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				About the Book

				MOTHERLESS CHILD is the ultimate celebration and definitive biography of one of the most influential musicians alive today.

				From the 1960s graffiti proclaiming ‘Clapton is God’, to his seminal work in supergroup Cream and his phenomenally successful solo career, Eric Clapton has achieved the status of bona fide living legend and enduring icon.

				Now in his sixth decade in the music business, he occupies an exulted position at the pinnacle of the rock world thanks to song like Layla, Wonderful Tonight and Tears In Heaven, and for many is considered the greatest guitarist who ever lived.

				This book will chart his rise to stardom in the 60s and his unparalleled success since walking out of the Yardbirds as a 20-year-old to follow his chosen path of the blues with John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and later with Jack Bruce and Ginger Baker in supergroup Cream, as well as his successful solo career. However, his success has come at a price. Once a happy well-adjusted boy, the young Clapton was devastated by the realisation at the age of nine that the woman he thought was his sister was in fact his mother, and that the couple he thought were his parents were his maternal grandparents. His treatment by his mother was also to shape his future turbulent relationships with the women in his life, including his failed first marriage to model Pattie Boyd, who was married to Clapton’s close friend George Harrison when he fell for her. Motherless Child also chronicles his battles with the demons of drugs and alcohol, his successful journey to sobriety, and examines his legacy as one of the most influential musicians of his generation.

				This is essential reading for any Clapton fan.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About Paul Scott

				Paul Scott writes regularly for the Entertainment section of the Daily Mail. He is also the author of biographies of Robbie Williams and Gary Barlow.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				God

				Standing alone in the centre of the stage at London’s Hammersmith Odeon just before Christmas 1974, Eric Clapton blinked, bleary-eyed, into the lights and stood there wondering if the incessant thudding in his ears was the sound of the 3500 fans in the audience, stomping their feet as one in wild appreciation, or the familiar banging headache brought on by the bottle of Courvoisier brandy that was his preferred aperitif before stepping out to face his adoring public. Now, at last, the clamour was subsiding and people were beginning to sit back down in their seats as they waited for the show to continue. Then, from somewhere at the back, came the strangulated sound of somebody shouting, indistinct at first, but now louder, bolder. ‘Clapton is God,’ the voice was now booming, ‘Clapton is God’. In an instant, the crowd was up on its feet again, cheering, stamping, applauding. Silently Clapton surveyed the scene, then lifted his guitar strap over his head, took the instrument in both hands and slowly laid it flat on the stage in front of him, as though making a peace offering to an invading horde. Now he moved forward to the microphone, his arms outstretched in supplication. ‘I’m not God,’ he said, almost despairingly. ‘I’m just a guitarist.’

				In recent years, it had become a ritual. Every New Year’s Eve, Clapton and a few musician pals play a gig for family, friends and local recovering alcoholics and addicts in the municipal surroundings of the Woking Leisure Centre, not far from his Surrey home. It’s a private event, strictly invitation only – and strictly booze-free. The wooden-floored sports hall is cleared of the usual badminton nets and five-a-side posts, and Clapton and his friends get up on a spartan and hastily erected stage to belt out ragged versions of a few blues standards: Robert Johnson’s ‘Sweet Home Chicago’ and the T-Bone Walker tune ‘Stormy Monday’ placed incongruously alongside that most perennial of football anthems ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. The whole evening has the feeling of an end-of-term school disco or an on-the-cheap wedding. The air is filled with the scent of chlorine from the swimming pool next door combined, unmistakably and unpleasantly, with Jeyes Fluid and gym shoes. There’s a definite karaoke flavour to the proceedings, even when the band plays one of Clapton’s own numbers. The screw-ups, the forgotten lyrics and duff chords, are part of the deal too. Around midnight, and before a communal version of ‘Auld Lang Syne’, Eric himself leads the group in the first lines of the Serenity Prayer, the Alcoholics Anonymous mantra and the basis of the twelve-step recovery programme: ‘God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’

				Clapton has always imagined himself as the lone blues singer; one man and his guitar against the world. In his mind, he is no different from his heroes, Mississippi Delta men like Robert Johnson and Son House – rootless figures, nomadic and solitary. He schooled himself in the romantic notion of the bluesman playing for dimes on street corners, or drinks in bars and juke joints, heated by simple kerosene burners. It’s why he loves the end-of-year shindig in Woking. For once there is no computer-driven lighting rig, no PRs, no corporate glad-handing, no meeting the sponsors. It takes him back to his days hustling for tips in the pubs of Richmond, singing the Jesse Fuller tune ‘San Francisco Bay Blues’ and the Jimmy Cox-penned ‘Nobody Knows You When You’re Down And Out’ for the drinkers. His love affair with the blues has been the most profound relationship in his life. In the music of Mississippi and Chicago, Clapton found expression for the longing, the deep-seated sense of isolation, the rage and despair that have characterised large swathes of his seven decades. In a life often littered with fractured and dysfunctional personal relationships, the blues has been a constant. It has given Clapton an outlet and a purpose. On another continent, in the music of men and women, living and dead, he found a heritage, a way of surviving and a way of understanding and communicating his sense of disenfranchisement. In this music, as in no other, Clapton, the outsider, the illegitimate child, the rejected son, found the sense of belonging that had eluded him, and the chance of ultimate redemption through it.

				No examination of Eric Clapton’s life can ever fully explain how and why this music came to impact so forcefully and completely on him. But it came when he needed it most, when he was open to it, when he was searching for something to hold on to as a lifeline and an anchor. He has, of course, in the intervening years, flirted with other musical genres, but the blues is the foundation on which he has built. It is, perhaps, hardly surprising that his association with a music that is so primal, so spiritual and powerful as to inspire almost religious fervour, should have led him – as its first superstar proponent – to be saddled with the ‘Clapton is God’ graffiti that first sprung up in 1965 London. Clapton became the poster boy for the legions of white British kids who were discovering, and breathing life into, an art form that was being read the last rites in the country of its birth. As a consequence of his high profile, it was Clapton, like Elvis Presley before him, who was to bear the brunt of the backlash when it came to accusations of cultural theft. But Clapton no more stole the music of Robert Johnson and Big Bill Broonzy than Presley did that of Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup. If he was to be prohibited from singing and playing the music of African-Americans, how far would this musical colour bar go? Would conservatoire students in Lagos be discouraged from playing Bach? It is impossible for the listener to ascribe music on racial, political and cultural grounds before allowing it into the consciousness. Surely that would be the real crime.

