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	Praise for London Calling New York New York:

Hinged around a pair of epochal songs, Pete Silverton's tale of two cities is a masterpiece that you will read right through to the end without putting down: yes, this book of good vibes is that good.

It's all in the detail, would insist Joe Strummer, Pete's mate, a central character in the tale. And that is lived out here in this multi-faceted, compulsively readable work: complex in both structure and erudite (but never pedantic) thought, it ranges across the entire 20th century and before and beyond.

Part autobiography, but without a hint of unseemly narcissistic ego, Pete Silverton's role in the tale is as an enlightened Greek chorus. Often through the experiences and words of others — his wife (his unalloyed love for her never diminishes), his kids, his friends, lesser and greater name archetypes — he unravels his (our!) culture and himself.

I always knew Pete was a great writer. But I didn't know he was this good. Written in the last two years of his life, often in pain, when he knew he was dying, this is his greatest work. Yes: London Calling New York New York is a masterpiece.

I want to call him up to discuss aspects of it.

 Damn...

—Chris Salewicz, author of Redemption Song: The Ballad of Joe Strummer

 

"London Calling New York New York unpacks how Sinatra and the Clash shaped their cities — and how those cities in turn shaped their iconic songs, recorded at the same time but worlds apart… a factual, fun, and fascinating read."

—Don Letts, filmmaker, DJ, artist, cultural icon

 

Equal parts music biography, personal memoir,
autoethnography and psychogeography, London Calling New York New
York is ultimately unique. It crackles with the energy that the two
eponymous cultural capitals demand of their habitants, yet it maintains a
tourist-like inquisitiveness for the various side streets, delivering minute
urban details and anecdotes that even this London-raised New Yorker was
entirely unaware of. A special book.

—Tony Fletcher, author of The Clash:
The Music That Matters and All Hopped Up and Ready to Go: Music From the
Streets of New York 1927–77 

 

Pete Silverton's passionate voice about music lives ever on
in this transatlantic voyage between two seminal ports of rock and roll call
and response. Illuminating paired music scenes through their iconic
anthems, he reveals similarities and differences with a fan's ear-witness to
the process of creation and how geography affects the geology of rock as it
begins to roll.

—Lenny Kaye, author, producer, musician
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Editor’s Note

 

This book was in the works for a long time before Pete really got to grips with it. The idea first surfaced around the beginning of the century, when, intrigued by the origins of certain songs — “Staggerlee” being one — and investigating several, he realized that the Clash’s “London Calling” and Frank Sinatra’s recording of “New York New York” had occurred at roughly the same time. Not long after making that connection, he bumped into one of “London Calling”’s co-writers, an old, old friend from school: Joe Strummer. Pete describes that meeting in his introduction to this book, which is where he sets out why that realization was such a strange one for both of them.

That it took the best part of 20 years for Pete to write this book is due to many things, among them the paths that life and experience took him, as it does us all. Other books were published (an update to his Essential Elvis and Filthy English: The How, Why, When and What of Everyday Swearing), several magazine and newspaper features were written and the family business was taken in hand in the way that only he could, helping to make Ready Steady Go the early years school that everyone in Primrose Hill wanted to get their children into. 

But the reason that Pete completed London Calling New York New York is because on October 10, 2020, life showed him the way along a different path. That Saturday morning, he collapsed at the home of his daughter and was rushed to the intensive care unit at University College Hospital in London. Eight days later, he was home from hospital; while the medical experts worked out exactly what had happened, Pete wrote. Ever the observant, curious journalist, he wrote about the condition his condition was in — which, two weeks after his seizure, he discovered was a stage 4 Glioblastoma. The stark news was that treatment seemed to not be in the cards, although, the doctors said, “If he improves and becomes more lucid, then radiotherapy may be an option. The cancer is not, however, curable.” 

