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Dave Hill was born in a castle in Devon and moved with his parents to Wolverhampton when he was a year old. As a teenager he taught himself to play guitar and in 1966 formed the band which would become Slade.

After the break-up of the original band, Dave eventually reformed Slade, and twenty-five years later, they are still regularly touring the world, playing to hundreds of thousands of fans. Dave married his wife Jan in 1973, and they have three children and five grandchildren. They still live in Wolverhampton.
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FOREWORD

I have known Mr Hill, or H, as we called him in the band, for well over fifty years, and worked with him in Slade for twenty-five years! He could be infuriating, zany, demanding and impatient, but also very funny, without even realising it. He is incredibly loyal, and protects the privacy of the Slade background and behaviour fiercely.

My first impression of Dave, all those years ago, was that he was very aloof. When eventually I got to know him properly, I found it was just that he did not follow the herd, he ploughed his own furrow and did his own thing. Nothing wrong with that! From day one any hilarious criticism about his eccentricity, his dress sense or his haircut was water off a duck’s back. I totally empathised with his outlook. He was never going to be the one to fade into the shadows on stage, or on television.

When Dave asked me to join what was to become the new ’N Betweens, I don’t think he’d ever seen me perform. It was drummer Don Powell and roadie Graham Swinnerton who were singing my praises to him. They’d seen my previous bands many times.

Dave did put his case very well. He wanted the new band to have a big colourful image, and that was right up my street. He wanted three lead guitar players, even on bass. He also wanted to get away from the straight blues format their band had been known for. All this suited me perfectly.

As far as I’m concerned Dave’s biggest musical contribution to the band was his sound. It was always big, unsubtle and unique. Even from the old eclectic style of the ’N Betweens, through to what became the Slade guitar sound. All without the use of lots of effects pedals.

Since I left the band in 1991 we have not always seen eye to eye on some things. I’m afraid that’s the nature of the beast in rock ’n’ roll! But we have always respected one another and still manage to speak often. Dave has come down from ‘Planet H’ in the last few years and has got his priorities in life all sorted. We are now both in our seventies and we’re still able to make each other laugh a lot, no mean feat... ‘COZ I LUV YOU’ Mr H.

 

Noddy Holder



INTRODUCTION

SO HERE IT IS


You can all picture the scene, you’ve all been there. The little bedroom in your parents’ house, all your gear in there, your clothes, your records, your coat hanging up on the back of the door. That was where I was still living at the age of twenty-six, not all that unusual in the 1970s, I suppose.
 
Only my story is a little bit different. I’ve got the number one record in the UK. Again. I’m in Slade, the biggest pop group in Britain, maybe Europe. I’m on the front cover of Melody Maker. I’m on Top of the Pops all the time. I’ve sprayed a halo of silver paint on that bedroom door around that coat – my dad’s not best pleased with that! I’ve got my Jensen with the YOB1 plate parked in the road outside the house.
 
It’s not all sweetness and light though. My mom is in hospital, the nut house as we called it. She’s in and out of there a fair bit. My dad is devoted to her, and to me and my sister Carol, but Mom takes up a lot of his time. I suppose that meant we were left to our own devices a bit, that we could follow what we were interested in without anybody getting in the way, because Mom wasn’t up to it and Dad was busy. Maybe that’s why we both end up us as performers, looking for a bit of attention, not that I ever felt short of that!
 
In a lot of ways, that bedroom, that house sums up my story. For all the success I got, the places I went, the things I saw, it was never about escaping from home, which in my case was Wolverhampton. In fact, I’m still there now, pretty much a stone’s throw from where I grew up – mind you, I wasn’t bad at throwing stones as a kid!
 
It’s not just a geographical thing. I don’t think I’ve changed much from the kid who grew up on that council estate. For all the money and the fame that’s come and gone and come again, I’ve still got the same values I had then. My family means the world to me – wife, kids, grandkids now, they’re the foundation of everything.
 
And then there’s the guitar. I still love picking it up, having a play, getting up in front of people and seeing them having a great time with all those songs. Fifty years and more since I first got on a stage, there’s still no thrill like it when I walk on stage with Slade now, still me and Don Powell together after all we’ve been through.
 
Then there’s my mom’s depression, which has haunted me all my life, certainly later on. I don’t know if it’s genetic, if it was the fame and the life I led, or whether I just didn’t fall very far from the tree, but I fell prey to the same problems later in my life and had to fight my way out of that. And then I had to get over a stroke that hit me while I was up there on stage.
 