				For Clapton, music has never been about colour. Unlike his fellow white blues disciple Stevie Ray Vaughan, Eric never wanted to be black. He is not motivated by a strong social or political conscience. The social history that shaped the music he loves has not touched him anywhere near as deeply as the raw human emotion it speaks of. Clapton has never seen his blues mission in terms of the people who first played it; only what they played was important. The shared experience of love, loss, jealousy and desire has always been what has fundamentally bound him to his blues forefathers. The reality is that Clapton is as important to the blues tradition as the men he is alleged to have robbed. There are other Britons, like Alexis Korner and John Mayall, whose contribution to the blues cause is inestimable, but it was Clapton who was the primary mover in shipping it back to a nation which had all but forgotten one of its most precious creations. If Clapton achieved only one thing – to help wake up America to its forgotten heritage – his place at the centre of the history of popular music should be assured. In doing so, he gave a platform, long denied, to men like Muddy Waters, B.B. King, Otis Rush and Buddy Guy. His impact will surely be felt for generations to come.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				Pat

				One image stands out, pin-sharp and Technicolor, amid the muddy monochrome of the dingy post-war years. It is of a woman, hard and beautiful, emerging as if spotlit by a Hollywood cinematographer from a throng of passengers disembarking down the gangplank of an ocean liner at Southampton in 1954. Among the milling and mayhem, the sea of blurred faces and the bric-a-brac of snatched conversations and shouted welcomes, she holds the eye, serene and aloof, her auburn hair swept up fashionably high on her head, one small child clutching her hand, another in her arms. It is a picture of cold glamour, of latent power and unattainable longing.

				Clapton was nine the first time he remembers setting eyes on his mother Pat. She had spent the previous seven years in Canada, where she was married to a Canadian called Frank McDonald. They had made a family of their own in the intervening years, Eric’s half-brother Brian, who was six, and a half-sister Cheryl, one. Now Pat and the children were arriving out of the blue, and Eric and his grandmother Rose were waiting to meet them at the dockside.

				He had been told by Rose and her husband Jack that he was meeting his sister. But despite his tender years, Eric was already wise to the deception. From as far back as he could remember, he was used to picking up fragments of conversations when relatives met for gossipy get-togethers at the family home at 1 The Green, Ripley, Surrey, or on Sundays, when he was taken for a weekly bath at the nearby flat of his Auntie Audrey, his grandfather’s sister. He would sit on the floor, as if invisible, as some aunt or other would ask Rose, ‘Have you heard from his mother?’ The rationale seems to have been that the young Rick, as he was known to everyone, would find out soon enough. After all, the fact that Pat, who was Rose’s youngest child, had got herself ‘in trouble’ by a Canadian soldier during the dog days of the war was pretty much an open secret, traded with increasing carelessness behind the lace curtains by Ripley’s closely knit, insular housewives who practised a narrow-mindedness neither more nor less typical of the times. At home, his big brother Adrian, who was actually his uncle, used to call him ‘Little Bastard’. Rick may have had a New World bloodline, but Old World prejudices die hard.

				His illegitimacy made him stand out, but he was not alone. Some 30,000 children were estimated to have been born to unmarried British women and Canadian servicemen during and immediately after the war. Between 1939 and 1945, nearly half a million Canadian soldiers poured into Britain, with most stationed in southern England. Upwards of 330,000 passed through training in Aldershot, twenty minutes away from Ripley, and were given the task of defending England from invasion, with so many of the country’s own soldiers fighting abroad. And in the cramped south-east, that meant young men, often away from home for the first time, were looking to pass the time by going to dances and meeting local girls.

				One of those girls was fifteen-year-old Pat Clapton. She was born the daughter of Rose Mitchell, from Rose’s first marriage to Rex Clapton, an Oxford-educated son of an Indian army officer. By all accounts, his courtship of the working-class Rose had caused ructions with Rex’s well-off parents, who did their best to persuade their son against marrying her. Even so, they did get married in 1927, but not – scandalously for the time – until several weeks after the birth of their first child, Adrian. Two years later came a second child, Patricia. But in 1932 Rex died of TB, and Rose and the children returned from Woking to the village of Ripley, five miles away, where she met her second husband Jack Clapp. They married in 1942.

				When the teenage Pat’s son, christened Eric Patrick, was born on 30 March 1945, he was officially given his mother’s surname of Clapton. But in reality, the deception had begun before Pat went into labour. Her baby would be born secretly in the upstairs bedroom of Rose and Jack’s tiny house. Eric’s newborn cries were for a mother who would, because of Dickensian convention, be forced to disown him the moment he took his first breath. The plan was simple and age old: Pat, little more than a schoolgirl herself, would cast herself in the role of the new baby’s elder sister and her mother Rose, Eric’s grandmother, would assume the part of his natural mother. From now on, the baby would be known to everyone locally as little Eric Clapp, Rose and Jack’s boy.

				Nor would the charade be complicated by the need to explain away the presence of the baby’s father. He was long gone. He had been a married Canadian airman called Edward Fryer, whom Pat met at a dance, where he was playing piano in the band. Eric would not even learn the name of his natural father for another fifty-three years. Even then, his mother was non-committal about whether Fryer was actually his father. There may have been other boyfriends, he wondered. Either way, Clapton never felt able to pin Pat down on anything but the bare facts of his birth and she would, eventually, take the secrets of the past to her grave.

