ‘Sid’ being considered a typical working-class name by these grammar-school boys.

Barrett never commented, but his yen for what Rosemary calls ‘never doing the same thing twice’ was now apparent, as his art pinwheeled between styles and mediums. ‘It changed from week to week,’ attests John Gordon.

Some compared the student Barrett’s abstracts to Jackson Pollock’s or the American experimentalist Jim Dine, who created pieces with oil paint, fabric and household objects. Others, including the Tech’s history of art professor, Jasper Rose, graciously described him a ‘born painter… with a lovely, twirly whirly drawing quality’, despite Barrett routinely disrupting his lectures. Syd impressed, challenged and fascinated most who came into contact with him.



Rosemary Breen: Roger’s [Syd’s] time at art school in Cambridge was happy. It was an exciting time in the world when you could do what you wanted to do and wear what you wanted. He was smoking the odd thing, but this was before he got into too much mischief.

John Watkins: The art school was a big deal because Ronald Searle, the cartoonist who drew ‘St Trinian’s’ [comic strip and books] had been there, and the team that later did Spitting Image – Peter Fluck and Roger Law. So people took notice.

John Gordon: In the first year, you dabbled in everything while you decided which branch of the arts you were going into. Syd knew immediately he wanted to paint, though he probably spent more time painting in his garden then he did at college. He sort of went missing. But on the day you had to bring your work in for an assessment, he’d suddenly show up with a masterpiece and all was forgiven.

Stephen Pyle: One of our favourite antics was to sit at the back during History of Art lectures on top of some fitted cupboards, behind which were curtained windows. When the lights were dimmed, we would drop out of the windows and go off for a fag and a coffee, returning just in time for the lecture to finish.

David Gilmour: After I left school, I went to the Tech in September 1963 to do A-levels in modern languages. Syd was already there, at the art school, and we used to meet up most lunchtimes in the canteen to play guitar. I remember learning ‘Come On’ by the Rolling Stones when that first came out. There was a lot of Beatles and Stones and Bo Diddley stuff – lunchtime jamming and discussing how these songs had been put together.

Warren Dosanjh (ex-Cambridge County pupil and manager/roadie of Those Without): On the corner of East Road by the Tech was an ice cream parlour called Sylvester’s. Students would go there and have a float – Pepsi Cola or dandelion and burdock with a scoop of ice cream on top. Apparently, that’s where Steve Pyle came up with the name ‘Pink Floyd’ one lunchtime.

Stephen Pyle: A regular pastime of Syd and myself was inventing band names. We were listening to a blues compilation and the sleevenotes mentioned other bluesmen not on the album, including Pink Anderson and Floyd Council. When I re-introduced myself to David Gilmour at Clive Welham’s funeral [in 2012], he told me Syd had told him that I had come up with the name ‘Pink Floyd’.

Libby Chisman: Around this time, Syd and I went to see the Rolling Stones, and it must have been something they were contracted to do before they got big. I think it was in some village hall just outside Cambridge.

After the show, Mick Jagger came to talk to us. I was wearing something unusual and he commented on that and what I’d done with my hair, and then he started talking to Syd. He talked about the fact Syd looked a bit like a young Bill Wyman – very dark and thin. I remember Mick had the most awful voice – worse than it is now – because in Cambridge we all spoke properly. But it was extraordinary that he just came over to us. Mary Quant was the same later on. She decided to chat to Syd. He was always picked out, however many people were there.

Rosemary Breen: You don’t think about it when you grow up with it, but I did notice when we went out together to Woolworths on a Saturday, how quickly we got served, because he was so good-looking. Girls adored him from early on. All my mother’s girlfriends seemed to be in love with him.

Libby Chisman: I don’t know how much older Mary Quant was than us, but it was inevitable she’d talk to Syd. There were other grown women at parties he’d give his number to. They used to ring him up and the two of us would sit and listen to what they said. We used to laugh at this – and he’d arrange to meet them and then never turn up. We were such innocents, really. We broke up and got back together again I don’t know how many times.

Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon: We were all rebelling – or trying to. I was the same age as Roger Waters and, through him, I’d get on my Vespa and go to some of those Sunday afternoon sessions at Syd’s house. I’d also see him and his girlfriend Libby in the El Patio where I worked the espresso machine. I wasn’t musical, but we were still interested in him because of his extraordinary looks and because he seemed to be going somewhere.