Later that day, his partner Jennifer sent out an e-mail to friends and family scattered around the world. As she wrote, “The consultant says this presentation is highly unusual, but we all know Pete is highly unusual.”

That you hold this book is proof of how unusual, unique and determined he was, because Pete did become lucid — after a few days during which he hallucinated inventively, as Jennifer described in another e-mail. “He talks almost non-stop (not a huge change there, some may say), mostly about the universe, God and infinity. He tells us he sees colored lights and hears the hum of the universe in his head. That he is rebuilding himself from new, and that every cell in every person and everything is connected. Essentially, he appears to be on a very good acid trip.”  His neurologist later told Jennifer that Pete’s “universe” trip was something called post-ictal psychosis — and rare in his experience, adding, “This is a fascinating story.”

Of course, at the time we were all living a strange, semi-hallucinogenic existence with various COVID lockdowns and a government seemingly straight out of a dystopic novel, so for a few months following his initial seizure, Pete’s observations on the state of his world didn’t seem that odd. He grew stronger as chemotherapy and radiotherapy did their work, and he began to take slow walks around the neighborhood with family and close friends in attendance to make sure he didn’t bump into anyone on his left-hand side — his sight in that eye was severely restricted by the tumor. As he became used to the condition his condition was in, Pete wrote e-mails to friends and family with exactly that phrase — the parenthetical title to Mickey Newbury’s 1967 psychedelic novelty hit for Kenny Rogers’ First Edition, “Just Dropped In” — as the subject line. In most of them he let everyone know that he was “writing” alongside whatever new medical development there had been (if any). Mainly though, they were about writing. Not just this book, but also a fascinating series of essays on all manner of songs — from “Happy Birthday” to “YMCA,” the Champions League anthem “You’ll Never Walk Alone” and many more. There’s another manuscript, too, about funeral songs, which includes those he was contemplating to have played at his own. (That will hopefully be published in the not-too-distant future…)

The final manuscript of this book was completed a few months before Pete left us. During the two-and-a-half-years between diagnosis and his passing, Pete revealed parts of himself, his life and his last wishes in his writing. He did it with almost unbelievable humor at times and with unbearable sadness at others. Although London Calling New York New York seems, on the surface, to be about two popular songs from two different cultures and with different meaning to each, in Pete’s telling there are many more things to consider, among them (and illustrated with episodes from his own life and experience) nostalgia, myth-making, family, crime, war, art, infidelity and propaganda. The narrative ranges across the Atlantic and over many decades, taking in the almost biological connection between the cities, the songs and their creators. 

Not long after Pete let go of the manuscript for this book, he wondered if perhaps it might be published in New York by Trouser Press Books and in London by Rocket 88 Books. His unspoken reason being (we think) that Trouser Press, a music magazine co-founded by Ira Robbins, was the first publication to print Pete’s journalism (a profile of pub rockers Ducks Deluxe; a long piece he submitted at the same time about the 101ers, fronted by Pete’s old school chum Joe Strummer, was set aside until 2021, when they put it online). Now a flourishing book publisher owned and run by Ira, publication of this book brings Pete’s professional writing career full circle. 

And so it was that, on the day of Pete’s funeral, 26 May 2023, the first sound heard as his coffin was carried into the chapel was that chopping guitar riff — which we all recognized as his mobile telephone ring, always answered before Joe Strummer’s voice declared “London calling to the faraway towns...” Only this time, the song played all the way through. Pete was no longer there to take our call.

Peter Grant Silverton

11.18.1952 – 5.15.2023
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Peter Silverton, circa 1978


Author’s note

 

This is a story about two songs and the cities they came to represent, those songs’ writers, the two cities’ many other emblematic songs (and their writers) and the two metropolitan cultures: their differences and their similarities.

It’s also a personal story: mine. It reaches back to my decades-long light friendship with Joe Strummer, my presence at several significant early performances of “London Calling” and at Joe’s West London cremation in December 2002.

That story is entangled in “New York, New York,” too. 