				But charade it was. Even from the outset, the conspiracy was only partially successful. Indeed, the fact that Pat had been ‘going with’ a foreign serviceman was pretty widely known in Ripley. Now the village is part of the commuter belt; at the end of the war, and for some time after, it was a country community of poorly paid agricultural workers whose lifestyle had not changed greatly in a century. With not much else to do, people liked to gossip, and the topic of much of that gossip was Pat. She was subjected to a vicious campaign of hatred by the locals. Kids spat at her in the street, malicious graffiti appeared on walls around the village. Pat, a feisty figure not prone to letting bygones be bygones, understandably bore a grudge about her treatment until the end of her life. She once said: ‘It was a hard time, but I’ve got a long memory for the people who black-listed me then. There’s people in Ripley who wouldn’t walk on the same side of the street as me in those days. Now, because of Eric, they cross the road wanting to talk to me.’

				Pat stayed on only until Eric was two, and left for Canada after meeting and falling in love with Frank McDonald who, like Fryer, had been stationed nearby. Now she was back, striding off the ship after her transatlantic voyage, ready to torpedo Eric’s apparently idyllic world.

				She arrived bearing gifts: brightly coloured silk jackets with dragons on, pretty lacquered boxes that Frank had sent over from Korea during the war. Eric remembers his mother as good-looking, but with a ‘coldness to her looks, a sharpness’. For the next twelve months, she, Brian and Cheryl moved back into the family home in Ripley and the whole can of worms was re-opened. Little, if any, thought appears to have been given to how this would affect the nine-year-old Eric. But at some point in the weeks after she arrived, it became clear to him that the woman he was supposed to think was his long-lost big sister was in fact his natural mother, back home, apparently for good. For a time, the unspoken truth remained firmly off the agenda, though Eric’s grandparents, Rose and Jack, were certainly aware that he knew Pat was his real mother.

				Finally, imagining that the pretence was all but dropped, Eric blurted out one evening to Pat: ‘Can I call you Mummy now?’ There followed a moment of excruciating and embarrassed silence. Finally, Pat spoke, her voice soft and kindly. But her rejection of him had already passed between them in the preceding long moments of cruel quietness. ‘I think it’s best,’ she began at last, ‘after all they’ve done for you, that you go on calling your grandparents Mum and Dad.’

				‘I had expected she would sweep me up into her arms and take me to wherever she had come from,’ Clapton would recall later.

				On such moments do lives turn. It was as though a switch had been flicked. Almost immediately, feelings of resentment and rejection turned to visceral hatred and bitterness. The once well-adjusted schoolboy, who had passed his early life in trouble-free good humour, became overnight a surly, withdrawn and sour-tempered spectre in the house. All attempts at affection were rebuffed. Brian, his younger half-brother, who instantly looked up to Eric on his arrival, was given the cold shoulder, particularly because he and his younger sister were given star treatment by the kids in the village, thanks to their North American accents.

				Eric got his attention fix by throwing high-decibel tantrums. One day, in a temper, he stormed out of the house and made his way to the green, the piece of communal grass in front of the house. Pat, seeking to placate him, followed him out. ‘I wish you’d never come! I wish you’d go away!’ he shouted at her.

				The upsetting incident only served, in his mind, to underline just how charmed his rural existence had been up until his mother’s unwelcome return from foreign shores. Until then, his world had revolved around Rose, Jack and his uncle, Adrian. Rose, gentle-natured, kind and indulgent, had a deep scar under her cheek from when, aged thirty, she was in the middle of having an operation performed on her palate and a power cut meant the surgery had to be abandoned. It left her with what looked like a deep depression on the left-hand side of her face. To make extra money for the family, she would sometimes go out to clean the bigger houses on the edge of the village. Jack, well-built and ruggedly handsome, with the centre-parting of a pre-war footballer, smoked roll-ups and, for the most, lived according to the accepted version of maleness passed down through the Clapp/Mitchell clan. A benevolent authoritarian, he avoided any show of affection like the plague, on the assumption, apparently, that human warmth in a man denotes inherent weakness of character.

				However, he attended to his working life with care and devotion and Jack was a master plasterer, master carpenter and master bricklayer. Rose and Jack’s home, like the rest of the houses in the same row, had formerly been an almshouse. It consisted of four simple rooms, two bedrooms upstairs and a small front room and kitchen downstairs. It wasn’t exactly a case of all mod cons. There was no bathroom, just an outside loo, no electricity and gas lamps to light it. Rose and Jack had one bedroom and Uncle Adrian the other. The young Eric slept on a camp bed, either in his grandparents’ room or, later, downstairs.

				The summer months were spent outside, on the green on to which the front door of the house opened. The fields that surrounded Ripley became his playground, as did the banks of the River Wey and the ‘Fuzzies’, as the woods beyond the green were known to the local kids. Throughout, the young Eric’s capacity for mischief went no further than stealing sweets from the village sweetshop, owned by the Farr sisters, where rationing was still the order of the day.

				The change in his character due to the painful episode after his mother’s arrival was marked. Where once he had been an attentive and interested pupil at Ripley Church of England Primary School, now he became insolent, resistant to authority and self-contained. Not surprisingly, his work suffered. The safety he felt as part of a family evaporated. He imagined people were talking about him, whispering behind hands. ‘I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me,’ he remembered. ‘I thought I was obviously a piece of shit and that was why I had been treated in the way I had been.’

				It also coincided with him developing the first of many addictions – in this case a serious dependence on sugar, which he ate in bread and butter sandwiches. Nor was the rejection by his mother the only thing he was struggling with. By chance, at around the same time he discovered his illegitimacy, he caught himself in profile in the mirror and noticed, to his horror, that he had a weak chin. ‘I was playing around with my grandma’s compact, with a little mirror you know, and I saw myself in two mirrors for the first time . . . I was so upset. I saw a receding chin and I thought my life is over,’ he said later. As soon as he was old enough, he would begin the process of camouflaging this apparently grave anatomical defect with beards of various lengths, something which lasted for most of his adult life.

