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Born in Greenwich, London, Chris Difford has written lyrics for over forty years, most notably in partnership with Glenn Til-brook for Squeeze. After the break-up of Squeeze in 1983, Difford continued writing songs with Glenn Tilbrook for artists such as Helen Shapiro, Billy Bremner and Elvis Costello. He has also written lyrics for music by many artists including Jools Holland, Elton John and Wet Wet Wet, has been the manager of Bryan Ferry and The Strypes, and released four solo albums. Difford also curated Songs in the Key of London, an evening of music dedicated to the capital at the Barbican Centre, London, in 2011 and 2014.

‘A witty, charming, acutely observed and astonishingly honest account of what it’s like to be a successful musician. I was gripped and fascinated’ Mark Ellen

‘With hilarious honesty, Squeeze’s frontman reveals how his pop career went well and truly Up The Junction!’ Mail on Sunday

‘Squeeze’s music has been a part of my soundtrack since first hearing and seeing them back in the late Seventies and Chris’s book is just as lively and captivating. It’s honest, poignant, laugh-out-loud funny and is a fascinating peep (warts and all) into the life of one of our most talented wordsmiths. Quite simply, I couldn’t put it down’ Gary Crowley

‘As anyone who has listened to “Cool for Cats” or “Up the Junction” will know, Difford’s lyrics are superb at noticing the unconscious poetry of everyday life, and the early chapters of this book are tightly packed with the sights, the sounds and especially the smells of his childhood’ Robert Douglas-Fairhurst, Guardian


‘Loving the Chris Difford autobiography. “Dad said if I joined a rock band I’d be an alcoholic, drug addict & skint. Turns out he was right.”’ David Hepworth

‘This conversational memoir from Chris Difford . . . is distinguished by its admirable candour: Unlike many artists, Difford is reflective about the obstacles he’s had to overcome (flying anxiety, substance abuse, relationship breakdowns), and he is direct and forthcoming about how these things inform his life and music, even in the present. However, Difford’s dry sense of humour also shines through . . . Lovely and enriching, Some Fantastic Place is very much worth a read’ Salon
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Dedication

For Louise, my beautiful children,
and in loving memory of Maxine, Les and my parents.
Dedicated to my brother Lew.
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List of Illustrations

Dad with his mates tucking into some grub, post-Second World War.

Mum in her WRAC uniform.

Brothers in arms but not in fashion.

A jolly old Christmas time at Combe Avenue.

Mum on a mobile phone, me heading for the moon and Dad squinting.

My first bike on King George Street.

A toy bus, an ice cream, a holiday . . . and I’m still wanting more.

Sunday lunch, always a treat, served up by Mum.

Happy days waiting for Glenn to arrive, prior to my early demos.

The ad from the sweetshop window: 50p well worth spending.

Windsor Free Festival, with a man in his underpants.

Maxine in Blackheath Village.

Squeeze down the foot tunnel in Greenwich, me with a whisky bottle.

Jools and Gilson in a Deptford pub.

Me and Glenn looking innocent in paradise. (Jill Furmanovsky)

That fateful day when I signed my life away for £15 a week.

Glenn in midair outside The Bell in Greenwich on Jubilee day. (Jill Furmanovsky)

The centerfold from Squeeze’s Madison Square Garden tour programme.

Me with a fag down The Albany, before it burnt down.

Squeeze with JB, backstage at the Marquee Club in London.

Oh no it’s the Nineties – and I’m in a nice suit!

The three amigos looking happy and ready for business.

Brighton Pier, a little worse for wear after a long night.

Looking into the future.

Playing live in the early days, when we could both get off the ground without needing surgery! (Jill Furmanovsky)

An NME front cover taken at Crooms Hill in thinner days. (Jill Furmanovsky)

Chewing the cud with Glenn in his studio during the recording of Cradle.

Mrs Difford and me, on the most important of all stages.






KING GEORGE STREET

My first home was 98 King George Street in Greenwich, south London. Six prefabs, three pubs, a school, a church and a yard where the electricity board kept cables. Two long rows of terraced houses faced each other at one end of the street; at the other, big houses with big doors and even bigger windows. There was a phone box next to one of the pubs and when it rang everyone came out to see who it was for. It was a tiny road – at one end of which was Greenwich Park. It was heaven being there. Its beauty shone on me from the trees at sunset and from the bushes in the rain. I was there in all weathers. It was 1964, I was ten years old and this is when my memory really begins.

In the early 1960s, our family was working class. We had a green bath and matching basin, a tin bath for outside and a shed. We had a cardinal-red doorstep and a budgie called Joey. Dad had a bicycle but never a driving licence. Sunday roasts were traditional and wonderful; there was lots of it and crumble for afters. The radio played in the corner as we sat and ate our greens. A black-and-white telly occasionally spluttered into life; lines would move up and down the screen until the valves warmed up, and then they stopped. Life was good and I was happy killing ants with hot water and playing games in the garden with my mates, all two of them. Coconut – whose real name was Jimmy Thatcher – lived just down the street. We went to the same school and shared many adventures. He was called Coconut because he had three crowns on the top of his head. My other mate Gary Meades lived what seemed like miles away, by the river. He was tubby and had a ruddy face like me; we shared a love of collecting stamps and model aeroplanes. Each weekend we’d make things and paint them, mostly badly, while listening to the radio. Even today when I hear ‘You Really Got Me’ by The Kinks, I’m transported back to small tins of paint and a tube of glue.

