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1

 *Introduction*

 


 


“Cor, you could
write a book Pete,” they would say, after I told them stories about
my youth and the pop groups I’ve played in. This I found very
amusing, and I always laughed it off, until an American writer
contacted me and said he would like to do my autobiography. Then I
thought, perhaps there might be some interest in my very diverse
life. Perhaps I could tell them about the day I took a shark for a
ride on my pushbike; the things we got up to when we were semipro
travelling around in an old van; having a worldwide hit with ‘Wild
Thing’ and how it changed our lives; how I was betrayed by my
friends, the dodgy managers, contracts and the loss of hundreds of
thousands of pounds of record royalties; the heartache I felt after
losing our first child, but the blessing of having a wonderful wife
and children. Yes! I think I could do that, maybe better than
anybody else. So, from the day I was born, my nursery, my school
days, working in a butcher’s shop, being an electrician, pop star,
antique dealer, woodwork factory owner and trainee pub manager
until the present day, it’s all in this book.

After reading a
few pop autobiographies, I found some of them so serious and up
their own arses that I knew mine would have to be a lot more fun,
but with a serious side to it as well. I hope it will make you
laugh, gasp and maybe shed a little tear, but most of all enjoy it,
just as I’ve enjoyed reliving it.

 


Pete
Staples
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I was born on
3rd May 1944 Peter Lawrence Staples at Bachelors Barn Road,
Andover, Hants. For those of you who have never heard of Andover it
is a small market town in Hampshire not far from Salisbury and
Winchester. In the 40s it had a population of about 11,000 and
there were two major employers, Kelly’s Directories and Taskers.
Taskers were famous for making the Queen Mary; no, not the ship,
but a transporter vehicle for the RAF in the war. If you didn’t
work at Kelly's or Taskers the only other work available would be
in shops, building sites or farm work.

I was the youngest son of Percy and Violet
Staples and had an older brother Gerald and sister Shirley. Mum
also had another child before she married Dad, named Keith, and I
will talk more about Keith later. Like everyone else I don’t
remember anything about my very early days, only what other people
have remembered. I was told that when I was very young I had
pneumonia and I’m convinced that my mother would have been very
worried, as this was a killer then. When growing up she would
always be rubbing camphorated oil on my chest, even in my teens;
when going to the doctors, no matter what my problem was, she would
always say “Get him to check your chest.” Can you imagine going to
the doctors with haemorrhoids or something just as intimate and
asking “Can you also listen to my chest”? I also found out that for
the first few months of my life my cot was the bottom drawer of the
chest of drawers in Mum and Dad’s bedroom. This might sound strange
and a bit primitive to people these days, but this was not unusual
then as it was warm, free from draughts, did the job and didn’t
cost anything.

My first
memories were at the nursery in New Street, which was purpose built
at the end of the war for children whose parents had to work to
supplement their meagre war rations; this would be the case for
most families. My mum worked in the kitchen at New Street School,
which Gerald and Shirley attended, just over the road from my
nursery. She would drop me at the nursery before going to work then
pick me up in the afternoon. As I mentioned, the nursery was built
just after the war and was prefabricated, consisting of a large
hall, office, cloakroom, toilets, kitchen and a changing area. It
was approximately 20m long and 5m wide and the hall acted as a
play/dining area in the morning and a sleeping area in the
afternoon. What I most remember about my nursery days was being
made to have a sleep in the afternoons. At the end of the hall
there was a big stack of tiny beds that looked more like boxes, and
in the afternoons these would be placed in two rows the full length
of the hall with a small mattress and blanket placed in each one,
the idea being that we would fall asleep in them. I didn’t mind
going in the boxes, as I was quite used to sleeping in a drawer
when I was born; perhaps that’s why I’ve got claustrophobia. But I
did find it difficult sleeping and quite often just lay there
waiting for the staff to come around to wake us up ready for our
mums to pick us up. I would stand at the window just waiting for
Mum to arrive. Even now I can feel the joy I felt when I saw her
coming through the gate to take me home.

As this area of
the town was so pivotal to my early and teenage years I’ve included
a little local history and added an article from the Andover
Advertiser. This was a report on the fire at Etwall House at which
broke out at midnight on 11th May 1935 and led to its ultimate
demise.