Libby Chisman: Nigel’s crowd were older and they had to sort of stoop down to our teenybopper crowd, because they all liked Syd. The age difference wasn’t an issue, though, but I think Syd worshipped Nigel and Dave Gale. But Syd could also be in a crowd and then just disappear. As soon as he bought his car, we were off looking at rivers and hills. There were other wonderful things to do or places we’d been invited to – and he’d just want to sit in the Gog Magog Hills with nobody else there.

John Gordon: Because of my home life I moved out of home when I went to the art school. I had a flat in a house in Clarendon Street that was a crash pad, where people would just drop by in the middle of the night. The place was always full of girls and smoke.

Aubrey ‘Po’ Powell (co-founder of album sleeve designers Hipgnosis and Pink Floyd’s future creative director): When I got kicked out of the King’s School in Ely, I found a room at 27 Clarendon Street. My father was in the RAF, so he and my mother were stationed in the Middle East and didn’t have a clue.

I was sixteen years old with no money, but it was the beginning of a huge adventure. Peter Cook’s sister Sarah lived in the basement, but there was a whole bunch of people who frequented that building and number 25 next door. Emo and his friend [Ian] ‘Pip’ Carter, who later became a roadie for Pink Floyd, were in and out of the place all the time.

We had a mutual friend, a townie dope dealer called Norman ‘Nod’ Brown, and it was ‘Nod’ who introduced me to Storm, David Gale, Nigel Gordon and all that crowd, including Syd Barrett. One minute I was at boarding school sharing a dormitory with [future BBC1/BBC2 controller] Alan Yentob, and the next I’m mixing with all these beatniks. They’d all read Kerouac, and watched foreign films, and drank in the Criterion, and had hitch-hiked to Morocco and Ibiza…

Phil Carlo: All that lot wore reefer jackets and desert boots or plimsolls, walked around with jazz albums under their arms, and smoked those horrible Gauloises or Gitanes cigarettes. The girls were lovely but looked the same, except they’d sometimes have those knitted bags over their shoulder that meant they’d been to Greece or Elba or Formentera. I only knew people who’d been to Costa Brava.

John Gordon: Syd and I had access to a projector and paint and ink from the college and microscopic slides because his father worked at the university. So we started messing around with a projector and experimenting with slide shows. So some of what became part of the early Pink Floyd show started with Syd in my front room.

Rosemary Breen: Roger [Syd] experienced what we later discovered was called ‘synesthesia’. Even as a child, when he talked about how he felt, he would call it a colour. Sound was colour – and colour was sound to him. A loud noise was ‘black’ and I sometimes wonder if that psychedelic thing, with the thump of the music and the lights at the same time, was part of that.

Libby Chisman: Syd got us tickets for the Beatles [at Cambridge’s Regal Cinema], but it was the day of his interview for Camberwell art school [November 1963] and he had to be in London. He was terribly disappointed to miss the Beatles.

Peter Whitehead (artist, early Floyd film-maker, director of 1967’s Tonite Let’s All Make Love in London documentary): I’d been studying at Cambridge and was taking six months off to concentrate on painting. I moved into a Georgian house at 60 Grange Road, belonging to a family called the Mitchells – Syd was having an affair with the daughter of the house, Juliet.

His band used to rehearse there, very loudly, right next to my studio. They sounded awful. So I put on my Bartók and Janáček even louder. They were just a bunch of guys playing rock ’n’ roll and I have no idea if it was the Pink Floyd then.

Syd discovered I was a painter and he was a painter, so while the others in his group were fiddling around, we would chat. He was already experimenting with the guitar and I told him I didn’t like pop music and preferred classical and the Modern Jazz Quartet. I played him a few things, so I’m sure I influenced him in that crucial moment to do those long, meandering, semi-classical pieces. So, of course, I will modestly claim to have invented the Pink Floyd sound.

Anthony Stern: Syd and I decided to host an exhibition of our paintings. Whitehead had done one before so we decided to follow him. We launched our painting careers with an exhibition at the Lion and Lamb, a pub in Milton [in May 1964]. The exhibition was not a resounding success and we didn’t sell a thing. But it was a turning point. My paintings were feeble attempts at psychotic surrealism and Syd’s were still lives with oil on canvas – much better.

Cambridge Evening News (30 May 1964): ‘Barrett’s prints, monotypes and drawings are student exercises. But in two still lives, a landscape and two convincing portraits, he is already showing himself a sensitive handler of oil paints.’