I wasn’t born in London, but my life, from childhood to grandparenthood, has almost always been based in the city. I’m definitely not a New Yorker, but my writing was first professionally published there. I’m also both a citizen of London and as at home in New York as someone who’s spent as much time — work, family, play — there as I have. 

Many years ago, there was a TV show called NY-LON, and it was my original idea for this book’s title, but it turned out to be a clodhopper of a transatlantic rom-com which far from did justice to the musical, personal and cultural dance between the two cities that I was looking to chase down and bring to life.

 



  Introduction

“No, no, no,” said Joe Strummer when I told him that the Clash’s “London Calling” and Frank Sinatra’s “New York, New York” are the same age. It’s a fact that seems impossible to believe, but it’s a fact, nonetheless. The two recordings are almost exactly the same age. Their birthdays are mere weeks apart.

Joe and I were in a pub in Primrose Hill sometime in the late 20th century, no more than a fifteen-minute walk from the bench on the Regent’s Park boating lake island where his older brother David was found in the summer of 1970 — suicide by a hundred tablets of aspirin. That was around the time Joe and I first met, as wayward teenagers — back when John Mellor (the name on his birth certificate) was known as Woody, after Bob Dylan’s mentor Woody Guthrie, and long before he changed it again, to Joe, in 1976. Ours was a friendship which persisted, loosely, through the subsequent three decades. We shared psychedelic experiments (one featuring a middle-of-the-night police raid) in the late ’60s. In the mid-’70s, I became a devout follower — stalker, almost — of his first notable band, the 101ers, who took their name from the house number of a West London squat. My girlfriend of the time was half in love with him. A poetry lover from rural Essex, she found in him a quintessence of the rough-textured big city glamour she so craved. He had that effect on women, right to the end; ask his wives and girlfriends. Little did my partner know that, like her, he was profoundly shaped by the final tremblings of the British Empire. In his case, a peripatetic childhood of the BBC World Service and second-rank embassies. In hers, a family interned in Japanese camps from 1942 till the end of the war.

In the summer of 1976, Joe and I saw the Sex Pistols and the Rolling Stones together. (Joe waved at Bill Wyman, and Bill waved back.) The following year, a word from Joe got me my first proper writing job. In the late 1970s, I spent time with him in recording studios, in London (though not when he was working on “London Calling”) and in New York, where he and fellow Clash member Mick Jones passed a long night slowly working on a rhyme for “London town.” A few months later, in Paris, we found ourselves in something of a riot at a Clash show organized by the French Communist Party. 

Our later meetings were sometimes professional but more often random — like this pub encounter, which was the last time we saw each other before his death in December 2002. 

He was looking for a member of Primal Scream who he knew drank in that pub. As ever, Joe wasn’t alone. He always had something of an entourage with him. That evening, it was a bristly teenage skinhead, a fan who clearly — in his own mind, anyway — had appointed himself Joe’s bodyguard for the night. 

Joe had a boombox with him. He’d always compiled — and decorated — cassettes, for himself and for others. I’ve still got one somewhere. The cassette in his boombox that night was a collection of his latest passion, 1970s Venezuelan music — the kind of music he played on Joe Strummer’s London Calling, his BBC World Service radio program, which aired for three years prior to his death. The tape played as we sat and talked — loud enough to hear, not quite loud enough to draw complaints. There were no complaints either about the weed Joe was (illegally) smoking. He had that kind of effect on people. A force field of charm which enabled him to — just about — get away with all kinds of bad behavior, as both his wives and most of his work colleagues/comrades would confirm. 

When I told Joe about the temporal link between “London Calling” and Sinatra’s “New York, New York,” he cradled his head in his hands theatrically, laughingly seriously. “How could that be? How could that be?” 