				To make up for these early disappointments, he retreated into a world of make-believe, occupied by larger-than-life characters. Principal to this parallel existence was the young Clapton’s alter ego, the dashing Johnny Malingo, a suave man/boy who meted out brutal force to anyone daring to get in his way. Crucially, his creation, Malingo, sought no friendships other than the family’s black Labrador, Prince. Instead, he demanded respect through sheer force of will. Johnny would sometimes become a cowboy and ride on another of his creations in this fantasyland, Bushbranch, the pony who went with him everywhere.

				Eric would also sit downstairs in the kitchen drawing obsessively. Bizarrely, an early fascination was for sketching pies. Perhaps because he was the baby of the family, perhaps because his grandparents felt guilty about his predicament, he was spoilt by them. Rose would go out and buy him the latest comics, from which he would copy the characters, and Jack spent his free time making him toys to play with. Later, Rose kitted him out with a bamboo fishing rod, reel and tackle, bought ‘on tick’ in weekly instalments from a catalogue.

				Such indulgence didn’t stop him getting into trouble. Not long after Pat’s arrival, the nine-year-old Eric was playing out on the green when he discovered a rather rudimentary homemade version of Penthouse magazine, featuring various pages stapled together on which were hand-drawn pictures of genitalia. Fascinated and shocked by the crudely sketched images, it gave him the courage to ask the new girl in his class: ‘Do you fancy a shag?’ Of course, all hell broke loose and he found himself paraded before the ginger-haired Scots headmaster, Mr Dickson, who insisted an apology was forthcoming to the girl and administered ‘six of the best’ for his troubles. For a naïve schoolboy, unsure of what exactly he had asked his classmate to do in the first place, it must have been a deeply affecting experience. From then on sex might well have become associated with shame and punishment, a source of sullied fascination, but fraught with the risk of humiliation and retribution. That bitter legacy would be the cause of much more angst to come. Moreover, his fractured relationship with his mother would only serve to crystallise further his sense of anger towards all women. ‘She abandoned me and I blamed her,’ he has said of her rejection of him. ‘That is where it all began. Then I realised I was capable of doing exactly the same to the opposite sex – and worse than she ever did to me.’

				Having wreaked havoc with her homecoming, less than a year after showing up, Pat suddenly disappeared back to Canada with Eric’s half-siblings, leaving him to deal with yet another abandonment. Because of his lack of effort in the classroom, it was no surprise to Rose and Jack when Eric failed his eleven-plus examination, which would have ensured him a place at Guildford or Woking grammar schools. Instead, he was dispatched to St Bede’s Secondary Modern in nearby Send. If failing to get into grammar school was a disappointment, it was more than made up for by the fact that virtually all his friends from the village were also making their way to St Bede’s, in likely preparation for eventually being taken on as apprentice tradesmen or by the nearby Stansfield fizzy-drink factory, where Eric got a mind-numbingly dull holiday job sticking labels on bottles of lemonade.

				While he may have been happy to be at school with all the familiar faces from Ripley, the sense that he was – and would remain – an outsider was already imprinting itself. He had no interest in football or cricket, unlike the rest of the boys in his year – though he would develop belated fascinations with both sports. Instead, he acquired parallel nascent obsessions, with clothes and buying records. These passions he shared with his only real friend, John Constantine.

				John’s well-off parents had a radiogram – part wireless, part record player – which was out of the reach of most families in the village, Clapton’s included. Together, John and Eric would listen to 78s of Elvis Presley’s ‘Hound Dog’. John’s family also had a TV, a rarity in 1956 Britain, which gave the awestruck Clapton his first glimpse of a Fender Stratocaster guitar, which looked like a cross between an American car and a rocket ship, as played by Buddy Holly on Sunday Night at the London Palladium. Constantine was the embodiment of the lifestyle to which Clapton aspired, where money and possessions bought the respect and status he craved. But there was something else too, an assuredness and certainty the Constantine family had about their position that seemed to come naturally to the higher social orders and which the adolescent Eric found magnetic. It would become a feature of numerous of his significant relationships in the years to come; he was drawn to those possessing not just money and status, but the unwavering certitude of where they fitted in to things. That assuredness didn’t reach as far as their schoolmates – to them, Eric and John did not fit in at all. He and the ‘posh’ Constantine were dismissed sneeringly as ‘the Loonies’ and subjected to the sort of low-level abuse that leaves scars nonetheless.

				In 1957 Rose bought Eric his own record player, a Dansette, on which he played Buddy Holly and the Crickets, Elvis and Little Richard. They became his crutches and they helped him forget. Music became a refuge for the young Clapton.

				And music was in his blood. Rose’s father, Granddad Mitchell, played the accordion and violin and, as a girl, Rose had learnt to play the piano. She kept a harmonium in the front room in Ripley, later replaced by a small upright piano, at which she would croon popular Gracie Fields and Josef Locke tunes of the 40s. And Eric’s Uncle Adrian could play the mouth organ and fancied himself as a dancer. When Adrian wasn’t Brylcreeming his hair or tarting up a succession of Ford Cortinas with fake-fur interiors, he was listening to his beloved jazz – Benny Goodman and the likes of the Dorsey Brothers. Eric was bought an old violin by his grandparents and for a while tried to emulate what he heard his Granddad Mitchell playing on the instrument, but he quickly gave up, put off by the discordant screeching of bow on strings whenever he picked it up. There would be a few more false starts to come before he could begin making music himself.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				THREE

				Music

				In the summer of 1958 Eric passed the thirteen-plus examination, which was designed as a safety net for those children who had failed the eleven-plus but had shown signs in the intervening period that they deserved, after all, the chance of a more academic education. His success was down in no small part to the interest shown in him by a certain Mr Swan, the art teacher at St Bede’s, who had recognised a nascent talent for the subject in the young Clapton which he nurtured by helping him improve his drawing and giving him lessons in handwriting.