Stephen Pyle: At that time, Syd was singing and playing bass in our group [which evolved from the Hollerin’ Blues into Those Without], but he was a good lead guitarist as well. We played Bo Diddley and Jimmy Reed numbers – all the stuff Manfred Mann and the Yardbirds were doing. But the group sort of fell apart when he buggered off to art college in London.

Warren Dosanjh: The band [Pyle, Barrett, guitarists Alan Sizer and Robert ‘Smudge’ Smith] was called Those Without after a novel by the French author Françoise Sagan called Those Without Shadows. We threw out the ‘Shadows’, but we used to get the mick taken out of us – ‘Oh, those without talent, those who can’t sing…’ and all that.

Syd only played with us during the holidays from his course at Camberwell. In August, he arrived for a band practice at the Ancient Druids pub in Fitzroy Street, excited about a new release from the Kinks called ‘You Really Got Me’. He kept playing it over and over again.

Then it went to number one in Miller’s Music shop charts and, that night, we held a farewell party for Syd who was heading back to London. It was at Steve Pyle’s parents’ home at Cheshunt College Lodge. The invitation, drawn by Steve, welcomed people to ‘Bo Siddley’s Perverted Bleach Party’ [a spoof of the LP, Bo Diddley’s Beach Party] and, as a memento, the band gave Syd a copy of an album called Jimmy Reed Plays 12-String Guitar Blues.

Storm Thorgerson: Syd was already writing his own songs because he played them at parties – things like ‘Effervescing Elephant’, which was whimsical and nursery rhyme-like. His efforts were nice enough, but showed little indication of the greatness to come. But it’s amazing what you don’t notice because it’s sat right next to you.

Rosemary Breen: Roger [Syd] went to Camberwell in summer 1964 at the same time I went to St George’s Hospital [in Tooting, south London] to study nursing.

Libby Chisman: Syd was disappointed not to get into Chelsea art school, until he realised Camberwell was even better. But I still thought art was something to do while he was waiting to do his music.



It’s a disconcerting sound. In the Azure Suite at London’s May Fair Hotel, with its umber carpet and powder-blue furnishings, Roger Waters leans forward, elbows planted on his knees, summoning a globule of phlegm. A lock of iron-grey hair falls across his forehead as the mucus ascends his throat. Then it stops, a second before he delivers a perfect but mercifully dry imitation of somebody spitting.

Waters is re-enacting the time he spat on a would-be stage invader at a Pink Floyd show in Montreal. It wasn’t just the intrusion that prompted this reaction; apparently, he was also screaming for an old Floyd song called ‘Careful With That Axe, Eugene’. A spittable offence, then.

Today’s conversation centres around Waters’ latest album, Is This The Life We Really Want?. George Roger Waters’ life began on 6 September 1943, the second son of schoolteacher turned soldier, Eric Fletcher Waters, and schoolteacher Mary Whyte. Eric was from a coal mining family in County Durham; Mary from Golders Green, north London. Both were devoutly left wing.

After war was declared, the Waters family moved to Cambridge from the Surrey village of Great Bookham, believing they were less likely to be bombed. But the pivotal early moment in Waters’ life was the death of his father. Second Lieutenant Eric Waters was part of the Royal Fusiliers’ Company Z and killed in the battle for the Anzio bridgehead on Italy’s Lazio coast.

Waters wrote Pink Floyd’s ‘When the Tigers Broke Free’ about this and the time he discovered a commemorative scroll from the office of King George V hidden in a drawer in the family home; a scene recreated by director Alan Parker in his movie, Pink Floyd – The Wall.

Really, though, Waters had been writing about the futility of war long before then and many times since. Decades later, the politically opiniated and trenchant Waters is still spitting fire or poison, depending on one’s point of view.

‘How do we allow things like Donald Trump to happen?’ he asks, before moving on to the subjects of impending ecological disaster and organised religion. ‘We live on a tiny, insignificant planet that a bunch of god-botherers think is the centre of the universe, and there’s a god who cares about us all and he made it.

‘Is there any wine?’ asks Waters.

‘There is,’ replies his PA, ‘but we can’t find the corkscrew.’

Waters closes his eyes and sighs.



Disc and Music Echo (8 April 1967): ‘Roger Waters, 22, and the bass player, says “I lie and am rather aggressive” – and attempts to act the part by shooting down questions if he can.’

Roger Waters: When my father was called up for military service at the start of the war, he went before the tribunal as a conscientious objector, saying he was a Christian and wasn’t prepared to kill people. So he drove an ambulance through the Blitz, but he met lots of Communists, his political ideas developed and he decided he’d made a mistake and that Hitler had to be fought. He went back and said, ‘I’ve changed my mind’. He went to officer training school, was commissioned for the Royal Fusiliers, went off to Italy after the landings and was killed a couple of weeks later.