It’s been some journey, a lot of extremes. Life has taught me a lot on the way, mainly that you can’t have everything at the same time! In the end, getting everything in balance is what really matters, that’s what makes it all work out, and I think I’ve recently got closer to that than I ever did before, even when I was in that bedroom and on top of the music world.
 
Like I say, it’s been some journey. So here it is…
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BORN IN A CASTLE, RAISED IN A COUNCIL HOUSE
 
I was born in a castle in Devon, which, for a bloke who ended up being called Super Yob, isn’t a bad start. It was in Flete, on a 500-acre estate owned by Lord Mildmay of Flete. During the war one of the local hospitals got bombed and so he gave over a wing of the building to be used as a maternity hospital. It carried on being used that way until 1958, and I came into the world there on 4 April 1946.
 
Why I was born there has always been a bit of a mystery, and the more I’ve dug into it, the more mysterious it’s become. My parents had been living in the Potteries, which is where they’d met during the war when they were both working in a munitions works, Dad in the factory, Mom in the offices, all the result of strange circumstances that played a huge part in their lives and that of me and my sister.
 
My mom was from a fairly well-to-do background, very definitely middle class in the days when that meant something. She was born in 1913 and grew up in the roaring twenties, when being a cut above the workers counted for a lot. The family were pillars of the community. Her mother, Helen, was a teacher before she got married, and her father, David Bibby, was a well-educated man, a doctor of music who taught the subject. He was a very accomplished pianist and played the organ in the local church, so they were a significant family locally.
 
As my mom grew up, she became very attractive. She was intelligent, bright, acted in The Mikado, and was a dancer. She had it going on, as they say now. Unfortunately, that proved to be her downfall because she fell pregnant when she was just seventeen, and back in the 1930s that was a scandal, particularly for a middle-class family. As far as we know, she had a relationship with a married man, but on my half-sister Jean’s birth certificate there’s nobody down as the father. Over the years I’ve wondered if he was a prominent figure, perhaps somebody she worked for. Even at seventeen or eighteen, Mom was a very skilled secretary and would have caught a lot of people’s eyes.
 
To escape the scandal, the family moved away. They ended up in the Potteries and settled in Newcastle-under-Lyme, but the upheaval nearly killed my grandmother, Helen. She was never right again after that because it was the kind of thing that brought shame and disgrace on the family in those days; it was an absolute taboo. She had a mental breakdown as a consequence and she went into a home and eventually died there.
 
While Helen was mortified, my grandfather David just accepted things. The situation was that he now had a granddaughter and he just got on with it. He found a companion for my mom, who we used to call Auntie Ethel, though she wasn’t a relation, who acted as housekeeper for Granddad as well. Presumably, bringing up Jean was one of her tasks. We would visit her and her husband, Uncle Jack, a lot when we were kids.
 
That Jean was alive at all was a miracle because, as a lot of girls in that situation did at the time, Mom had tried to get rid of the baby – this was long before abortion was legal of course. She drank a bottle of gin, took some pills and threw herself down the stairs, but they both survived and Jean was born in 1931. This meant she was quite a bit older than me and Carol, who was born in 1949. By the time I was around and old enough to take any notice of what was going on, Jean was in her late teens, and the fact that she lived somewhere else never seemed strange. We just assumed she was our sister, had the same mom and dad, and nobody ever told us different.
 
While all of this was going on, Dad was growing up in the Potteries in a village called Barlaston, where he was the baker’s son. Dad had a sense of adventure in him and when he was twenty, in 1923, he decided he was going to emigrate to Australia and went there on one of the government-sponsored schemes. I think it cost a fiver for your passage on the ship.
 
He had seven years out there, but because communications weren’t like now, if you went to Australia, it was like you’d disappeared off the face of the earth. You couldn’t really keep in touch with anybody other than by letters that took for ever to get back, and so in 1930 he came home, basically because he missed his mom. Take me bak ’ome…
 
When he got back, he was the star of the village. He’d been to Australia, which seemed unbelievable to the people in Barlaston, and he was also very dapper. He wore spats, Oxford bags, all very flamboyant, so it was no surprise that he attracted the ladies. Fairly soon, Dad got married to Cath, his sister Lilly’s best friend. It didn’t work out though because she was a ward sister in a hospital and didn’t want children. Dad, on the other hand, was desperate to be a father. He said to us later that he wished he’d asked his wife before they got married if she wanted children because if he had, he’d never have gone through with it.
 