But it is. Both songs were recorded in the late summer of 1979. As Joe was singing “London Calling” in a North London studio, so more-or-less was Frank Sinatra singing “New York, New York” in a Los Angeles studio. Even as I type that sentence, even as I know it’s true, I’m not sure I believe it. It’s not just that they’re two very different songs or even that they present two very different ideas of what constitutes a song, with quite distinct expectations of the listener. It’s more than that. The fact is that “London Calling” and “New York, New York” come from different worlds. They belong to different generations — with different views of modern life. Sinatra’s is a show tune, rooted in the precisions and elegances of mid-20th century urbanity. “My parents’ music,” in the words of Barry Myers, who did a two-year stint as DJ for the Clash in their “London Calling” years. (He’s just out of the shot on the London Calling cover.) The Clash song is — for want of a better phrase — rock and roll. 

Their differences go beyond the simply musical. “New York, New York” is buoyant and striving. “London Calling” is raw and dystopic. The two songs embody and represent notably different ideas of urbanism: about what cities promise and offer their citizens; about their thrills and threats, blandishments and temptations. Frank’s is a city of achievement and aspiration, of nightclubs and tuxedos. Joe’s is a city of loss and fear, of rising waters, nuclear horror and heroin addiction. “New York, New York” is a hymn of individualism; “London Calling” comes from the other side of the cultural battlefront. It always sounded, however spuriously, ideological, a war chant of democracy and collectivism, of street-level opposition to the ever-rising tide of neoliberalism’s global hegemony.

Still, there are also likenesses — maybe even a kind of brotherhood — beneath all that dissimilarity. The two songs came to life at a time when both cities were in particularly bad shape. (The state of late-1970s New York and London — and the general view of them — was caught in a contemporary cartoon. Set in a rural idyll, with a distant view of a metropolis, it featured two rats, with one saying to the other: “I hear the streets are paved with garbage.”)

Both songs are as much speeches as they are songs. Both are dramatic and self-dramatizing, which is why they could (and have) become local anthems — “New York, New York” semi-officially, “London Calling” by popular acclamation. And it’s why both songs took on lives of their own, beyond their creators’ control. Each became a symbol for its city: easy source material for headline writers and aural equivalents of the visual shorthand of the Manhattan skyscraper and London’s red double-decker buses. When the sitcom Friends visited London, the Clash song welcomed them on the soundtrack. When the New York Yankees win a home game, it’s Frank’s song that plays.

The songs achieved that symbolic status by parallel routes, too, via the political struggles of the 1980s, a time of principles and ideals — or, if you like, of doctrines and ideological theatricality. Both songs became rallying cries of that decade, emblematic anthems for the two opposing armies in its cultural and political battles. Reaganomics vs anti-capitalism. In the right corner: Thatcherism, Porsches, striped shirts and “New York, New York.” In the left corner: poll tax riots, keffiyehs in Knightsbridge, No Nukes T-shirts and “London Calling.” Or, in traditional British political terms: the red of radicalism vs the blue of conservatism (color-switched in the modern United States to the red of Republicanism vs. the blue of the Democrats and progressivism.)

Yet the two songs have also had wider, more diffuse impacts — less politicized ones which don’t so much forget their parentage as just pay blithe inattention to it. “London Calling” was taken as the title of a quarterly report on British agriculture published by the UK branch of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and, in time, used as the soundtrack of a Jaguar car ad. “New York, New York” is the name of a small chain of Asian hot dog and burger joints headquartered in Singapore as well as a casino-hotel in Las Vegas. Things are rarely simple with songs that tunnel their way deep into our emotions.

The affinity — brotherhood, even — between the two songs reflects the actual relationship between the two cities. As the world’s financial and trading capitals, they are linked (and sometimes separated) by language and the Atlantic Ocean. As one city breathes in, the other breathes out. 