Our prefab was the perfect home to grow up in: no stairs to climb and a huge garden to hang out in which went up a slight embankment at the back. My mum, who loved me and took me everywhere, was bright-faced and slightly round, like me today. A staunch Protestant from Coleraine in Northern Ireland, she enjoyed dancing and shouting at my dad when he occasionally came home from work drunk. She was a great cake-maker and I used to sit beneath the table and watch her and her friends bake. Icing sugar would fall like snow, currants would occasionally drop on the floor and I would pick them up, chewing the life out of them. It was a bit like being in a Tom and Jerry cartoon – all I could see were their legs and their knees. I was told not to speak unless spoken to. I was given jelly, cake, white bread with lemon curd spread thickly on top. It was all about food and legs, handbags and toys.

Mum and Dad had met in World War II during his time in Belfast. He was waiting for a ship to take him to Africa, Mum was serving up food in the mess, and I guess they saw each other over the steaming Irish stew and fell in love. I can imagine them walking along the docks holding hands, watching the stars and trying to stop each other from crying at how wonderful life was. Her ship did come in but it took my dad away from her, off to war, to fight the Germans. They had just enough time to fall deeply in love – and other stuff. Nine months later, while he was away, a telegram arrived to inform Dad of my brother Lew’s birth. It was 1943. Three years later, he came home to see his young boy. There on the dockside was Mum with Lew, waving flags and crying, and down the gangplank walked Sidney Lewis Difford, beaten by the years of war but overcome to be on dry land. His son ran right past him – they were meeting for the first time. The drums must have been banging, the pipes piping and the ship’s horn blowing. Belfast in 1946; he wasn’t home yet, but peace had broken out and the war was a shadow that would follow my father around for the rest of his life, although he said nothing, ever.

Coming home from war would mean moving mother and child over to England from Coleraine. They went to Charlton, south London, where my dad’s parents lived. Reluctantly, Mum moved into the spare room and brokered a deal – she would get to go home every year for a few weeks in the summer. She’d been uprooted and forced to move in with my grandparents, who I knew very little about. I only met my grandmother once or twice; she had a beard and lived in one room in a big house close to the Charlton Athletic football ground. Beside her sat a bell, which she would ring if she needed tea or a newspaper. She lived to the ripe old age of ninety-two and had a colostomy bag for the last thirty years of her life. My uncle Bert lived with her and tended to her every need. My other three grandparents all died of cancer before I was born.

As soon as my mum moved into the house in Charlton, she contacted the council about getting a place of her own. A prefab came up a few miles away in Greenwich and they moved in. It must have been a palace to them, a reward for being together and surviving the war. Les was born in Woking four years after Lew; and I came along in 1954 – an afterthought. They were so much older than I was and they left home before I moved into adolescence.

Dad was tall and handsome; I could imagine him at Monte Cassino, in Italy, charging around with a gun, though this was probably far from the truth. But what was the truth? As much as I asked him about the war, he would never tell me what it was like. He did say that seeing your friends get blown to pieces wasn’t a story that needed telling. He was the breadwinner, working as a wages clerk down at the gasworks. Mum managed his income well and we seldom went without – there was always food on the table and socks in your shoes. Dad worked the same job all his life and never missed a day; he was dedicated to the coin. He knew where every penny went, and unlike me, he was extremely careful with money.

Being with Dad was a very different experience to being with Mum. We would cycle to the allotment on a Saturday down by the Blackwall Tunnel, me strapped to the wooden crossbar on his bike. We would take trips up the Thames on the riverboats. We went to his office. The gasworks was a huge place built on marshland called Tunnel Point. It’s now better known as the O2. Dad sorted out the wages and all the men on the site had genuine respect for him. In his office I would play with rubber bands and paper clips; there were also yellow Bic pens with ‘Gas Board’ written on them – well worth nicking at the time. As a young lad I loved being there, surrounded by men, stationery and large dumper trucks. Next to the office was a huge furnace where the coke would be smelted to make gas. It was roasting hot, and massive trains would carry the coal away to a siding by the dock for shipment. I was in awe.

The office was robbed a few times at gunpoint and Dad was caught in the crossfire. I’m not sure about the whole story, but I imagined cars pulling up, men with sawn-off shotguns and hands in the air from inside the office windows. The only security they seemed to have was a floppy plastic disc on a small record player in a cupboard which was hooked up to a phone line and, with the tap of a button, the arm would drop and it would play to someone at the other end over at the Greenwich Police Station. A delicate female voice would calmly say, ‘There has been a break-in at the Gas Works, emergency, emergency.’ How do I know this? The disc ended up on my record player at home.

The Gas Board held Christmas parties and we would all go for dinner on folding tables and receive little presents from the managers on the stage. It was all very jolly and great for the morale of the workers; bringing everyone together to say thanks was a wonderful idea.

Harry Lynham was a close friend of my dad’s. He fell in the furnace one afternoon and burnt his face and hands as he scrambled to climb out of the scorching coal. His leather gloves and his patched eye always scared me, but I could see that he and Dad had a very close bond. They would even hang out at weekends together; a few beers in the Tolly House on Royal Hill. A friend of Harry’s would deliver a wooden crate of beer to our house each Saturday morning; he was tubby with Charles Hawtrey glasses and he always wore a brown cardigan, and his van was full of similar wooden crates.