War Diary of Intelligence Summary (17–18 February 1944): ‘Z Coy [Company] reported an attack on the left forward platoon. The bosch [slang for Germans] called on them to surrender but were answered with all available SA [Semi-Automatic] fire. Casualties were inflicted, situation well in hand, enemy decided to withdraw… Further attack on Z Coy, this time in greater strength than previous attack. Enemy in close contact. Unable to send assistance. Z Coy reporting enemy all round their positions. Very stiff fighting going on. Lieut Walters [sic] killed and Lieut Hill wounded. Situation now critical.’

Roger Waters: My father did see me, but I was only a couple of months old and I don’t remember him. When the men in uniform came to collect their children, that’s when I realised I didn’t have a father anymore. But instead of an ordinary person, I’ve had to live with a father who wasn’t an ordinary person but a dead hero.

Rosemary Breen: Roger Waters behaved differently, because he was older than the rest of us and a bit dismissive. But if you knew his mother, you’d understand why. She was a teacher and taught us at Morley Memorial.

Roger Waters: My big brother John and I went to Morley Memorial, where our mother started teaching [in 1951]. I liked primary school. My problems came later with grammar school. I even wrote a song, ‘When We Were Young,’ about the boys’ playground at Morley Memorial. There was a bog there – an open-air area with a gutter – on a wall painted with black pitch. The song is about being ten years old and trying to piss vertically up that bog wall.

Warren Dosanjh: Mary Waters was the secretary of the East Anglian wing of the CND. I’d grown up in a working-class, left-wing family and joined the Young Socialists. Mary lived at 42 Rock Road, which is where I later went for meetings to talk about canvassing, leafleting and the support of local candidates and visiting Labour MPs.

Roger Waters: My mother was nothing like the one in The Wall. But she lived in the service of others. She had done her teacher training in Bradford, in the north of England. It was a real eye-opener. The first winter came along – really cold, snow on the ground – and she noticed that half the kids in her class were walking to school with no shoes. This would have been in 1935, 1936 – so she started to look into social conditions and understood that there were inequalities in the context of the society that she lived in that she felt a personal need to do something about.

In the evening, my mother used to take John and I to British China Friendship Association meetings, where we’d watch old black-and-white films of Chinese blokes in kapoks fighting Chiang Kai-Shek or the Japanese imperialist invaders or whatever it might be. We nearly always went to the Friends Meeting House [on Jesus Lane], which was owned by the Quakers in Cambridge. I’ll never forget my mother saying, ‘As you know, I am an atheist and don’t believe in their religious beliefs and politics but these are very very good people, very humane’ – much more humane than the Roman Catholic church, for instance.

So there was this attachment to the idea that, because you believed in God, you didn’t have to be awful. You could be good people, who were charitable and wanted to help people less worse off. My mother thought Communism was all about helping other people.

She left the Party in 1956 after the Russians invaded Hungary, along with almost everyone else who could no longer close their eyes to the authoritarian nature of Uncle Joe [Stalin] and his archipelagos. She became a member of the Labour Party and I completely took it on – lock, stock and barrel.



In summer 1954, Waters enrolled at ‘the County’, which had just transitioned from the stewardship of headmaster ‘Brin’ Newton-John, a wartime codebreaker whose daughter, Olivia, would become a pop star, to A.W. Eagling, a classics scholar unafraid to dispense six of the best.

Over time, Waters’ opinion of the County has wavered from complete loathing (‘A battery farm, I hated it’) to ‘I hated it, apart from games, which I loved’. Waters was both a fly half for the County’s rugby XV and a wicket keeper in the cricket first XI. ‘Anything with a ball,’ recalled one of his old team mates.

There wasn’t much music around 42 Rock Road, though, with Waters claiming Mary ‘could just as easily have been listening to a washing machine’. But her son acquired a 78rpm of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado, a 45 of Frankie Lane’s ‘Champion, The Wonder Horse’ and was thrilled to catch a West End performance of Salad Days during a Communist Party jolly to London. He also sang in the combined school choir (completed by pupils from the Cambridgeshire High School for Girls) until puberty intervened and his voice broke.

Waters displayed the same contrary mix of broiling rage and empathy later found in his songwriting. He was ‘moved to tears’ by the Italian drama The Bicycle Thief, but so annoyed his fellow boy sailors in the navel cadets that they physically beat him. But he was still really good at games.