				So it was that Eric found himself being transferred from St Bede’s to Hollyfield Road School, which meant embarking on a half-hour bus ride from Ripley every morning. Although also technically a secondary school, it operated an experimental specialist three-year art course for talented children from the age of thirteen, with the separate art school located half a mile away from the main complex. There, students would spend two days a week drawing and clay-modelling. In order to get there, the art students, who made sure they stood out by their taste for trendy clothes and haircuts, had to walk past Surbiton’s musical Mecca, Bell’s. While 1950s Surbiton, that unrivalled bastion of comfortable middle-class conformity, still had some way to go to rival Greenwich Village, New York, as the spiritual home of budding beatniks everywhere, it did have Bell’s music shop. And Bell’s held almost religious significance for every adolescent boy south of the Thames who had ever heard skiffle, or had a vague plan that one day he might grow a beard. It also had a multi-coloured display of the latest guitars in the window. And like the rest of the art-school boys, Eric would stop en route and salivate.

				Having succeeded in upgrading schools, however, Eric was happy to coast. The minimum effort was put in, though he won plaudits for his poetry, which appeared in the school magazine and was, according to one contemporary at Hollyfield Road, Anthony ‘Top’ Topham – who would go on to be a founding member of the Yardbirds – ‘surprisingly good’. Otherwise, Clapton fell into a fairly regular habit of bunking off lessons to go shopping at Bentalls department store in Kingston to buy New Orleans jazz and folk records. But the dream was to own a guitar of his own and after much pleading and cajoling, his grandparents joined him on the bus to Bell’s, where a deposit was placed on a German-made Hoyer which cost £2 and was designed on the lines of a Spanish, classical-style acoustic, but with the addition of steel strings.

				The combination of a wide neck and strings set high over the fretboard made it very hard to play, and Eric found it a feat of contortion even to get his left hand around the neck, let alone ‘fret’ – hold down – the metal strings that cut into the fingers like cheese wire. Yet there was, in his own words, something ‘virginal’ about it. Over the weeks to come, however, the Hoyer would be abandoned on a regular basis in frustration at his inability to get even a half-decent sound out of the instrument. He found the whole process mundane and boring, and matters were complicated by the fact that he had no idea how to tune it. But, bit by bit, his fumbling attempts began to make slow progress. He spent hours in his bedroom learning note for note the folk song ‘Scarlet Ribbons’ by Harry Belafonte. And as he mastered another section of the tune, he would record his efforts on a Grundig reel-to-reel portable tape recorder that had been a birthday present from Rose and Jack. When a string broke, he would make do with five or fewer. Indeed, it was not unknown for Clapton to be seen out and about wearing a hat with, oddly, the name of British trad jazz clarinettist Acker Bilk written on it and carrying an acoustic guitar that somehow never seemed to possess more than two strings. Before too long, string-breaking would become something of a trademark.

				At the same time he was developing his rudimentary guitar chops, Eric was also discovering a lifelong love of clothes. His taste for expensively cut tailoring, which in future decades would see him blow fortunes in the gilded ateliers of Giorgio Armani and Gianni Versace, could be traced back to a trip to the British Museum while at school. A bowler-hatted dandy walked by wearing a slim-fitting pinstripe suit. It was, even to Clapton’s untrained eye, a serious piece of tailoring, with narrow-legged trousers and deep vents in the jacket. One day, Eric promised himself, he would own a suit just like it. In the meantime, a more humble approach was called for and he began cajoling Rose to buy him Italian-style suits with fashionably short jackets from the Littlewoods catalogue and, later, skinny jeans. At home, he posed in front of the mirror with his guitar, on which he had written ‘Lord Eric’ in ballpoint pen, as he mimed to his heroes, American rockers like Jerry Lee Lewis, Gene Vincent and Little Richard.

				He was also discovering, to his delight, that a combat jacket, bought from Millets, and a guitar slung casually over one shoulder was catnip to a particular variety of teenage female, and he began dating a pretty local girl called Diane Coleman. After school, they would moon over each other as they listened to records in her mum’s front room.

				Before long, the Hoyer was upgraded to a thin-bodied acoustic, which had a painting of a naked woman stuck on the back, and which Eric found at a flea market in Kingston. As with some of the other essentials of teenage life, the second-hand guitar – which was made by the Washburn company of Chicago and was much easier to play than the more basic model it replaced – was bought in part by ‘borrowing’ cash from Rose’s handbag. With a more professional instrument in his hands, he began to make steady improvement. The turning point came when one day he figured out the motif from ‘Honey Bee’, the song by Mississippi-born bluesman Muddy Waters. At that moment, Clapton says, it ‘felt like I’d mastered the entire vocabulary of the guitar. You just get one thing right and it makes it feel like it’s serious and it’s real.’

				Crucially, too, he had discovered a genre of music that spoke directly to his sense of isolation and the rage at his mother’s abandonment of him. Interviewed by Melvyn Bragg in 1987, on an edition of ITV’s South Bank Show devoted to his career, he said: ‘I felt through most of my youth that my back was against the wall and that the only way to survive was with dignity and pride and courage. I heard that in certain forms of music and I heard it in the blues, because it was always an individual. It was one man and his guitar versus the world. It wasn’t a company, or a band, or a group; when it came down to it, it was one guy who was completely alone and had no options, no alternatives other than to sing and play to ease his pain. And that echoed what I felt in many aspects of my own life.’