The allotment was next to Dad’s office: he was the manager of this vast marsh on which men would come and turn the soil and grow vegetables. He would weed and sow while I would run around in the dirt with my toys. There was a disused van at the allotment and I would sit in it and pretend to drive – I’d travel as far as I liked, sitting on the leather seats with springs and mud everywhere. People would drop by and buy things from my dad: lime, string, seeds and cane. Across the allotment on a green field, men in whites played cricket at the Gas Board cricket ground.

When Dad wasn’t working, at the allotment or in the garden digging up weeds and sorting out the shed, he was a home bod. Feet up by the telly, reading a newspaper, pouring out a beer; this was the man I saw from way down on the rug where I’d be playing with my Dinky toys. And it was from these toys that the roots of inspiration were formed. I created my own world where I could speak as much as I liked, but in happy silence. I had a few buses and cars, a lorry and a tractor; inside my head I had a world of things going on, a whole planet of people and places that only I had the bearings of.

King George Street was a great place to grow up. Milk was delivered by a horse and cart at first, then later by a three-wheeled electric death trap that would slide all over the place in the snow. Bread came from the bread van, rag-and-bone men took your disused bits away, and the fish lady pushed her barrow once a week up to the corner, where she would sing and sell her fresh cod. Cars were few on the street, but they were mostly black and very impressive.

I would play with my toy cars and buses all day long, and often drove them from one end of the street to the other along the kerb, lying in the gutter with my chin on the pavement.

Life was all bees in jars and Fairy Liquid bottles filled with water on hot days. Rhubarb crumble and yellow custard, green gooseberries and upside-down cake with tinned pineapple. Harry Secombe and Doris Day, Harry Worth and Tony Hancock. Voices in the living room other than our own. This is Your Life and Sunday Night at the Palladium on the telly; Watch with Mother, Blue Peter and The Woodentops. Mum singing along with Jim Reeves and The Bachelors. There was always music playing – not all of it brilliant. My older brothers Lew and Les were generally out or in their bedrooms; Mum was always in the kitchen. Lew suffered from asthma. His wheezing did not go down well with Les, who shared a room with him. Les was born with a hole in his heart and this made him treasure each day as it came, in a more rebellious way than Lew. The two of them never really saw to eye to eye. I was always on the floor: the pattern of the rug made for a network of roads all leading to the same place, a traffic jam of Christmas and birthday toys all in a row.

Home was warm and black and white while we lived in King George Street. My elder brothers were at school, Dad was at work; it was just Mum and me. I loved being with her. She was gentle and tender, her whispering Irish accent gliding like harp music up and down my spine. As most mothers do, she kept each family member’s plates spinning with selfless love. I had my brothers and my dad in the evenings, but during the day it was women who surrounded me. Mum and her church ladies would sit in the front room and talk all day long, or bake cakes in the kitchen. There was always cooking, and Mum’s meals were a treat – worth waiting for. To me, cooking seemed like a play with three acts. Preparing – me peeling the spuds and podding the peas. Cooking – me stirring the gravy and watching the meat. Eating – all of us sitting quietly around our tiny kitchen table, which I must have laid in order to gain brownie points. The encore was the washing-up, which Dad always did. Our house was a home full of memorable smells and food fresh from the allotment or the local shops on Royal Hill.

I don’t remember too much tension. My many therapists over the years have tried to locate deep-buried memories of conflict and familial unhappiness, but to no avail. Life was normal; we lived simply. Sometime before I was ten, I was joined by my imaginary friends. Only an addict would have more than one. Together we were soldiers, pilots, seamen and spies; in the garden, in the bath and under the table during cake-making manoeuvres. We went everywhere together and were inseparable. My mum cottoned on to how close we’d become and laughed about it with her friends. She even had my imaginary mates babysit me; she’d encourage me to hang out with them in my bedroom when she wanted some time to herself.

I have no idea where they came from. They joined me one day while I was playing in the garden and came back the next day for more; they stayed with me until I was about sixteen years old. We formed a band – but not Squeeze. We were good mates. I never took them to school, but we walked together as far as the gates outside the playground and they waited for me there. We were the Men from UNCLE, invisible and invincible. I can’t describe them, but they would have been good-looking and a little burly one moment, and slim and slender the next. They could have been sulky like me. I remember the one called Paul; he wore the same jumpers as I did and the same grey flannel short trousers. Sandals in the summer with socks, Wayfinder shoes in the winter. Together we grew up in summer gardens and in the park. We would talk to each other and romp around. On the way to school, the three of us would pretend to be on a train. We would chug along the park wall, down to the school gates and there the train would stop for me to get off and go to school. They’d be there at the end of the day to pick me up, though I would wait for the bigger boys to fade away before I launched into the full train-like sound. Sometimes steam, sometimes electric – both were as sexy as each other.

August provided holiday time for us all. Heavy-looking cases, two of them black-and-white check, were packed and left in the hall; we were off to Coleraine. We would lock the front door and walk down the side of Greenwich Park to the 177 stop, where we would catch the bus to Euston. Dad would be in a suit. Upstairs was the only place to sit on a bus, my brothers and I pressed up against the front windows looking out over the south-east London landscape of working-class lives. Across Tower Bridge and into the unknown of north London. Euston was a huge cathedral of steam and noise, the smell to be consumed like a stew. My dad would grumble as he hauled the cases onto the train, and then there we all were at the table, heading north. Porridge for breakfast, black faces from looking out of the window at the steam engine up ahead pulling us nervously along the tracks. My imaginary mates would occupy the bench seat with me, and if people came into our compartment my mum would simply say the seats were taken. The wonderful journey would go on for days in my head. For a little boy, it was magical. Steam trains and ships; what was not to like?