He then met my mom during the war in the munitions factory. She was working in the offices – we believe she’d been a cabinet minister’s secretary at some point, though that was all very secret, but it may have been around that time. The factory was a prime target for German air raids. In that setting you didn’t know if you were going to be alive the next day, so everything was very ramped up emotionally and they fell in love. They had their song, ‘You’ll Never Know’, and things went from there. Dad told her that all he had ever wanted was to have children, and Mom told him, ‘I’ll have your children,’ yet she didn’t tell him about Jean, who was living with Auntie Ethel at this point. In fact, she didn’t tell him for years; she kept it quiet and he only found out by confronting her when he felt something was wrong.
 
Dad told us that after we’d got our council house in Warstones, in Wolverhampton, Mom would regularly go out at night. One night he followed her because he thought she was having an affair. She went into a phone box – nobody had a phone at home then – and as she was dialling, Dad opened the door and demanded to know what was going on. That was when he found out about Jean – Mom was calling her. This was 1949, when I was already two or three years old, but this was the first he knew of it. And from there, he had a fantastic relationship with Jean.
 
So when Mom and Dad first met, she had already had a child; meanwhile, Dad’s wife wouldn’t let him have a divorce because there was an insurance policy involved and she wouldn’t let Mom have the money. That didn’t matter for a while – they could get round all of that – but when Mom fell pregnant with me, that was a different thing again. Piecing it all together now, I reckon that when that happened, they decided it was best if they scarpered to a different part of the country where nobody knew them. So poor Mom was on the run because of a baby again. But this was just after the war, when everything was being rebuilt, there were plenty of jobs, and Dad was a skilled mechanic, so it was easy for him to get work, which is how they ended up in Devon, presumably telling people down there that they were married.
 
They must have always intended to come back to the Midlands at some point though, because that’s where their families were, but they still had this problem of not being married. So they worked up a way of getting round that – they mocked up a fake wedding at a register office! Incredible, and I only discovered that they did this quite recently. All their friends and family were left outside and they went in alone; none of the guests went in to see the ceremony. When they came out, Mom had a wedding ring on. I’d have thought that would have just made everybody suspicious, but either they turned a blind eye or people were a lot more trusting seventy years ago than they are now!
 
We never talked about birthdays or anniversaries at home and I do remember Carol got a bit fed up with it. When she was eleven or twelve, she said to Dad, ‘Will you please tell me when your anniversary is so I can buy you a present?’ And Dad said, ‘Don’t ask questions that you don’t need to know the answer of.’ We never knew until we were in our late teens or early twenties that they weren’t married; we were just a family like everybody else.
 
After they’d pretended to get married, they were free to come back to the Midlands and Dad got a job in Wolverhampton. But there was a terrible housing shortage just after the war, so in the finish we lived in a two-up two-down with another family near Dunstall Park racecourse in Wolverhampton. We were there until I was around two.
 
During that time Mom and Dad both worked, and the people we were living with looked after me. Then one day Jean came in the house and found me screaming my head off in a room on my own. I don’t know if that affected me in some way, but to this day I don’t like being shut up in rooms. I like the light. I don’t like to be enclosed, I like the open. I like to have control of my environment.
 
I’m sure the woman had only popped out to get something from the shops and thought I’d be fine on my own for a few minutes, but at that age you’re not. I’ve always wondered if I’ve carried that through the years because I’ve always been a worrier, and possibly I also got some of this from how Mom was. Eventually I started having panic attacks, then I suffered from depression for a couple of years and had some very black times. I’ve always been very fearful about my health too. I remember when I was thirteen or fourteen I had a stomach problem and thought the worst. I went to see my headmaster and told him, ‘I think I’ve got cancer, sir.’ He just said, ‘You don’t get cancer at your age!’ It was the best thing he ever said to me, because I believed him. I just believed him because he was older and so he would know. It was a trust thing.
 
I have always had the strong sense that if I do something wrong, something bad will happen to me as a consequence. I think that’s something that has come down to me from my mom. As you can imagine, having Jean out of wedlock as a teenager really messed her life up. She was all set for a successful life and career – from a good family, a brilliant secretary, everything was set up for her – and then getting pregnant instantly took all that away. When you add in the fact that the family had to move and that her own mother had a breakdown and eventually died from the shock of it all, she was carrying a huge burden of guilt right from being a teenager.
 