				Eric fell in with a group of budding guitar players from Hollyfield Road School, including ‘Top’ Topham and Chris Dreja. Topham’s father was an artist and Kingston’s principal, and probably only, genuine bohemian. Long before the blues had become the buzzword for the kids of south-west London and Surrey, Topham Sr had been a devotee and walking encyclopaedia. He had passed on his love of the music to his son Anthony, a talented fifteen-year-old guitar player and already recognised among his peers as a fine artist in the making. Understandably, then, the Topham residence at 52 Clifton Road, Kingston, was the place to be on a Saturday morning for the blues aficionados of the art school. There, they would sit in the living room of the Victorian semi and gorge themselves on rare imports by the greats of the genre, Lead Belly, Big Bill Broonzy and Josh White. An added bonus was that Top’s mum fed everyone, the teenage Clapton included.

				‘What you have to remember is that you could only buy between about twelve and eighteen blues records in those days,’ says Topham. ‘It was terribly limited. Until a few compilations started to come out and then very quickly things began to change. We were all learning to play songs and it started off very much with country blues. Eric would play a song, someone else would play one, and we’d learn like that. Jesse Fuller was very popular and we all ended up playing his song “San Francisco Bay Blues”. I remember playing that with Eric. Songs like that were part of our foundation and origin in the blues.’

				To his fellow wannabe guitar-slingers, Clapton did not exactly stand out from the pack as having more or less talent than the rest. But what was to become clear to the gaggle of music-lovers was a quiet determination and patience when it came to his attempts to master the instrument. ‘Eric had an aspect of discipline about himself which I don’t think we really realised at the time,’ says Topham. ‘He used to spend hour on hour practising and copying everybody’s licks that he could get his hands on, but he always shared his discoveries. One day, he would say he’d learnt a Chuck Berry song and would show you how to play the sliding solo.’

				And with his love of the blues igniting, Clapton voraciously sought out the records of more and more artists, the more obscure, the better. ‘One Saturday morning, Eric came up to the house in a terrible state,’ remembers Topham. ‘He’d bought his first Robert Johnson album and he was standing waiting for a bus in Kingston and put it down, leaning against the bus stop. He got on the bus and realised he’d left the album behind, and by the time he had jumped off at the next stop and headed back, it was gone. He was in a hell of a state because you were talking about thirty bob, which was a lot of money in those days.’

				He was introduced to Johnson by another Hollyfield pupil, Clive Blewchamp, and for Clapton, Johnson’s mesmeric appeal went beyond music. As well as his searing, haunting singing and guitar-playing, the mythology surrounding Johnson’s brief life and career has been woven deep into the fabric of the blues legend. A Faustian parable had emerged about Johnson that went to the heart of the conviction for some that the blues was truly the ‘Devil’s music’. It was said that Johnson was a merely average talent who had been so driven by his obsessive desire to become a great musician that he submitted to a pact with Beelzebub himself. The legend goes that as a young man in rural Mississippi, Johnson found himself at a lonely crossroads at midnight, near Dockery Plantation, between the Delta towns of Ruleville and Cleveland. There, he was met by the Devil, in the guise of a large black man who took Johnson’s guitar from him, tuned the instrument and played blues music of dark and terrifying intensity. When he gave the guitar back to Johnson, he too played, and where previously he had been merely proficient, now his skills rivalled those of the Dark Lord himself. The deal struck between them, however, was that in return for having this otherworldly talent bestowed on him, Johnson would have to sell his soul to the Devil. Added weight was given to the legend by the fact that Johnson’s existence remained – and remains – an enigma. Few details of his life are known and only three verified photographs exist of him; the most striking image shows him in close-up, insolently eyeing the camera, an unlit cigarette drooping lazily from his mouth, spidery fingers holding down a chord. Most potent of all, however, is the manner of his death at the age of twenty-seven in 1938. He is said to have been poisoned by a jealous husband and spent his dying moments on all fours, howling like a banshee.

				In keeping with the Johnson myth, even the exact circumstances of his birth are sketchy. He is believed to have been born on 8 May 1911, in Hazlehurst, Mississippi, though no one is precisely sure. Like Clapton, he was an ‘outside child’, born illegitimate, the eleventh child of Julia Major Dobbs, a married woman, during an affair with a plantation worker called Noah Johnson. The affair broke up her marriage to her husband Charles Dobbs, and Robert began a nomadic life with his mother in the Deep South as they moved from plantation to plantation and labour camps before he was sent back to live with Julia’s resentful ex-husband. From the age of two or three, he would, like Clapton, be separated from his mother for the next several years until she remarried and he, his mother and stepfather moved to the town of Robinsonville. By 1930, Johnson was married, but his sixteen-year-old wife died in childbirth. After learning the harmonica and ‘Jew’s harp’, he took up guitar in the Delta blues style that had originated in and around the Mississippi town of Drew, in the very heart of the Delta, at around the time that Johnson was born. The genre’s primary exponent was a singer called Charley Patton, who was born in the late 1880s and lived on the vast Will Dockery’s Plantation. Patton sang church songs, so-called ‘knife tunes’ – because the guitar was played with a penknife raked across the strings – old-time dance numbers and the popular tunes of the day with a rasping, impassioned delivery.

				Johnson began playing Patton’s songs, earning money by busking or playing in the rowdy ‘juke joints’, ramshackle drinking dens, gambling halls and music venues dotted all over the south-east. After marrying for a second time, he disappeared deep into the Delta for a year or so. When he returned to his hometown of Robinsonville, his contemporaries, like the bluesmen Son House and Willie Brown, were shocked by how quickly his musicianship had advanced. Before long, the tales that Johnson had sold his soul to the Devil in exchange for his prodigious talents were doing the rounds. Such rumours were given extra credence by his self-penned songs, like ‘Cross Road Blues’, which while never explicitly mentioning his so-called pact with Lucifer, conjured up chilling images of a lost soul in torment and ended with the line: ‘I’m standing at the crossroads, I believe I’m sinking down.’ Other tunes included the bleakly unnerving ‘Hell Hound on My Trail’.