When we arrived at Heysham, the train would wobble onto the ferry and we would spend the night crossing the rough sea to Belfast. Our cabin was small and musty, and in it I half-slept and half-imagined being in the navy. With all of us in one cabin, it was our prefab at sea. Bleary-eyed, the five of us would be led back to the train for the last part of the journey up the country to my mother’s home town. Aunt Sarah and Uncle Robert were always there to meet us at Coleraine station. She was every bit my mother’s sister and he was quiet and gentle. A pipe-smoker. He talked with a whistle, very softly and with a huge grin always at the ready. He was a skilled carpenter and drove a Mini; it was immaculate and I loved to sit on his knee and hold the steering wheel as we went up the back road to the garage behind the house. We would decant ourselves into their small terraced house on James Street. How we did that I’ll never know. It was smaller than the prefab; we must have all been in one room. I loved the journey and the holidays we had there – fourteen in total. My Aunt Ginny had a shop just up the street: she sold potatoes, sweets and just about everything in between. This was my Willy Wonka’s, and my fingers were often caught in the many jars behind the counter. Out the back in her living room there was the sweetest smell of peat burning on the fire and her pet pig lay snoring and farting in front of it.

Trips on old local buses to the south for cheap fags and gifts, walks along the Antrim coastline to the Giant’s Causeway, powerful cliffs, castles and streams. Portrush for Morelli’s ice cream, toy shops and naval vessels, all moored up with nowhere to go. Tea shops, fish and chips, playgrounds and funfairs. That was all we needed each day – and the local club at night for a knees-up while the kids sat outside trying to be good. Crisps and orange Fanta. I’m sure there were rows and we used to fight; like any other family we must have had our moments. The great thing is that I don’t remember it being anything other than wonderful.

This was mid-Sixties Northern Ireland, though, and beyond our idyllic little world, there was tension in the air. Not that I knew much about it, of course. I was dimly aware of there being a gulf between the Protestant community in Coleraine, of which my family were a part, and the Catholic area. The streets I knew over there were warm and friendly places, where people left their front doors open for each other, while the Catholic parts of town seemed dark and unwelcoming, places to keep well away from.

My mum never made a big thing of the religious divide, even when the Troubles really kicked off in the late Sixties. But she did tell me I must never marry a Catholic – or a black girl. Yes, we used to go and watch the Orangemen march through Londonderry on the Glorious Twelfth, and my mum would sing ‘The Sash My Father Wore’ as loudly as any of them, and I remember going to Belfast with her and seeing barbed-wire fences and British army vehicles on the streets, but I never identified with the Loyalist cause.

Once at my cousin Trevor’s house in Belfast I was shaken in my bed by a large explosion a few streets away. It was very frightening for a young lad like me, but somehow I felt safe in the arms of my family back in the calm of James Street in Coleraine. When we sat together on the rocks at the Giant’s Causeway, my mum would stick her nose out to the sea and the sun, and she would pray. She felt her prayers would wrap us all in safety. She sat there for hours on end while I jumped from stone to stone, fishing for reflections in rock pools. I never interrupted her prayers. I was told to speak when spoken to. It has served me well over the years. She, however, was in constant conversation with the Lord and his shepherds.

Ireland was our second home. The Antrim coast was our faraway nest: the cold rocks and the salty breeze, the rain and the long, hard walks up and down the cliffs around the Giant’s Causeway. Shopping for handkerchiefs and tablecloths, tea towels and postcards. Pac-a-macs protected us from the constant summer rain and the wind and the spray from the sea.

Once my mum took me to the Lammas Fair, a gypsy gathering in the County Antrim hills. She led me into a caravan to see an old lady who looked at my hand, held my fingers back and in a deep Irish accent told me, apparently, that I would marry several times and have many children, have a long life, play an instrument and find happiness in music.

I was sidetracked by her hairy face and was far too young to know what was being said. Mum told me about it one night at home before she died; we discussed the reading of hands as though we’d just opened a bag of crisps. If it were true, the old gypsy woman was right.

Music was a big part of my mum’s life. At home, she’d play love songs – Jim Reeves and Frank I field – and she loved to sing and dance to Irish music. On holiday in Ireland, we would go to a pub called The Salmon Leap and listen to folk music; I’d sit there with my crisps and lemonade and watch as she swayed and sang along with her friends and family. Her Irish roots were planted firmly in a fertile soil of religion and music. It’s a good foundation for life.

Dad told me that Mum breastfed me for two years after I was born, and during that time she was drinking Guinness. He said I slept for days – so much so that they took me to see a doctor. He saw nothing wrong with me, but thought my doziness might be linked to the velveteen black stuff. I slept on and the doziness continues; I was in at the deep end at a very early age.

My mum’s connection with the local church meant she did lots of good things, like taking in a young girl whose mother had cancer. She moved into the prefab for a few months. My imaginary friends were not impressed. My mother doted on her and for those few months my nose fell out of joint. Dad meanwhile was treasurer of the church and also did good things. They were do-gooders, you could say, but in a nice way.