I think she tried to transfer that guilt to others, simply because she couldn’t handle it all herself. She came into my room one day, put my grandfather’s doctor of music certificate on the wall and said to me, ‘This is a good man,’ and walked out. I was left trying to work out why I needed this example of a good man. Wasn’t I good then? But that view of her father must have harked back to the pregnancy and the way he looked after her. I think she was incredibly grateful to him but also incredibly guilty because of the way her mother had taken it. She used that to make a point to me, and I’m sure that had an impact on me.
 
I don’t feel any animosity towards her at all. I love my mom; she was just a victim of circumstances, of living in different times and moralities to the ones that followed. She had a lovely side to her, it wasn’t all one way, but at heart she wasn’t happy. Dad would come home from a long day at work and as soon as he walked through the door, she would hit him with problems, things I’d done or whatever. Then it would be, ‘Don’t hit him, Jack!’ as if she felt guilty for telling him about me. Not that he ever did, just the very occasional clip round the ear that we all got in those days. Apart from the once, when I pocketed a watch that belonged to one of our relations, just a daft prank. He gave me a good hiding then, just to teach me a lesson.
 
You certainly wouldn’t mess with Dad! When he went to Australia, as soon as he got off the boat somebody called him a Pommy, so he knocked him out! I never saw him hit anybody, but I’m sure he was capable of it. I was afraid of him, but only the way boys are of their dad. It was a healthy fear, the kind that kept you on the straight and narrow, because you didn’t want to do anything so that you’d hear, ‘Wait till your father gets home!’
 
Mom was also the kind of person who seemed to attract bad luck, and she couldn’t handle it. After Jean was born for instance, Mom had a bad car accident and damaged her hip. The doctors told her that she couldn’t have any more children, although that was disproved later with me and Carol!
 
Jean suffered from epilepsy, which again my mom saw as a punishment because she’d tried to end the pregnancy. Jean had terrible fits. I saw her have some of them. She’d fall flat on the floor and have convulsions. One time she was carrying a pan of boiling water and had a fit and poured it all down her body and she had to have skin grafts. Mom saw everything that went wrong as a punishment from God for what she saw as her wickedness in having a child out of wedlock. Her attitude was that bad things happen to bad people, which of course is nonsense. So if I did anything wrong, like when I chucked a brick through a window, that was her being punished.
 
It was a classic kid thing. I threw a brick at another kid who was messing around, missed and it smashed this window. The next thing I know, Mom’s up in arms and I’ve been sent to bed to wait for Dad to come in and deal with it. Dad gets home and comes upstairs to find my mom in their bedroom with a scarf round her neck and a bottle of pills on the floor, looking like she’s tried to kill herself, although she hadn’t. He comes in and says, ‘Get up, you silly bugger!’
 
Looking back on it, it seems to me that she was controlled by guilt, and anything that disturbed her life, however trivial it might have been, she saw as a punishment. It was like the world only existed to get her back. She didn’t feel as if she could enjoy anything because she felt she didn’t deserve it.
 
When we were young, after we’d moved to our council house on the Warstones estate, Carol was kidnapped. She was four at the time. Again, that was another chance for Mom to think she was being punished for her ‘wickedness’.
 
It was a Sunday morning, and Carol was playing outside with a friend, Jackie Harrison. They’d got a pram and they were going round and round the cul-de-sac. Mom was doing Sunday lunch, Dad was watching them, and he went off for literally a minute to put his tie on, and when he came back, they’d gone. So he went round the other girl’s house and shouted to them, ‘Is our Carol in with you?’ She wasn’t and that was it, alarm bells were ringing.
 
Jackie had gone in, Carol had stayed outside and, in a flash, this woman had come into the cul-de-sac and taken her. She made her getaway with Carol on a bus, which is very Wolverhampton – there was nothing slick like a getaway car! The next thing Carol remembers is being found by another woman walking around in Wolverhampton town centre. She took her to the police, and Carol got brought home in a panda car, which she loved!
 
Life carried on and Mom had her ups and downs. Us kids, we didn’t really notice much, but I’ve since found letters she sent to her sister when I was very young in which she says she wants to end it all, but that she couldn’t because I’m around. It was clearly something buried very deep in her that only got worse as time went on.
 