				As his reputation for virtuoso playing and singing grew, Johnson travelled further afield to St Louis, Detroit, Chicago and New York. But despite his phenomenal skills as a singer and guitar player, he remained almost unknown to white audiences in the South and beyond. Consequently, only two separate sessions of his recordings were made, featuring twenty-nine songs. The first took place on 23 November 1936, in room 414 of the Gunter Hotel in San Antonio, Texas, which had been set up as a temporary studio to record sessions for the ARC record label. When the 25-year-old was asked to play in front of some Mexican musicians in the studio, Johnson, who jealously guarded his guitar technique, turned his back to them before starting to play, all of which only added to the Devil theory and the rumour that he was hiding something dark. He recorded sixteen songs in three days of sessions, which were broken up, so the story goes, by him being jailed on vagrancy charges and later released. The songs, like ‘Cross Road Blues’, ‘Kind Hearted Woman Blues’, ‘Sweet Home Chicago’ and ‘I Believe I’ll Dust My Broom’, would go on to become blues standards.

				The following year, on the weekend of 19 and 20 June 1937, Johnson recorded again, this time in Dallas, in another makeshift studio at 508 Park Avenue, which was then the Vitagraph/Warner Brothers Exchange Building. Here, he made thirteen recordings, including ‘I’m a Steady Rollin’ Man’, ‘Malted Milk’, ‘From Four Until Late’ and the sexually suggestive ‘Traveling Riverside Blues’, which included the risqué line: ‘You can squeeze my lemon till the juice run down my leg.’ And as if to address the Faustian rumours, he also made ‘Me and the Devil Blues’, which includes the lines: ‘Early this morning, when you knocked upon my door. And I said, “Hello, Satan, I believe it’s time to go.”’

				Both recording sessions were made on rudimentary equipment and behind closed windows and curtains, to drown out the traffic noise outside. Yet Johnson’s voice, by turns an otherworldly high falsetto, sinister, desperate, tormented and pleading, had the power to evoke scimitars and holocausts. But neither recording session would turn Johnson into a star in his lifetime. He earned between $75 and $100 from the first and no more from the second.

				By the time his big break was on the horizon, Johnson was already dead. On 23 December 1938 the white American record producer and civil rights activist John Hammond, who discovered or encouraged the likes of Billie Holiday and Count Basie, staged a concert in the prestigious surroundings of Carnegie Hall in New York. Entitled ‘From Spirituals to Swing’, it was a showcase of black music. Hammond sent scouts from the Vocalion record label down south to track Johnson down and give him the news that he was to perform at the event. They returned with the news that he had died in strange circumstances. As with almost everything to do with Johnson, his death remains shrouded in mystery. Evidently, Johnson performed at a dance in a one-horse town called Three Forks, about fifteen miles from Greenwood, Mississippi. According to those who were there, Johnson had been flirting with the wife of another man. As revenge, the man gave Johnson a bottle of whisky laced with poison. It took three days of agony and convulsions before he eventually died on 16 August 1938. No doctor was called for him and he was buried in a makeshift coffin provided by the county. The show in New York went ahead without him, with fellow bluesman Big Bill Broonzy hired to take his place, though Hammond insisted that two of Johnson’s records were played.

				For the best part of a quarter of a century, Johnson’s legacy to the world of music would remain as though in a time capsule, until the release of Robert Johnson: King of the Delta Blues Singers in 1961 on the Columbia Records label. With very little information available about Johnson and his music, many of those who heard him for the first time, including Clapton and another devotee, Keith Richards, assumed that the distinctive guitar sound on the records – which consisted of a relentless ‘walking’ bass line, while simultaneously a melody was picked out on the higher strings – was so complex and involved that it was actually the result of two people playing. It was also almost impossible to copy.

				Even so, Clapton was hooked. He would later say he’d heard Johnson was shy and identified with him. ‘At first the music almost repelled me, it was so intense,’ Eric observed. ‘I realised that, on some level, I had found the master, and that following this man’s example would be my life’s work. It is the finest music I have ever heard. I have always trusted its purity, and I always will. Up until I heard his music, everything I had ever heard seemed as if it was dressed up for a shop window somewhere, so that when I heard him for the first time, it was like he was singing only for himself, and now and then, maybe God. At first, it scared me in its intensity, and I could only take it in small doses. Then, I would build up strength and take a little more, but I could never really get away from it, and in the end it spoiled me for everything else.’

				At sixteen, Eric moved to Kingston School of Art, on a year’s probation, to take his A level in art. But, increasingly, his studies were playing second fiddle to his education in music. Weekends were devoted exclusively to the pursuit of music and revolved around meeting like-minded individuals to play and listen to records with. Saturday afternoons were invariably spent at a coffee bar in Richmond called L’Auberge, where aspiring musicians like Clapton and Long John Baldry, so called because he was 6ft 7in tall, would meet up to play guitar, or sit outside drinking coffee in the summer. And just around the corner was Potter’s music shop, which sold blues records.

				In the evening, there would be an exodus over to Eel Pie Island, which is situated in the middle of the Thames and on which had been erected a huge old timber-built dance hall and gin palace in the nineteenth century. Once popular with ballroom dancers in the 20s and 30s, by the early 60s, it had long since seen its best days. When it was packed with punters, the vast, creaky wooden floor would literally bounce and flex as they danced. It was reached by a footbridge on which was stationed a ‘crone’ at a turnstile who charged the penny admission. ‘There was an old hag there and out would come this hand with fingerless gloves on and you’d put your penny on there,’ remembers Top Topham. ‘Sometimes we’d try and crawl under to get out of paying and she’d let out a howl.’

				At Eel Pie, Eric met Dave Brock, who for a while acted as his unofficial guitar teacher, showing him the basics of fingerpicking technique. Brock, who would go on to be a founding member of ‘space rock’ band Hawkwind, was nearly four years Clapton’s senior and had developed almost superstar-like status locally because he was the proud owner of a small collection of resonator guitars, so called because of a metal cone at their centre which made them louder. Another regular was Rod Stewart, who spent evenings standing around posing.