My mum and dad were on the waiting list for a new house for many years. We were getting very crowded and there was damp everywhere – which didn’t help my brother Lew’s chronic asthma. In 1965, we moved from 98 King George Street to 98 Combe Avenue, a house on a council estate at the edge of Blackheath, built from grey breeze blocks and glass. The fronts of the houses had no windows; it was the new way, a Swedish design, they said.

Inside it was open-plan: a chimney breast coiling up to the roof from the large bricked fireplace, the tiny kitchen covered off with a sliding glass hatch, three bedrooms and a bathroom, and a green bathroom suite, again. Once more, a house with a flat roof. Change was unnerving at first, but soon I got into the swing of living in a modern house on Blackheath. Outside, there were garages with floors that sloped down under the ground and washing areas to hang clothes out to dry; there were open spaces paved over to play on and across the road the very green heath. On the corner of the estate there was a tower block so ugly that nobody wanted to live there.

My brothers had left school and gone on to work by the time we moved in – Lew was an articled clerk on his way to being an accountant and Les worked in a tailor’s shop in Lewisham where he nicked suits at the weekend for parties and returned them on Monday morning. Smart lad. They were both in relationships and girls often came round to the house. Scooters were polished every weekend, music was played on the newly bought record player. A stereogram hogged the whole of the front room; it was fun to listen to and I would lie beneath it with my head on the floor, absolutely entranced. One minute I was bathed in the gentle sounds of The Searchers, and the next the more down-to-earth rhythms of The Rolling Stones or Bo Diddley. Music cradled my little imagination and transported me into a safe place, one that would become my home for life, it seems. Even my mother’s records grabbed my attention; Ray Conniff and The Bachelors rolled me up in a passive state of comfort.

I was in some ways an only child, with a mother who let me get away with most things, including staying up late listening to music with her by my side. The smell of Persil wafting from the kitchen and a blast of Jim Reeves: what was not to love? Les came back to live at home every now and again; Lew drifted in and out. He provided the balance in our house when I was young. He was the yin to Les’s yang. He always loved me with real and genuine warmth, and introduced me to The Beatles and The Searchers – music Les would have thought too soft. Lew’s asthma meant he would cough all night, keeping us all awake. It was so unfair; Les would just hit him and tell him to shut up. Mum was so worried about his health, she got him to start swimming – an activity that opened him up and helped him breathe without pain. Even though he’s now got a replacement hip, he still swims seventy lengths once a week at the golden age of seventy-three. He puts me to shame health-wise. I feel more at home in the shallow end and have never been sporty at all.

The house was a more grown-up version of the prefab. Mum was so proud of it and dusted every day. New curtains and new carpets, a smaller cardinal-red door and a coal bunker. We were living the council-estate dream. Still I hung out mainly with my imaginary friends. They gave me the chance to be sociable in another world, one in which I felt safe, loved and happy. Today I still long for this place. Yes, I have friends, but they sometimes pass like the breeze. Maybe that’s my fault though. There’s been so much water under the imaginary bridge, so many changes – family, recovery, touring the world . . . It’s very different from those short-trousered days when I could storm houses and fly low across open battlefields, and I’m sad to say I think I preferred it the way it was. Back then, my imagination was endless, my hope eternal, and I thank my imaginary friends for being there for me. It’s been a gradual uphill climb ever since, but then life seems to be like that. King George Street was the cradle of my youth.






COMBE AVENUE

Walking to school through Greenwich Park was a daily treat. I loved its changing look through the year: the snow of winter, the colours of spring, the heat of summer and the orange-greys of autumn. On its avenues of tarmac I began to stretch my imagination, surrounded by nature and big open skies. Mum walked me in most days, as by now she’d found a job and was working in the canteen at the local police station. This was where, most nights after school, I had my tea. Sitting with the Old Bill on benches looking out over the rooftops of Greenwich right next door to the town hall. The men flirted with Mum and she with them. It was good-natured and all I cared about was the pie and chips, a sneaky teacake and a possible ride home in a police car.

South London was safe in those days for a young lad and I remember that I could ride my bike for miles along the towpath by the river or across the heath and even down to Lewisham. The towpath was my route into the future and my imagination came with me everywhere. I’d pedal past moored barges, bored-looking cranes and tired and silent lorries. This was my manor and I was lord of all I encountered on my green Chopper. I was following in my father’s footsteps – feet that had walked across Europe during the war, had walked the steps to the church where he married my mother. They were big shoes to fill.

Mum changed with the new move and the new job; poor old Dad could never stand up to her and would run around like a slave for her. ‘Do this, Sid . . . bring me that, Sid’ – her constant commands would wear him down. And me too. He would dust, hoover and cook while she sat by the fireplace with her whiskey; he would finish work and come home with the shopping while she sat in the garden in the sun. She had changed from the quiet one to the mother with a bee in her bonnet.

Mum was a jealous person and next door to us lived Mrs Jones, who Dad always got on well with over the garden fence. She was attractive and looked a little like Joan Sims. Her husband was a fireman – Mum liked him – and his whistle would sing across the lawn over the picket fence and into my mum’s lap. Nothing ever happened, but it was flirtatious. My mother’s jealousy sadly made her burn many of the love letters my dad sent her in the war; she struck the match one day when she thought my dad was seeing someone at his Gas Works club. He wasn’t seeing anyone as far as I know.