Storm Thorgerson: Roger and I played on the same rugby team at school. This thought crossed my mind many times during the years when he wasn’t talking to me because of an argument we’d had about the artwork for [Pink Floyd’s] Animals. I’d think, ‘I used to pass the ball to you’. Roger was annoyingly good at anything involving a ball.

Roger Waters: I liked watching the boat races at Cambridge, but I liked it when weird things happened at the races. You’d sit on the bank and see these blokes cycling down the towpath shouting at the teams, waving Webley service revolvers and firing blanks. Then, at the end of the road, the cox of the winning boat had to jump in the river. I found that a very exciting piece of sport – just like when the flying pig escaped over Battersea Power Station for Animals.

David Gale: Of course, Roger being good at sport ran counter to all the ideas about what beatniks and bohemians were supposed to be like. None of the musicians in what became Pink Floyd were bohemian, but they managed to maintain this vast bohemian image and following.

Roger Waters: I had several great friends at school, including ‘Willa’ [Andrew Rawlinson] and Seamus [O’Connell], and I spent most nights as a teenager listening to blues and jazz at Seamus’s house [on Cherry Hinton Road]. His mother Ella and his father Michael were separated. Michael was an Australian artist and lived next door to [the sculptor] Henry Moore, and Ella was a wonderful, bohemian woman who’d stay up all night cooking sausages for these fifteen-year-olds.

Seamus O’Connell (ex-Cambridge County pupil): Roger was the year above me. The relationship was a bit fraught. He could sometimes be not all that pleasant to me, but we still counted each other as friends. There was also an overlapping social circle with Syd Barrett, who used to have these Sunday afternoon gatherings. I went along once or twice as, like a lot of middle-class white boys, we were all deeply enamoured of black music.

Roger Waters: We had some good teachers, but we had a fair number who were serving their time and were extremely bitter and would treat the kids abominably. It was T.E. House who told me I was a complete fucking idiot. He was an English teacher and my form master when I was thirteen. He said I would never become anything and might as well give up and shoot myself.

Warren Dosanjh: There was quite an arsenal at the County, containing old Bren guns and dismantled .303 rifles. If you think back to 1956, ’57, most of the masters at that school had been at the tail end of the war, maybe not in a combat situation, so they revelled in it.

When you were fourteen, you went into the CCF [Combined Cadet Force]. You could be excused on the grounds that you were a pacifist, but you had to have a letter to that effect from your parents. Then you were sent off to do gardening and weeding in full view of the cadets, so there was cat calls and bullying. If you were in the army cadets, you put on an itchy khaki uniform and a blanco belt, and square-bashed every Wednesday afternoon.

Roger Waters: I couldn’t bear the itching of the army uniform. So I became a [naval cadet] leading seaman. I spent my weekends on HMS Ganges, a boat for training boy sailors. But I was hated by most of the people involved. You weren’t allowed to leave. So I just handed my uniform in and said I wasn’t going anymore. My final school report said, ‘Waters never fulfilled his considerable potential and was dishonourably discharged from the cadet force’.

Tim Renwick: The story around school was that Roger refused to do Combined Cadet Force training anymore because he was a conscientious objector or something. It caused quite a fuss.

Roger Waters: If you look at my behaviour at school, it may be that there was an element of not having a male authority figure in my home life and therefore resisting the idea of anyone else taking on that role.

Warren Dosanjh: One day I was being disruptive with three other boys in an art class and we were told to go to the bottom of the school field next to the railway line, where there was an orchard. We were told to come back after drawing an apple – it was just to keep us out of the way. So we all drew a circle with a stalk coming out of it – and that was the end of it.

Roger Waters: One night, about ten of us went out because we’d decided that the man in charge of gardening needed a lesson. He had one particular apple tree that was his pride and joy. We went into the orchard with stepladders and ate every single apple on the tree without removing any. We were terribly tired the next day but filled with a real sense of achievement.

Years later, they found the school’s punishment book. I was only beaten a couple of times. One of my entries reads ‘1959 – six strokes for fighting’, of which I am inordinately proud. I don’t know why I am, because it’s so archaic now – the idea of hitting people with a stick to make them do things.

I stayed on for a third year in the sixth form, because I’d failed one of my A-levels and I was the only boy in the school who’d stayed on for a third year in the sixth form without being made a prefect.