				Eel Pie had primarily been known for hosting trad jazz bands, but in the early 60s it hosted rhythm and blues outfits like the hugely influential Cyril Davies All-Stars and Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated. Davies would later give the Yardbirds their first gig at Eel Pie, during the interval in his own set.

				Sundays invariably found the same crowd squeezing into the Station Hotel, opposite the train station in Richmond, where the Rolling Stones, who had been formed in the middle of 1962, played. The band had a residency in a room at the back, which was christened the Crawdaddy Club, after the Bo Diddley song ‘Doing the Craw-Daddy’, a version of which the Stones regularly played during their set.

				For his part, Eric was now firmly established among a crowd of full-on beatniks, which involved him frequently getting the train to London to hang out at the happening Soho pubs the Marquis of Granby and the Duke of York. He would watch any guitar players he could, pushing himself to the front to get a closer view, before taking the train home again and sitting up practising for hours at a stretch. For the first time, drink began to play a part in his world. Socially inept and intimidated around girls, the teenage Clapton began getting wasted on Mackeson Stout, rum and black, and gin and tonic, in the vain hope that his drinking prowess would attract girls. Invariably, however, it just led to him making a fool of himself and becoming very sick. In his 2007 autobiography, Clapton describes a particularly embarrassing incident at Beaulieu Jazz Festival, where he got stupendously drunk and was abandoned by the so-called friends with whom he had pitched camp. The following morning, he woke up not knowing where he was. He had been sick over himself and worse, much worse. Suffice to say, the trip back to Ripley in that state was not pleasant.

				His fear of rejection, the legacy of his fractured relationship with his mother, made making proper friendships tough. Matters were not helped by having a chip on his shoulder about his working-class background, particularly when hanging out with a new well-off set of acquaintances who frequented the Crown pub in Kingston. Forever the outsider, he used playing music as a way of being accepted. Frequently, this sense of being set apart from others manifested itself as a chippiness which, according to one at least, often made him a pain to be around.

				‘Eric actually wasn’t a very nice person,’ says Top Topham. ‘He was really quite unpleasant, just nasty and unnecessarily snidey. He used to say things about me to his friends. Or he’d go on about how the guitar his grandmother had given him was absolutely crap and unplayable. He wasn’t popular. There were always girls involved, of course, and one girl that he went out with – who I think was the first girl he slept with – latched on to me, which didn’t go down well. But I think he was really resentful of the fact that I had a mother and father. Emotionally, he had been very messed up from his early days. And yet he was terribly spoilt by his grandmother. His first electric guitar his grandparents bought him was a Kay, which looked amazing and cost a fortune by the standard of the day. Nobody we knew had anything like that.’

				Topham adds: ‘Over the years, I have never found him an easy guy for some reason. I could meet him and he would be very cold and not very nice and on another day you could see him and he was like your lost brother. He was always like that. One day he was on, the next day he was completely off.’

				Clapton’s awkwardness extended to the subject of girls and sex. He lost his virginity to an older girl called Lucy at a house party, when they turned the lights out. He would later describe being ‘terrified and fumbly’. Nor did things on that front get better fast. On his second time, with a different girl, the condom split and the girl rang him a few weeks later to say she thought she was pregnant and that he had to get some money for her to have an abortion. Unsurprisingly, from then, sex was for Clapton viewed with equal parts excitement and terror.

				Given the many obvious distractions at play, it was no surprise when, at the end of his first year, he was told he was not going to be kept on by Kingston School of Art. His grandparents, who were naturally deeply upset by the turn of events – not least because an ashamed Eric had kept the bad news secret from them before finally coming clean – decided to practise some tough love. Jack told him in no uncertain terms that he would have to get a job or leave home. So it was that Eric, who only had vague thoughts about a professional career in music, found himself reluctantly taking on the role of his grandfather’s ‘mate’ at £15 a week. This involved carrying hods of plaster and mortar up a ladder and on to a scaffold, where Jack was laying bricks. But for all that Eric knew a career in the building game would not be for him, it also taught him a valuable lesson. Watching his granddad’s pride in laying a true line of bricks or expertly plastering a wall in graceful sweeps made him realise that only by fervent application was he ever going to achieve what he wanted in music.

				Evenings, when he wasn’t out listening to bands, were spent practising incessantly, until poor Rose and Jack were driven half demented as their grandson began an obsession with the electric blues of Muddy Waters and B.B. King, as well as the blues/hillbilly melding of Chuck Berry. Understandably, Eric was desperate to go electric too, but there was an even more pressing need to trade up from the Washburn acoustic he’d been learning on. Just before being kicked out of art school, Rose had taken the decision that the Clapp/Clapton clan should stage a reunion in Germany, where Pat and her husband Frank, who was known by the nickname Mac, were stationed at an air force base near Bremen. It would be a chance for the family to catch up, particularly because four years earlier, in 1958, Pat had given birth to a second daughter, Heather.

				Predictably, the trip was not a success. First, Eric was told, to his horror, that he would not be allowed into the mess to eat unless he got his hair cut. He was adamant that his hair, which was hardly what you would call long, though it did cover the tops of his ears, would go unmolested. But his attempts to gain support for his cause were rebuffed by his siblings and finally, crushingly, even Rose joined the ranks of those demanding a dramatic rug re-think. Realising the game was up, an angry and humiliated Eric submitted to a crew cut. Nor was his simmering mood of discontent eased by an act of unintentional destruction by his half-brother Brian. One day, while Eric was moping in his room, Brian came gaily in and plonked himself down on the bed, right on Eric’s beloved Washburn. There was a strangulated twang of strings and an ominous cracking of wood

				
			

		

	OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/Motherless_cover.jpg
Mo THERILEYS Rl iE
The Definitive Biography of Eric Clapton

PAUL SCOT T






OEBPS/images/Motherless_TTP_fmt.jpeg
MOTHERLESS CHILD
The Definitive Biography of Eric Clapton

PAUL SCOTT