A series of events in a short space of time in 1961 really took its toll on her. My mom was very friendly with our next-door neighbour, Mrs Malpas, a very earthy woman, and that was good for her because she didn’t make friends easily. When Mrs Malpas was killed on the road I know it was a big blow to Mom.
 
Then there came a bigger loss. Jean, who had got married in 1953 when she was twenty-two, already had a son and had been told under no circumstances to have another child because of the epilepsy, but she became pregnant again. Towards the end of the pregnancy she was resting in bed and Ian, her son, came up wanting something to eat. He was only seven, so she got up to make him something. She went into the kitchen and presumably had a fit because she fell and banged her head on the cooker. She died the next day of a brain haemorrhage without regaining consciousness. The following morning Carol was at home in bed and Mom just walked into her room and said, ‘Jean’s dead,’ very aggressive, quite nasty, and walked out.
 
I was away at the time, on holiday in Belgium with a couple of mates, the first time I had ever gone abroad, on a week’s passport! A pokey little B & B we stayed in. On the ferry over one of the lads I was with, Keith Evans – Evo – knocked my suitcase into the water! When I got home, it was to find the curtains drawn. The back door was always open so I went in and up to my bedroom because it was getting late. Dad came in and said, ‘I’ve got some bad news.’ That’s how I found out.
 
Mom was blitzed by it. Somebody said to me years later that when we lost Jean, Mom died with her. The more I think about it, the more it feels like that might be right. Something switched off.
 
When she did go to work, it was better because she had other things to think about. She could get dressed up in her suit, go out and maybe she felt she was achieving something. But then she had a nasty accident. She always wore high heels, and this one day she slipped over when she was walking on lino and a jagged piece of it severed a tendon in her hand.
 
The doctor said to her, ‘You’ll never type again.’ For Mom, that was it; all over. The idea that she would never again be able to work like she had – she was an incredibly fast typist, a very good secretary – was a terrible blow. It was the worst possible thing he could have said to her. That was the final straw after the loss of Jean and it threw her into a full-blown depression.
 
She was drinking as well, though she’d hide the booze, and that made her worse. She was on medication and then soon she was in hospital in Stafford, the nut house as we called it then. They took her there to have electric shock treatment. I was sixteen, seventeen, having to get time off from work to go and visit her, and the place was terrifying. I have very vivid memories of it and they are not pleasant. I used to go there on my Velocette motorbike, and I dreaded going in. You would walk down the corridor and hear screaming and crying, and at that age you really aren’t prepared for that. It was still very Victorian.
 
I just couldn’t wait to get out of there. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her, because I did, but I couldn’t cope with the place. It was barbaric, and in those days nobody talked about mental illness because it wasn’t the done thing. You went and then you came away and you kept it to yourself.
 
Years later, in 1975, Slade all went to see One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest at the pictures together. The other three were laughing, but I wasn’t amused at all; it was too close to the bone. As soon as it started, I could just see Mom and Stafford. I found it insulting.
 
Dad was fantastic through it all. He used to go and visit her in Stafford every day, and the nurses used to say that nobody else did that for their wife or husband in there. He just loved her. I think he felt a bit guilty as well – that he’d failed her by bringing her to a council house in Wolverhampton after the way she’d been brought up and what she was used to.
 
But through everything Dad never let it affect him. When she died, despite all the problems and the things he’d had to deal with – caring for her later on, all of that – he told me that he really did miss her, and I don’t think he was ever the same again.
 
It was dramatic what the electric shock treatment did. She came out of Stafford and sat at home, and for a little while she was almost normal, asking sensible questions, but it wouldn’t last. After a while she’d be a mental wreck again and would end up back there. One time she went out and we realised we didn’t know where she was. Then there was a knock at the door and one of the neighbours was outside. ‘I’ve brought your mom home – I found her on the floor in the street.’ Mom was standing there, smiling, with blood pouring out of her hand where she’d broken her thumb, the bone sticking out of the skin.
 