 


Etwall House, a large three-storey
building fronts the New Street entrance to the Parish church, a
fence separating the front garden from the churchyard path. It was
built towards the end of the 18th century, before the abolition of
the window tax 1851 and the site facing New Street presents bricked
in window outlines. Mr Rule a director of the Satisfaction Company
limited, who lived alone in the flat. Police sergeant Hudd and
police Constable Newman were on duty in the High Street when they
noticed smoke blowing from the north east. Proceeding to
investigate they were met by a motorist who informed them that the
upper part of Etwall House was ablaze and then went on to call the
fire brigade. PS Hudd and PC Newman rushed to the burning building.
The heavy front door resisted their onslaught, as did also the
drive gate, but they were able to enter the garden at the rear of
the building by the side door. After an unsuccessful attempt to
enter the building by breaking the window they burst open the back
door and started to tour the house to see if anyone was inside. All
doors were locked and they had to burst them open. Arriving at the
second floor where the fire was raging, they burst open the door of
the bedroom occupied by Mr Rule. The blazing rafters were falling
as they did so. Satisfied no one could be alive in such an inferno
the police retraced their steps and were met on the ground floor by
the Vicar of Andover, the Rev P F Morell, who had some knowledge of
the house and with him they commenced a second tour, but could only
reach the first floor because the heat and falling beams. There was
no response to their shouts and knocking, which had aroused
residence in New Street a 100 yards away. In the meantime, the fire
brigade and captain FA Beale arrived and were directing three jets
on the building from the yard of the premises adjoining the church.
Some minutes after the arrival of the brigade and while the police
and the vicar was still inside the blazing building, the crowd
attracted to the scene, were amazed and horrified to see the figure
of a man at the second floor window, silhouetted against the
flames. The bottom section of the window resisted his efforts to
open it, and he pulled down the upper part and hauled himself over,
took one look round and then jumped falling into an ornamental
flower bed on the front lawn. Firemen got him away from the heat
and from the timber and the falling masonry. It was reported that
as Mr Rule jumped and cries could be heard from his Aberdeen
Terrier, Jock, who sadly perished. Across the courtyard were the
stables but these were not affected by the fire.

New Street had quite a number of thatched
houses, but fortunately they were at the other end of the street
and were not near Etwall House. but they did not escape the dangers
of fire as on Easter Monday 19th April, 1901 a fire broke out in a
pub at the end of new Street and 17 cottages were destroyed and
nearly a hundred people were made homeless.

Let us now move
on from this sad period to my move to New Street Infant school.
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There are two
things I remember most about my time at the infant school: the
headmistress Miss Ethridge, and Marion, a girl I really liked. Miss
Ethridge was a short stocky lady with a red face and a double chin.
When she was using a very large megaphone in the playground and
shouting out her orders to great effect, I would stand watching
her, fascinated by her double chin flopping up and down. I thought
that she looked like a pelican trying to swallow a big fish. It was
at the infant school when I was seven that I tried to impress a
little girl called Marion, who I very much wanted as my girlfriend.
I was so keen for her to like me that, unbeknown to my parents, I
took my grandfather’s First World War naval medals from the drawer
and gave them to her. These were the Pip, Squeak and Wilfred and
were the World War One campaign medals. I don’t think my
grandfather saw a lot of action, but he did spend some time on the
HMS Thunderer, a ship they called unlucky, because of two very
serious accidents. The first was in 1876: whilst on full power
trials out of Portsmouth, the boilers blew up killing the
commanding officer and 45 others, also injuring a further 70.

The second mishap occurred when the 12.5
inch turret gun was double loaded, this time killing 11 and
injuring a further 35. Fortunately, my grandfather was not on the
ship during these accidents, but looking back and realising the
significance of what I’d given away leaves me feeling somewhat
embarrassed - but nowhere near as embarrassed as I felt having to
ask for them back! After infants, I moved to the primary school,
which was on the same site but divided by a dark alleyway. At the
end of the alley was a small playground and a brick outside toilet
block, one half for the girls, the other for the boys. It was 25m
from the classrooms. This location had both advantages and
drawbacks. The drawback being, when it was very cold, you didn’t
hang around out there and just wanted to get back into the warmth
of the main building as quickly as possible. This could encourage
you to put your willie away before you had really finished, and in
those days we only changed our white cotton pants on Fridays. (I
will say no more on that.) The advantage of it being outside was
that during the winter the pipes would get frozen, so we could not
use the toilets and were sent home until it thawed. Sometimes it
would be snowing, so this unexpected break from school was a
marvellous time to get the sledges out and play.