At this point, drawing posters for gigs by Geoff Mott and the Mottoes and watching Syd Barrett play guitar was the sum total of Waters’ involvement in music, and he struggled to engage with art lessons ‘because the teacher was so ineffectual’.

In 1961, he and Barrett went down to London to watch Gene Vincent at the Gaumont State Cinema in Kilburn: ‘And on the train home I clearly remember sitting with Syd making a drawing of all the equipment we thought we’d need if we ever had a group – and it consisted of two Vox AC30s.’

Despite prime minister Harold Macmillan telling the British people that they’d ‘never had it so good’, the fear of nuclear Armageddon still loomed. Waters joined the Aldermaston March to Trafalgar Square and listened to the philosopher Bertrand Russell and CND chairman Canon John Collins preach against the need for a nuclear deterrent. This experience later inspired Pink Floyd’s ‘Two Suns in the Sunset’ – ‘a warning about how we might wake up one morning and the Third World War had started’.

Waters also piloted a Norton motorcycle and his mother’s Austin, sometimes recklessly, around Cambridge and further afield on trips through Europe. But his peer group were breaking up. As Waters muddled through his extra year at the County, Andrew ‘Willa’ Rawlinson took up a place at Cambridge’s Pembroke College and Seamus O’Connell and his bohemian mother prepared to move to London.



Roger Waters: I always remember, one night, very drunk, having a race with a friend, who owned a car. There was a roundabout about ten miles out of Cambridge. We gave this guy a big start and then Syd [Barrett] and I climbed on. I had an old Norton motorcycle and I drove with Syd on the pillion as fast as I could to this roundabout and back. As we drove into the front drive of his mother’s house, the back tyre went ‘Bang!’. So it was only by a hair’s breadth that Pink Floyd existed at all because Syd and I could so easily have been killed on that motorcycle doing a stupid childish thing.

Libby Chisman: We all behaved if Roger Waters was there. It was like somebody coming in to the room and teaching us. Roger had a motorbike before any of us had driving licences – and a leather jacket and a lovely girlfriend called Judy Trim.

Storm Thorgerson: Roger, ‘Willa’ and I were all chasing Judy who was, literally, the girl next door [on Rock Road]. But Roger got the girl and eventually ended up marrying her.

Roger Waters: You saw these guys on the Aldermaston marches with their guitars, singing Woody Guthrie songs, with long-haired girls swanning around. I started hitch-hiking around England when I was fourteen and, as soon as I could drive, I went to Europe and visited Anzio where my father had died.

Andrew ‘Willa’ Rawlinson: Because we were best mates at school, Roger and I went to Paris together when we were sixteen.

Roger Waters: It was 1959 and I saw them fishing bodies of Algerians out of the Seine every morning. That whole OAS [Organisation Armée Secrète, a French paramilitary group opposed to Algerian independence] thing was going on there at the time. It was the end of French colonialism in north Africa. These were tumultuous times.

Andrew ‘Willa’ Rawlinson: Two years later, we took his mum’s Austin and drove to Istanbul, via France, Italy and Greece, which took about three months.

Roger Waters: ‘Willa’ was my best mate and suddenly he was gone, off to Pembroke College. Willa had an interesting relationship with whisky, until he gave all that up. One night, he jumped off Mill Road railway bridge and came round in the shunting yards at Ely. But he got rusticated [temporarily suspended from the university] after he knocked another student through the plate-glass window of the department store Eaden Lilley after a night in the Criterion, which was the pub we used to frequent.

David Gale: Seamus O’Connell and Roger Waters were never big drug heads. But Rawlinson was a wilder figure – a brilliant student, quite a maverick – lots of long hair. Rawlinson was a very impressive, articulate guy who picked up the zeitgeist and told us what was coming.

Roger Waters: When I left school, I was all set to go to Manchester University to study mechanical engineering, but the thought of another three years of sixth form was more than I could stand, so I took a year off. My career choice was made by the National Institute of Industrial Psychology. They told me I could do well at architecture [Waters enrolled at Regent Street Polytechnic to study architecture in summer 1962].

Andrew ‘Willa’ Rawlinson: [In 1962] Roger joined me and three friends from the university on a trip to the Middle East in an ambulance called ‘Brutus’. We knew nothing about engines, put no water in it and it blew up in Beirut.