Another time, Carol came in from work and was in a hurry to go out, so as she went upstairs to get ready, she called, ‘Mom, is dinner ready?’ She came down ten minutes later and there were two raw lamb chops on a plate. She said, ‘Is that it?’ Mom said, ‘You can eat it!’ So Carol had a strop and said, ‘Oh, forget it!’ Mom picked up a steak knife and went for her with it, screaming. Thank God, Dad came in at just that minute, saw what was going on, smacked her hand, and the knife went flying through the air and straight into the fish tank! Carol was always terrified after that that Mom might try and stab her when she was in bed.
 
The thing was, it wasn’t really Mom then. The person she was had gone. It was 1976 when she died. She saw me become famous, but Dad was the one who came to the gigs, he always saw us when we played the Civic Hall. I don’t remember my mom ever coming to see Slade live. She was always ill.
 
We took her to the premiere of the Slade film Flame in Wolverhampton, and there’s a photograph in the Express & Star, but she didn’t look good. There was a whole physical change in Mom when she became ill, and before she died I remember Dad saying to me, ‘I looked at her one day and I could see straight through her,’ like he was looking at a ghost. I think he was trying to tell me she wouldn’t be here much longer.
 
I got a phone call. Dad said, ‘Your mom’s died.’ I can’t remember crying or anything, it was just Mom’s died. So I went over and he was sitting downstairs. He said, ‘I didn’t know till the morning.’ He had felt her and she was freezing cold. She had died in the night. He asked if I wanted to see her but I couldn’t face it. I didn’t want to look at her.
 
My wife, Jan, has said to me a lot of times over the years that I never mourned my mom’s death, and she’s right. There were no tears. It was as though we’d lost her a long time before that. She was just existing. In a way, her death finally set her free from that guilt.
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GROWING UP
IN WOLVERHAMPTON
 
My real memories start when I was growing up in our council house in Rindleford Avenue, on the Warstones estate in Penn, just outside Wolverhampton. Being in our kitchen meant batteries, carburettors and the smell of petrol to me because when Dad was fixing stuff, he’d bring it in there to work on. Then there was the big tub they’d use to wash the clothes in. Mom would be trying to cook in there as well, so she was always saying, ‘You can’t swing a ruddy cat in here!’
 
Saying that, the place was very cleverly designed – they’d worked out the way council houses needed to operate. There was a walk-in pantry where all the food was kept – no fridges – then you had the coal hole outside the back door. It seemed very advanced because we’d got an indoor toilet, which made it feel like a brave new world, but if you fancied a bit of nostalgia, there was an outdoor toilet by the coal hole as well!
 
When we moved in, the estate was still being built, it was a building site really, cement mixers everywhere, the gardens weren’t done. But it was the start of something, a new era after the war. People were getting new houses. It was a very hopeful time, I do remember that as I was growing up.
 
My room was freezing, and I still don’t like a hot bedroom. My bed had a dip in the middle – it had the same mattress for years and years – so I couldn’t fall out of bed. I have wonderful memories of Christmas there. The windows used to get frozen up on the inside. It was like a scene from Doctor Zhivago – the street lights coming through the bedroom because I was at the front.
 
Both my parents worked when I was young. Mom was clever and got dressed up to go to work, a sharp, well-cut suit. She earned enough for us to have a few extras like holidays, because Dad’s wages wouldn’t have stretched to that kind of thing. He was working as a mechanic, and he’d come home at night in his boiler suit and plunge his hands in a tub of Swarfega to get them clean. I can still remember the stink of that stuff now. Because they worked, me and Carol were latchkey kids. Mom and Dad weren’t at home when we finished school, so we had somebody look after us until they got back.
 
Dad was bright and he’d wanted to set up his own garage at one time along with another bloke, but because he had a steady job at a garage at the time, that never came off. My mom wasn’t well with her depression on and off, not that I really knew about any of that, so he had to provide for the family and bring stability, and it was too big a risk for him to take.
 
It was a posh garage that he worked at, Castlecroft, at a time when normal working people didn’t have cars. We certainly didn’t have one, but we were lucky because he could use the garage car. When he took me down there, it was like going in a toyshop, being able to jump in all these big cars, all of them black in my memory.
 
Sometimes he’d bring the van home and occasionally he’d let me sit in it and start the engine up. ‘But don’t you put it in gear!’ So of course I did, and the one day there was a milk float behind, which I hadn’t seen, and I was going back slowly and reversed into the side of it. Dad came out and blamed the milkman for not getting out of the way!
 