Dad did everything for Mum to keep the peace; even – I believe – turning a blind eye when she became a bit too friendly with a policeman she worked with. There were so many unsaids in our house at that time. I remember silence being a big part of our family life from an early age: on the train going on holiday, on the beach with our jam sandwiches. One summer, en route to Ireland, Dad got off the train at Crewe to get some tea and KitKats, and never got back on. I still don’t know why. Mum said nothing; she just sat there looking at her reflection in the glass as the train pulled out of the station. I cried and looked out of the window too. No KitKats! Just the reflection of my mother’s eyes straining not to cry in front of me. Two weeks later, we were home again and nothing was said. Dad had come back.

Therapy has explained none of this. Dad loved Mum, of this I’m sure, and in all the pictures I have of our family, I only see the two of them smiling and laughing together. This makes me happy; glad to know that love was there even during what must have been long periods of domestic emptiness. Even now it makes me smile when I remember one night on holiday in Coleraine, Dad staggering home with Mum and stumbling up the stairs. I could hear him singing and laughing, and though he was obviously trying to have his way with her, she was having none of it. ‘Go in the bathroom and sort yourself out, Sid,’ I heard her say.

By the time I was due to sit my 11-plus in 1966, it was panic stations. Short trousers were becoming a thing of the past and being a mummy’s boy was not a cool look around our estate. Gary Meades, who was always allowed to wear long trousers, was my new best mate. Together we had fun being silly on school trips and in the upper forms of primary education. He was chubby like me and we shared a boring hobby: plane-spotting. We also spotted ships and sometimes lorries on the A2 from the roundabout on Blackheath. We were nerds in floppy hats. Once on a school journey to the Channel Islands me and some friends took a boy’s pants down and polished his nuts with black shoe polish. I quite literally fell through the bedroom window in tears laughing. The teachers didn’t think it was so funny. We’d been to Guernsey to talk about how they grew tomatoes and why the Germans had invaded this small, boring island. A day trip took us all on a ferry to Herm, an island close by, and someone said that Eric Clapton had sailed his yacht up to the beach one afternoon. ‘Get Back’ by The Beatles was number 1 and two hundred 555s were bought and stowed away in my hand luggage. I smoked myself sick, but it looked good.

Dad had always hoped I’d be a grammar-school boy, like he had been, but because he worked so much he could never keep his eye on the ball when it came to me and homework, and I managed always to skip it or disguise the fact that I had any. I failed my 11-plus at James Wolf Primary School and I didn’t end up going where my dad wanted me to go. We stood in Greenwich Park by the bandstand and he read me the riot act as he thumbed through my exam results. Mum in his shadow weighed in with her wistful Irish wisdom and we all marched back to the house with me twenty yards behind, head hanging low as if I was on my way to the gallows. I was a let-down. Mum always wanted me to remain four years old, cute and a little bit in love with her. The schooling wasn’t a huge issue for her, but she had to take Dad’s side and stand close by when he shouted at me.

I spent the six weeks of the long summer holidays nervously building up to the new place – Greenwich Secondary School for Boys. But for the first time ever we went on holiday to somewhere other than Coleraine; we went to the Isle of Wight. Dad, who was sick of going to Northern Ireland, had got his way, so we sat on the beach drinking tea and eating gritty hand-made sandwiches, walked the cliffs and came down in the morning at the B&B to a sunlit room filled with people like us. It was so great to be somewhere new and I think even Mum enjoyed the change, a new home and a new holiday destination all in the space of a few years. We went back a few more times to the Isle of Wight, and I remember seeing the Queen Elizabeth sail by each time we were there. It looked so graceful and so much of another world: way above our station.

Lew was now too old for family holidays and Les was trusted to stay at home and house-sit. We came home after one break and opened the door to find the furniture all out of place and the fish in the tank gasping for food. Behind the sofa was a pair of girl’s knickers; in the kitchen empty bottles of beer and wine. Mum hit the roof and Dad was hunched over, resigned to something he knew all along – that the boy couldn’t be trusted.

The new school beckoned. A 53 bus from the edge of the heath took about six minutes to get down the hill into the dark and dangerous world of Deptford. I had to walk past Carrington House on the corner of Deptford Broadway, a doss house outside which I’d trip over women with walking canes and men with matted grey hair and long, flowing Dickensian coats. The smell was urinal and high in octane – one dropped dog end and the whole lot would have gone up. At first I was petrified. The rest of the walk was along Friendly Street to the black gates of the lower school, passing the corner shop that sold single fags to school kids. I’d heard about the tradition of tie-label cutting and bog-dipping, and I was nervous my head would be stuck in some shitty white toilet bowl.

I said goodbye to my mum at the black gates. I wanted to hug her and cry, just like I had on my first day at junior school, but the new young man inside me dragged me off into the playground – into the lions’ den. When I had a chance, I took my own tie label out and threw it away; it did the trick and in some ways made me feel part of the flock. The early years in the lower school were spent dodging games and looking out of the window at the trains heading up the track to London. I had some friendships to build; I also had some old mates, like Coconut, who was big enough to offer me some security. It was time to toughen up a little, too, as without it I’d get eaten alive by the bigger boys. But there was too much Mum in me and not enough Dad.