Roger Waters: ‘Willa’ and I had three undergraduates with us, and the five of us decided to go our separate ways, and I hitch-hiked back to England. It was an extraordinary experience. The first night of that journey I was taken in by a Lebanese Arab family. They insisted I slept in the only bed in the place and they slept on the floor behind a curtain. My first ride out of Beirut was in a taxi. I had no money, but the passengers allowed me to travel for free. This was all very much part of being in Cambridge at that time – the idea of going east in search of adventure. So I wrote a song about it later, [2004’s] ‘Leaving Beirut’.

When I first got a guitar, it was a classical Spanish thing. I took a few lessons from a woman in Cambridge who used to keep her guitar in bed as if it was a sexual thing.

But I remember sitting around and playing acoustic guitars with Syd in Cambridge before I left. We always had this notion that when we hit London – because it was clear he was going to come up to London as well, because London was the mecca and that was where one had to be – that we would start a band together.

Libby Chisman: Syd didn’t take himself seriously, but Roger Waters took Syd seriously – and I think that ended up making a big difference.



As a young teenager, David Gilmour’s room in the family home had the dimensions of a linen cupboard. That’s because it had been a linen cupboard before somebody managed to squeeze a single bed inside.

Apparently, Gilmour would lie in this claustrophobic cubbyhole contemplating his mortality – a morbid pastime for a thirteen-year-old, but one that later fed into his music. You only have to look at his song titles: ‘Near the End’, ‘I Can’t Breathe Anymore’… ‘And “Childhood’s End”,’ he says, ‘from [the Pink Floyd soundtrack album] Obscured By Clouds.’

David Jon Gilmour CBE has a complicated relationship with all this. He doesn’t know why he writes about death (or, rather, he’s reluctant to say) and he doesn’t believe in an afterlife. ‘I’m afraid mortality is one of the topics I go back to time and again and, at my incredibly advanced age, it still is a topic,’ he offers today.

Gilmour, two years shy of his eightieth birthday at the time of writing, is in the control room of his floating studio, Astoria, a charming Edwardian-era houseboat with a mahogany deck large enough to accommodate a ninety-piece orchestra.

The guitarist is wearing blue suede shoes (really) and one of his regulation black T-shirts. Gilmour has made several Pink Floyd and solo records on this boat. There’s something peaceful and womb-like about the place. Unhurried, too, rather like its owner.

A conversation with David Gilmour tends to move at a glacial pace. Think the verbal equivalent of those long suspended notes at the beginning of ‘Shine On You Crazy Diamond, Part I’. He’s not disengaged so much as reserved, and any enthusiasm is often tempered by a note of caution.

With his bald dome and chilly blue eyes, Gilmour also comes across, in the words of his wife and lyricist, Polly Samson, as ‘invulnerable’. Gilmour was born on 6 March 1946. So is it a post-war thing? Or because he was billeted in boarding school as an infant and then left behind when his parents emigrated to the United States? A psychologist would probably know – although Gilmour’s last attempt at therapy ended poorly because both he and his analyst sat there not saying very much.

If he could find a way to communicate directly via the guitar, he probably would. But he’s not as bad with words as he sometimes makes out. Especially when it comes to Pink Floyd. ‘You want a story,’ he once told me. ‘You have to get a story, and I understand that. But then it becomes like an episode of EastEnders, where you’re concentrating all the bad moments that happen into a small space and squeezing out all the good moments.’

But what a story – good and bad.



David Gilmour: I was born in the village of Trumpington and then my family moved to a house on Huntingdon Road, the main road into Cambridge, then a little village called Cottenham. After that, from age ten onwards, I was in Grantchester Meadows. There’s Grantchester, then a couple of miles of fields, the meadows, the River Cam and the beginning of Cambridge.

Roger Waters: I spent many, many happy hours fishing for roach with a bamboo rod and a piece of bread in that bit of the River Cam. I have powerful memories of the warmth of summer mud oozing up between my toes.

David Gilmour: My father [Doug] was a lecturer in zoology and genetics at Cambridge and my mother [Sylvia] had been to teacher training college but never really went into teaching. Later, she worked for the BBC as a film editor on Junior Points of View. They were both left-of-centre, Manchester Guardian readers and many of their friends went on the Aldermaston marches.

In summer 1951, my father was offered a six-month sabbatical to perform research at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. My mother went with him and left my sister [Catherine], brother [Peter] and I in a boarding school in Steeple Claydon in Buckinghamshire. I thought it was when I was seven or eight, but I read some papers my mother gave me later and it turned out I was five years old and my brother was four. They came back at Christmas, but continued living the high life for the next two terms and left us in school. I think that makes one quite resilient, and certainly instilled independence in myself and my brother and sister.