After Christmas
we were allowed to take one of our Christmas presents to school and
show the class. Once a boy brought in a magic set and showed us a
trick; this really fascinated me, capturing my imagination and
starting my lifelong interest in that art. I was not academic and
usually in the end of term exams I ended up in the lower 20s in a
class of about 40. But I was good at sports and played in goal for
the school, a position that I maintained in the Boys’ Brigade and
at the Senior School. Although I am mainly known for being in The
Troggs my notoriety could have been quite different.

Every break time, our teacher Mr Rees
would allocate the job of putting the kettle on in the teachers’
rest room for their morning cuppa. One fateful day the job was
given to me. I had to fill the kettle up with water, place it on
the gas ring which was attached by a piece of rubber tube to the
gas tap, and light the ring; then I could go out to play. This I
did. Returning to the classroom after play Mr Rees called me over
to his desk, pointed to the top of the desk and in his loud Welsh
voice shouted "What do you think that is?" Staring at the pencils
and pens and a piece of old rubber tube, I didn’t know which one he
was referring to, and looking at his wild eyes and big red face I
thought my best bet was to say nothing. With no response from me,
he curtly ordered me to follow him. I had no idea as to what on
earth I had done as he briskly marched out of the classroom, with
me trotting behind, and into the staff room. We were greeted by a
very strong acrid smell of smoke and a thick grey haze that filled
the room. It was then, in a very loud voice, he said that when he
came to make the tea he’d found the room filled with smoke and then
on frantic investigation discovered I had put the rubber gas tube
too close to the burner and it was burning. The fright and shock of
what I had done must have shown on my ten year old face as he then
quietened down a bit. After telling me that I could have burnt the
whole school down and how careless I was, we returned to the
classroom and no more was ever said about it. I don’t think any
child in the class was ever asked to be a kettle monitor again; I
know I wasn’t. When I think of the fire at Etwall House and the
seventeen properties destroyed by fire in New Street, I could have
caused just as much havoc at my primary school and most likely I
would not have been remembered as Pete from The Troggs but as the
kid that burnt down New Street School.

From the age of eight until I left school
at fifteen my leisure time was taken up with the Life Boys
followed by the Boys'
Brigade. The Life Boys were the junior leg of the Boys’ Brigade and
we met once a week for uniform inspection and games. Being a
Christian organisation we had Bible class on Sunday and met at
Etwall Hall; this was the old coach house of the demolished Etwall
House, and it was taken over by the Boys’ Brigade and refurbished
to become their meeting place. In the early 50s the demand for a
nursery seems to have declined and my nursery hall was handed over
to Skipper Harris, the Captain of the 2nd Andover Boys’ Brigade
Company, for their new headquarters. This was done by Mr Moore, a
local businessman and councillor, and the hall was named after him,
so I will now refer to it as Moore Hall and not my
nursery.

After failing
the 11+ I attended Andover Boys’ Secondary Modern School in London
Road, which was a couple of hundred yards from where I lived. My
brother Gerald was in his second year and my sister Shirley by then
had left the girls’ school opposite and was now working in The Milk
Bar, a café in the High St.

Starting a new
school was always a frightening experience, especially when they
called it the ‘big boys’ school’, where some of the boys could be
fifteen years old. Fortunately, I had my brother there, who was
quite a big chap and would stick up for me if I got into any
bother; this was very welcome at the time but when I got home he
would beat me up for getting into trouble, so I was no better off
than any of the other boys.

As I said, I
was not very academic, and that did not change when I went to the
secondary school, but I did enjoy science, swimming and playing in
goal for the school. There was one significant event that occurred
there. Our school was playing Andover Grammar School at rugby. At
the end of the match I saw this blonde quite handsome lad come
staggering off the pitch with his shorts and shirt covered in grass
stains, and blood. This young lad turned out to be Chris Britton
who became our lead guitarist in The Troggs.
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As I mentioned,
my interest in magic started when I was at the infant school with
that boy who brought in his magic set after Christmas. I don’t know
if it was the magic or the attention he got that appealed to me,
but it ignited my love of magic which has persisted to the present
day.

When I was
about eleven years old I started to do magic tricks at home in
front of the mirror and bought many books about the subject. There
was a book shop in Andover High Street called Clarks, and for me
this shop was magic in itself. It was very old building and sold
second-hand books; there was so many books that they were stacked
from floor to ceiling and in search of my magic books I would need
to walk down narrow passages that were illuminated by one 60W bulb
hanging from a flex covered in cobwebs. It was such an exciting
moment when I found a book I could afford, then dusted it off and
just stood there in the half lit passage reading it.