My classmates and I grabbed each other’s balls on the stairs going to and from class, we rubbed bogeys on the banisters so teachers would put their hands in them and we tripped weaker boys up in the main hall at assembly. Hardly tough nuts. I had the nickname Mo; it was seen as an insult, but I had no idea why. I was hopeless at games, so in the eyes of my peers, my masculinity was immediately in question. At best, I played in goal; in cricket I batted like a little girl and in running I walked. In the brutally cold showers our teachers would force us into after every game of football, I found looking at other boys uncomfortable; they never looked at me.

The balance had shifted at home, and Mum working at the police station wasn’t going down well with Dad. This was the end of the 1960s and working mothers were still a rarity – especially around our way. Dad was miffed about it, though he was the first to admit we could do with the extra money coming into the house. His problem, I think, wasn’t this first flowering of women’s liberation, but the fact that she spent her days surrounded by burly, cocky policemen. She seemed happy, though, and was always being chauffeured to and from the station in police cars, which I thought was impressive.

Dad sat at one end of the sofa and Mum the other, then she moved to the chair next to the fire. They pointed themselves towards the TV and watched the heaps of inspiring programmes that came into our front room back in those days. Wednesday plays, Morecambe and Wise, Tomorrow’s World. The cigarettes seemed more and more important and the new spinning silver ashtray on a pole in the centre of the room was always full. Drinks were poured but each night felt increasingly empty of conversation. Dad worked as hard as he ever did and treated himself to a moped. It was scary to see him ride it, as he’d never driven anything more dangerous than a bicycle. The tubby man with the brown cardigan and Charles Hawtrey glasses seemed to follow our move, and again every Saturday he would pull up in his small van and Dad would smile and pass him some cash.

Dad was frustrated with my schoolwork and the fact that I was academically useless, unlike my older brother Lew, who was as bright as a button and had got a good job and a new home in Overton, Hampshire, with the love of his life, Christine. Lew was the generous older brother who would bring me toys and look after me with a warm arm around my young shoulders. He always called me Henry, my middle name, the only person who does so, and his affection for me made him seem like a third parent. By council house standards he was doing pretty well for himself. Unlike me, who struggled with maths, English and all the things Dad wanted me to excel in. They said I was backward at school – whatever that meant. Dyslexia by another name. Homework was boring and I sat there long-faced as Dad stood at my shoulder waiting for me to turn into some kind of Billy Whizz, which I never did. I turned into Billy Liar instead.

My stammer and my lack of self-confidence slowed me down. I sat at the back of the class next to kids who chewed crayons and threw paper and rolled nose-pickings into a matchbox. I went to elocution lessons in Deptford to try and correct my speech impediment.

I was often gasping for words with my friends at school and this always made me feel one step behind the rest. I felt frightened. I’d never conform to Dad’s way of thinking and in the end I think he saw that my way was the only way I’d make myself happy. I was nice but dim, and I was never going to be an accountant like my big brother.

School dragged on. I can’t remember too much about the lower school, but once I transferred to the upper school, things changed. The 53 bus took me from the same stop on the heath down to the bottom of the hill again, but not as far as the doss house on the Broadway. The upper school was a tall imposing building and it felt dangerous, bigger boys and bigger balls to grab. In the playground there were two long buildings, one for metalwork and one for woodwork. The top floor was where the art room sat – the first class that made me feel engaged in this education I’d previously assumed I simply had to get through. It takes a good teacher to show you that learning can be fun, and we had a few. Good friends can always help, too. Eric Stuckey was my new best mate; he was so funny and so focused on his work. A magnificent goalkeeper, he would scoop the ball in his arms, choose a player on the pitch and lob the ball right to their feet. I played left back so I could be close to him for some chilly laughs on bleak open fields deep in the south London suburbs.

Eric lived right next to the Millwall football ground, and we spent our evenings either in his bedroom or in mine on Combe Avenue. Going anywhere near Millwall filled me with fear. It was such a dark, grey environment, and I always felt scared walking the streets around there. I quickly learnt to keep my head down and not invite trouble. You had to look confident, like you knew exactly what was around you, and to walk purposefully. Danny Baker was a huge Millwall fan; he was in a lower year than me, so full of life and charisma, a good football player and all-round happy chap. And like me, he had a keen interest in music. Danny never seemed to be one of those football fans that would round you up with a few punches and a boot to the ribs.

We shared many of the same experiences in that school; you can read them in his book after you have read mine. The smell of school still lives with me today: the sweetness of timber being shaved in the woodwork room; the harshness of metal being drilled on a lathe. The smell of custard creams being cooked at Peek Frean’s factory a few miles away in Bermondsey and, in contrast on another wind, the sickening smell of dog biscuits being made down on Blackwall Lane. Stewed greens at lunchtime, tar soap in the changing rooms, the dry crusty odour of socks in football boots. The smell of boys in grey flannel trousers, and pencils – ah! The sweetness of pencils.

The leap from childhood into teenage utopia seemed to happen overnight. Suddenly I was in a place where girls seemed oddly interesting, where Airfix kits were to be left in boxes and what you had in your trousers was worth occasionally investigating, especially when wiry hair started to take root. I started to notice the shape of things to come – particularly in the form of Greenwich Girls’ School, across the road. At the bus stop I became friends with a girl who caught my bus each day; she was taller than me and very serious-looking. A few times I walked her home even though it was nowhere near where I needed to be.