After that, I was at Chesterton Prep School until eleven and then into the Perse. My parents loved each other and enjoyed each other’s company, but I think they found us rather inconvenient, to be honest. We holidayed together when we were very little, but as soon as we got to the age where we could be bounced off into something else, like the boy scouts, we never went on holiday together again.

Rado ‘Bob’ Klose (Pink Floyd’s ex-guitarist): David and I have known each other almost since we were born, as our fathers knew each other. I’m not sure if he actually took guitar lessons from me, but we both played.

David Gilmour: Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around The Clock’ had come out when I was ten years old, followed closely by [Elvis’s] ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, which I still think is one of the best records ever made. When I was thirteen or so, I borrowed a guitar from our next-door neighbour’s son. He had no interest in it and so eventually I never gave it back. The first guitar I bought had the neck broken off and I said to the bloke in the shop [Ken Stevens Music], ‘What’s happening to that guitar?’. He said, ‘It’s in for repair’, and I got it for thirty quid.

Rado ‘Bob’ Klose: I remember when the Ventures’ single ‘Walk Don’t Run’ came out, David was one of the first guys that picked up how to play it while it took the rest of us a lot longer.

David Gilmour: I had a four-mile cycle ride home from the Perse school and some of it was through the fenland. There was a short cut over the Cam and a millstream called The Cut. Next to the swimming area was a verge of grass and, on my ride home, I started noticing people gathering there. I just muscled my way in and got to know this group of boys and girls, of which Storm Thorgerson was the leader and the loud one, and at school with Syd Barrett.

Storm Thorgerson: David, rather like Syd, tended to have a lot of girls following him around – which could be rather dispiriting for the rest of us.

Vivien Brans (Barrett and Gilmour’s ex-girlfriend, aka ‘Twig’, namechecked in Barrett’s solo song ‘Dark Globe’): I was sixteen at the Cambridge Grammar School for Girls and I used to do a paper round. I’d cycle over to Newnham at six in the morning and when I came back, there was often a paperboy in the street who used to say hello to me. One day he was stood there with David Gilmour, whom he’d told about me, so it wasn’t an accidental meeting. The next time I saw him was at a youth club. I remember dancing with him – and then we started going out.

David Gilmour: My parents had gone to America again [taking Gilmour’s seven-year-old brother Mark], as my father was offered a post at Columbia University in Manhattan. So the rest of us went to live with different families in the area.

Vivien Brans: David had to look after himself. He was very practical. I think he was living with a family called the Martindales over in Chesterton. He took me there one day and he had this horrible dark little room. He tried to teach me to play the theme music to Steptoe and Son on the guitar. Of course, I couldn’t play a thing but I remember thinking, This place is so miserable.

David Gilmour: I wasn’t expelled from the Perse, strangely enough. But I stayed on for one term in the sixth form and then gave it up and moved to the Tech. I’d like to say it was because I was so dedicated to my music and practising guitar fifteen hours a day, but that would be stretching the truth. I just wasn’t overly motivated towards achieving in school.

John Gordon: At the end of school, I joined a band called the Ramblers, where Clive Welham was the drummer. I think I first met David when he came to watch us, and played a few gigs, and then he turned up at the Tech. He was a shy guy but he was aware of his own talents and knew what he was all about.

David Gilmour: I wasn’t in the Ramblers, but I played about two gigs after their great guitarist, ‘Albie’ Prior, left. The first band I was really in were called the Newcomers when I was seventeen. I doubt if I played any gigs for money before then. When you’re young, you think these things last so much longer than they do, but the Newcomers were only for a few months.

Clive Welham: When David joined the Newcomers, he’d come on a hell of a lot. I had seen him play a year or so before and he wasn’t really there. He must have put in a lot of work. Then we came together with David and John Gordon to do a new group, Jokers Wild [completed by bassist Tony Sainty and vocalist Dave Altham, in February 1964]. Because we could all sing and do five-part harmonies, that made it easy to do anything in the chart.



Jokers Wild made their debut at the Old English Gentleman pub on Fitzroy Street in February 1964. Gilmour had learned every song on the Beatles’ debut LP Please Please Me and everyone in the band was required to sing harmonies on the likes of ‘The Shoop Shoop Song (It’s In His Kiss’)’, ‘Why Do Fools Fall In Love?’ and ‘Big Girls Don’t Cry’.

This winning combination led to a stint at Cambridge’s Blue Horizon, regular nights at the Dorothy
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