Some of the materials for the tricks could
be found at home, like handkerchiefs and Mum’s satin scarves that I
would mutilate to perform a trick. Some tricks could be purchased
from a catalogue ‘Ellisdon’s of London’. The descriptions in
Ellisdon's catalogues would today be a violation of the Trade
Descriptions Act. Once, I thought it would be a good idea to be a
ventriloquist, to add to my magic show, so I sent away for a
booklet on ‘How to be a ventriloquist’. With the book came a device
you could put in your mouth to whistle like a bird. The book’s
entire instructions, in so many words, said, “To be a ventriloquist
you must stand in front of the mirror and speak without moving your
lips” (I wondered how they did it).

I can’t really
remember, but I think I must have paid for the tricks with the
money I got from the paper round I did for Smith’s. I earned 15
shillings a week which was quite a lot of money for a paper boy,
but it was a very large round. Smith’s supplied a bicycle, a very
heavy machine with no gears and two panniers on the back. On many
occasions they were completely full, making it very hard to pedal,
especially when the monthly magazines were out. I remember one
magazine I used to look forward to, called Health And Efficiency.
This carried reviews and pictures of people in nudist camps. As
censorship was very strict then, male genitalia was usually hidden
under a table or behind table tennis bats, and the female fannies
were rubbed out completely; this was a bit disappointing for a
nosey young lad whose testosterone was on the rise (I think I could
have phrased that a little better.) Anyhow back to magic. Some
other tricks could be a little bit more dangerous; I’m not talking
of Houdini dangerous, but that they contained chemicals. I remember
doing a little show in Moore Hall for the BB and having to use
hydrochloric acid and ammonia. When you add these two chemicals
together they give off smoke, but before the curtains were opened
the fumes from the two chemicals hidden on my table came in contact
earlier than intended, and the first the audience saw of me was
waving my hands frantically to dispel the smoke. I think I could
have been the first Tommy Cooper. It’s quite amazing to think in
the late 50s a 13-year-old boy could go into a chemist and say
"Could I have a bottle of hydrochloric acid and a bottle of ammonia
please?" and be served.

Every Friday
after BB I would run to my aunt Amy’s house, just over the road
from where we lived, to watch David Nixon’s ‘It's Magic’ on their
TV. At that particular time we didn’t have a TV and it would take
my father a couple of industrial accidents and the loss of half a
finger and a big toe to have enough money, using the compensation
payout to afford one.

One Friday BB had finished late and I
thought I was going to miss 'It’s Magic', so I ran as fast as I
could to auntie Amy’s, and knocked on the door waited until a voice
called out, "Come in, you’re late." I ran in and sat down just in
time to see this magician pull doves from a handkerchief. Well,
this really freaked me out and I knew I would have to get some
doves. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how or where.

My Uncle Sam
was a caretaker at the Guildhall, and he was always talking about
those "bloody pigeons" that he had to get out of the hall when the
main doors were left open in the summer. So, with cage in hand I
went to the Guildhall and asked him if I could have a couple of the
pigeons. He had a very ingenious way of catching them. He would get
a pillow and throw it at them as they sat in the roof space. They
would be brought down with the pillow and it wasn’t long before I
had two pigeons in my cage and was on my way home.

I kept the cage
in my bedroom so I could feed them and hoped they would get to know
and trust me. But Mum moaned so much about the feathers and seed
all over the place I was told I would have to keep them in the coal
shed, out the back. Getting them to sit on my finger was an
achievement, but trying to conceal them on me seemed an impossible
task as they flapped their wings so much when I tried to push them
inside my jacket pocket. I soon realised that I was not going to
baffle anybody with my amazing birds as they seemed too big and
uncooperative, so I decided to stay with the more basic tricks. I
still kept the birds and they did become more friendly, and I could
let them out their cage before I went to school in the morning and
at 4 o’clock when I got home I would stand in the garden with a tin
of corn, shake it and they would come down for their evening meal
and then go back in their cage.