On a Saturday they’d contract him out to B. C. Barton in Tipton, where he fixed American forklift trucks, and because my mom was at work I’d go with him. The trucks were expensive to repair because you had to get the parts in from America, but Dad was clever enough to make some of the parts himself and he saved them a fortune. Then on a Sunday you’d get neighbours knocking on the door and asking him to fix something. ‘What the bloody hell do you want? It’s me day off!’ But after he’d had his whinge, he’d go out and sort it out for them.
 
My mom was a bit like that as well, because she’d teach the local girls to do Pitman shorthand. Or if somebody needed an official letter doing, she’d help them with that. A lot of our neighbours didn’t know how to use a telephone, so she would make calls on their behalf because she was familiar with that world. She’d worked as a top secretary at some serious companies and it was through her connections that she got me my first proper job, at Tarmac, where I’d have to phone her up at the building company she was working at to order bricks!
 
Mom was a middle-class woman who’d ended up living a working-class life in a council house. Looking at pictures of her as a young girl with her family – in a park, there’s a car behind them, they’re having a tea party – it’s a world away from the Warstones estate. She’d come down in the world socially, and I think she had a real chip on her shoulder about that. She wanted a better house and all that went with it.
 
I never had any feelings like that. I loved our estate. It was very friendly, we were all in it together. If anybody was ill, you all rallied round, people would fetch other people’s washing in if it rained, you knew everybody’s business. It was that wartime spirit carried into the post-war world, I suppose, a real sense of community. There wasn’t much money about, so that community spirit was massively important, everybody looked after one another. It’s a bit of a cliché now, but you genuinely did leave the door unlocked, you never even thought about it.
 
It was a great place to grow up. We were four miles from Wolverhampton but also in the country, the middle of nowhere yet a place where you seemed to have everything around you – shops, countryside, town, villages. My mom and dad would take me for a walk near where we lived, down a place called Dirty Foot Lane, which I wrote a song about many years later. I suppose we’ve all got a place like that from our childhood where we walked or played or rode our bikes. Later on I’d go there with friends like Tony. We would go into the fields over Orton Hill – lots of places to play in, you could get up to all sorts of things!
 
I remember me and a friend, Roger, we used to go into this one shop some mornings. Roger knew the bloke behind the counter, Vic, because he used to wash his car. We’d go in and Roger would say, ‘Is that the phone ringing in the back, Vic?’ When he went to check, we’d lean over the counter and pinch a Mars Bar! Then there was a big old house down the road where the milkman used to leave the milk in the morning, so I’d nip in the garden and guzzle it down before they came out to get it!
 
It all felt very safe, we’d go and play and nobody was ever concerned about anything happening to you. I never felt bored and I never had any desire to run away to the big city. I always felt at home there. Years later, I’d take my kids to the same places because we still lived within a few minutes of where I grew up.
 
As kids, you’d run errands. I remember going to the off-licence round the back of the pub, and I’d get Mom a bottle of Double Diamond and I’d have a Vimto. I’d get up to daft things as well, like kids do. Dad was a crack shot and he had a rifle from the war. Just before the Ministry of Defence had them back in, he had it in his bedroom with a box of live ammunition. One day I decided to get the bullets out and I started burying them in the garden, but I gave one to a kid who lived over the road. He thought it was a dummy and for some reason chucked it in the boiler at home and it exploded!
 
There was a bloke in the cul-de-sac called Alan who used to wear a tweed jacket with string around it. He was usually half-cut. The one day we were outside and he said to me and Carol, ‘You tie me up, and if I can’t get free, you win sixpence.’ He was drunk and we really got him, he couldn’t get out of it and he didn’t like it! I’d got my hands in his pockets trying to find the sixpence; he was screaming and shouting.
 
Being a bit posh, my mom’s side of the family had an artistic bent. Maybe she saw some of that in me, because when I was nine or ten she wrote a letter to the school to try and get me involved in the violin and recorder class, which I didn’t really fancy, but she saw it as a way of finding out if I had any musical ability.
 
The headmistress, Mrs Friar, who we called Friar Tuck of course, she got the hump with this letter. Teachers didn’t like being questioned by mere parents! She said, ‘You can’t be in the musical group because you can’t read music, boy.’ It was a real put-down. I didn’t even get an opportunity, she just stubbed me out right away, and I remember feeling very strange about that at the time, that there was something that I was being stopped from doing.
 
I got my revenge on the education system years later though. Me and Tony used to mess around a bit, and the one night
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