Finally I plucked up the courage to ask her to hop off school with me. To my delight she accepted. My daily routine was this: I’d arrive at the school gates and tumble into class for the register; then, in the first break, I’d sneak back out of the gate and onto the bus. I had a key to the house and was trusted by my parents. She agreed to join me and we met on the bus going back up the hill to my estate. I turned the key and in we went to the cold, empty house. Suddenly I lost my nerve, and after a cup of tea and some awkward chat, we headed up to listen to records in my bedroom. Her hairy legs and her serious face made me feel like crying, and just at that moment I heard the pop-pop-pop of my dad’s moped coming down the road. White-faced, I told her to get under the bed, where the floor was littered with electric toy trains and top-shelf magazines nicked from the corner shop. Dad came in and hunted around downstairs; he’d left something behind. He must have known I was home, as the teacups and the sugar bowl were out on the serving hatch. The door slammed and pop-pop-pop, off he went back to work. By this time, any passion I had was gone.

My attention span was minimal. When being taught history, I drifted; when being shown how to make a wooden stool for my parents’ kitchen, I lost interest and the stool was forever lopsided. Maths was for the bright kids in the front row of the class, not for me. Geography, though, was something I enjoyed. Mr Cosgrove, our teacher, was seven feet tall and his hushed Irish accent and total love of rivers and valleys won me over. I was gripped by his voice and embraced his descriptions of limestone and clay. We once went on a field trip to Box Hill in Surrey, where he stood in a river in his corduroys to show us how the river was deeper on one side than the other. His enthusiasm drew me in.

I also enjoyed English, especially when, from time to time, it was taught by a stand-in teacher. He was young and tuned in to my dreamy, curvy handwriting, which would dribble words in rhyme onto the backs and fronts of my school books. I knew about daydreaming and I knew about poetry, and to pass the time at school I married the two together. I was fascinated by the rhyming images of Spike Milligan, his humour and the rhythm of the words. Poetry was something I had read, but not understood, at my brother’s house in Hampshire when he first got married. I flicked through a book of verse by Tennyson. The pattern of the words and the meanings hung like fluffy clouds above the empty pallet of my receptive young mind. Nobody in my house seemed the least bit interested in words; there were no books except the Bible and a few unread encyclopaedias. We were not a well-read family. I’d been unsure about writing but this teacher inspired me.

In an early long poem, I wrote about a land that could only be discovered from within the lamp post outside my prefab. The cold metal door would open to reveal a mystical place full of friendly children my age who would talk in rhythm and offer you sweets. Day was night and night was day. I went there in my imagination and inbetween the words I had created. Xiom was a far-off land of peace and sunshine, full of little people who lived in cream-cake houses and drove around in sherbet-dab cars and buses. Rivers were lemonade and the clouds were candyfloss; almost everything in the lamp post was edible. I could lose myself in the poems I wrote; along with my imaginary mates I was in a safe place far away from the rigid structure of school.


One afternoon my teacher carted a record player into the classroom and out of his bag he pulled a Bob Dylan album. We studied the lyrics and talked about them. This was new. He unveiled the link between words and music. I must have subconsciously swallowed this idea and the seed was planted gently in the fertile ground of my youth. Most of the other teachers were too old to teach and way out of touch with the music of the day, and sneered at his forward thinking.

One day the careers teacher sat me down in his office surrounded by Join the Army pamphlets and guides to local colleges. He asked me what I might like to do when I left school – something I really hadn’t given any thought to. He was a bit of a know-it-all, and whenever I suggested something, he knew better. When I said I wanted to be a pilot in the air force, he laughed and said I’d have to work jolly hard for that to happen. He said I needed to go away and give it some more thought. That same week, I read an exciting interview with Pete Townshend of The Who in Melody Maker. He had all the drugs in the world, fast cars, drink and private planes, money and a busy touring schedule. It sounded great. The next time I saw the careers master, I sat down in his room with a large grin and told him I wanted to be in The Who. Again he laughed. Prodding me, he asked me what I’d really like to do. I sat and thought. A pig farmer?

Art wasn’t my finest hour. I could paint, but not with anything other than an abstract brush. I was good at matchstick sheep. Our art teacher was good-looking and a bit of an enigma. She had long hair and all the boys and male teachers followed her with their eyes. She drove an open-top car and swaggered up and down the stairs to the art room. She took me to another place. She was young and used music to inspire us in class, which meant we could bring in LPs. My collection at this time was thin, but Eric and I were starting to take an interest in NME and Melody Maker. We were watching and reading everything to do with music; it was our hobby. The 53 bus took us up west to HMV to see and hear the albums there. I would listen to Frank Zappa and The Allman Brothers Band, King Crimson and The Who. Those trips were the foundations of my musical journey; the anticipation of hearing new music was so special. Albums were listened to and collected with pride and devotion. It was a boy thing, except she wasn’t a boy – she was our teacher, and being asked back to her place was a bit weird. At her flat we listened to albums and sat on the floor a lot. It was all Chicken Shack and wholemeal bread, candles and sideways looks that seemed full of meaning. When she came close to me, I was aware of something stirring in my underpants. But I knew that was a line that could not be crossed, and anyway I was terrified.

Albums were key to all forms of communication; they were the talking points that could turn a friend into a closer friend. Eric had a cool collection
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