Mum said the
neighbours were starting to complain about those “bloody pigeons”
as they were shitting on their window sills. I didn’t want to - or
didn’t know how to - get rid of them. However, fate took over one
morning when I went down to let them out and found the cage door
open and the two birds dead on the floor with big chunks out of
their necks. I think the rats got them. I don’t think Mum was too
upset and the neighbours must have been pleased not having them
shitting on their windows sills any more. In retrospect I think it
would have been better to have left them at the Guildhall where
they would have had only my Uncle Sam’s pillow flooring them every
so often.
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My first
musical instrument was a ukulele that Dad bought for me when I was
eight. He got it from the market as a Christmas present. I say
present in the singular, because we usually only got one proper
present, plus sweets, and an apple and an orange. All this was left
at the bottom of our bed, in a pillowcase, on Christmas Eve. The
ukulele came boxed with a picture of a hula hula girl on the front,
and with complete instructions on how to form the chords of some
simple songs. As we only had one or two toys, that’s what you
played with. There were no computers or computer games, in fact
nothing electronic; most of the toys were push along or clockwork
and, even today, I still think that they are more fascinating.
Learning the chords and singing my first song ('Swanee River') gave
me such a feeling of achievement that I carried on and learnt more
tunes. (Could this have been the start of my rock ‘n’ roll
career?). I often used to pick up my ukulele and start strumming
and singing and Mum would look at me smile and remark, “That sounds
nice.” The attention I got, and pleasing other people, ticked all
my boxes.

One day my
brother Gerald was playing up, and Mum got so angry with him that
she picked up the nearest thing to her and hit him over the head
with it. Unfortunately, that thing was my ukulele; as he ran out of
the room howling I stood there with my mouth open, not worried if
he was hurt, but more concerned about the big piece of plastic that
flew off my instrument. Fortunately, it was still playable and
Gerald only had a bump on his head.

When I was young most streets had a family
that would be forever trying to sell you things, most probably
things they had got from jumble sales. One day I was approached by
a young boy in my street saying he had an old guitar and would I
like to buy it. I said I would like to see it first, so he went
indoors and came out with this quite crude looking thing, which he
handed to me. I played a chord, one that I would play on the
ukulele, and it certainly had a fuller sound that I liked. I can’t
remember exactly how much it cost, or where I got the money from,
but I did end up with it: my first guitar. I then needed to buy a
book on guitar chords as the ukulele had four strings and the
guitar six making the chord formation more complex. It was
exasperating sometimes learning the chords, but once you mastered
it it was such a marvellous feeling, strumming along with the
latest songs being played on the radio.

Skiffle was
just kicking off and there were quite a few young boys playing the
guitar, albeit only about four chords which was all you really
needed for skiffle. With a washboard and thimbles and a bass made
out of a tea chest, broom handle and a piece of string, you had
your skiffle group. We had our own little group in our road which
was great fun, but with football, riding our bikes and making
camps, it was just one of those passing crazes like Davy Crockett
hats, bows and arrows and yo-yos. Soon everybody was doing their
own separate things and not bothering with the guitars. It’s not
until I took my guitar to the BB once that I started to play and
sing again with other people.

As I mentioned, from the age of eight
until eleven I was in the Life Boys, then I joined the Boys’
Brigade which used Etwall Hall and Moore Hall for their meetings
and activities. Being in the BB I had some of the best times of my
life, and it also opened the door to my career with pop groups. So
much of my time was taken up with the BB. Once a week we met as a
company for uniform inspection, marching, prayers and afterwards we
had gym and team games. In the week you could do fencing, woodwork,
band practice and football. As I loved music I decided I would like
to join the band, but everybody seemed to want to be a drummer or a
bugler and there were only vacancies for flute players, which
didn’t appeal to me one bit, so it was suggested that perhaps I
would like to be a drum major, as this would make the band look
more professional and add a bit more interest, with somebody being
out front twisting the mace and throwing it in the air. This really
appealed to me - giving orders and doing a bit of showing off - so
I agreed. I don’t know where it came from but they found an old
mace; but of course, nobody knew what to do with it. Fortunately,
one of the boys' fathers was in an RAF band and he offered to show
me what to do. I was quite concerned when he told me my job as drum
major was controlling the whole of the band, consisting of about 40
people of all ranks, from privates to officers, with me shouting my
commands and them following the instructions.

Once I had
learnt the instructions I then needed to learn how to do all the
other fancy stuff. This was taught to me by an army drum major. I
was amazed watching him spin the mace then twist it around his back
then throw it in the air and catch it again; I thought yes! I could
really do this and get a lot of the desired attention.

Because I was
not allowed to take the mace home to practise - and I did need a
lot of practice - I had to use
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