There is kinship in their genesis, too. Both songs were written in anger. “London Calling” is a clear rage against the world and its boss classes. Less obviously, the birth of “New York, New York” was powered by the righteous fury of its writers against their bosses — the ones who commissioned the song and rejected their first attempt. “London Calling” tells us the world is a bad, bad place. “New York, New York” tells us, “That'll show them, those bastards won’t drive us down.” 

Both the similarities and the differences are there in the titles. Both phrases are as much mythic as actual — and were made even more so by these songs. Both titles are simple, bold statements taken from the fine detail of their city’s administrative arrangements. For New York, its postal address. For London, a historic radio call sign. 

Yet each song starts from a very different place and looks in a quite different direction. This is clear from the very first notes. Both begin with a simple little musical figure. For “New York, New York,” it’s an uncertain stumble of a phrase which introduces the song tentatively and gets bigger, bolder, brassier as it goes along. It’s a class-of-a-generation intro: once heard, forever remembered, the kind of musical moment that even the best composers write — or find — no more than a few times in their life. 

There’s something odd about its initial appearance, though. It questions the very words and emotions of the song it introduces. That hesitancy is pretty much a commentary on what follows — on the singer, too, maybe. It’s the worldly grown-up in a not entirely grown-up song: a little vamp that questions, enriches, deepens the coarse hunger of the song’s ambition. It’s the skeptical slave of legend whispering in the ear of a triumphant Roman general, “Are you sure? Do you really believe all that praise the crowd is shouting at you? Do you think you’ll be on top of the world forever? Don’t you have any self-awareness?”

“London Calling” starts — no, kicks off, that’s more like it — with repeated chords, the classic form for a rock riff, and Beethoven’s 5th Symphony. In this case, the chords are E minor and F major, in a sequence which repeats over and over. Unrelenting, unforgiving, almost martial. Not so much riff as repetition compulsion. It aches for release — musical or emotional — but that release doesn’t come. The guitar-led phrase goes again and again and again till it finally — even later than you expect, maybe even later than the music itself expects — decides to let the song begin. It’s an intro that stretches the rules of pop — where you rarely need to wait more than a bar or two before the singer starts singing. When the words of “London Calling” do finally arrive, though, they are unequivocal, a simple statement of intent: the song title is barked out. So, that longed-for relief at last? No, not really. Which is the point — this is not a song of relief. It’s a chant of stoicism.

What is actually going on there, musically? How can something so repetitive also be so unsettling? I asked someone far more knowledgeable than me about such things, Florian Lunaire: a wonderful pianist, arranger and composer. “The opening chords to ‘London Calling,’” he told me, “have the same foreboding quality as “The Imperial March” in Star Wars by John Williams — which, in turn, was heavily ‘borrowed’ from Gustav Holst’s ‘Mars.’ Mick Jones plays a constant E minor throughout the intro. Strummer’s guitar (lower in the mix) plays an E minor at first, then a second, mysterious and much-argued-about-online chord. What's certain is that during the first half of the sequence, the two guitars are in unison. In the second half, we have an E minor in one ear and a C or F or something else in the other — which is super discordant and a central element of the menacing tension that never seems to resolve. Towards the end of the intro, there's also an overdubbed guitar playing a single D that adds to the dissonance and leads us into the first verse.” (I’ve also seen a description of the central chord as Fmaj9#11 — pick the notes out of that one if you can.)

Both songs give great prominence to their titles. “London Calling” are the song’s first words. “New York, New York” are the last words of five choruses and the first of another.

Both titles are four syllables long and both break into a pair of two-syllable halves. One pairing (“New York, New York”) is a direct repeat. The other (“London Calling”) just sounds like it might be — particularly as formed in the mouth of Joe Strummer, whose dental problems were long-standing and expensive to resolve.

“The very name London has tonnage in it,” wrote V.S. Pritchett in A Cab at the Door, his luminous 1968 memoir of an early 20th century Thameside childhood. “The two syllables are two thumps of the steam hammer, the slow clump-clump of a policeman’s feet … or the sound of coal thundering down the holes in the pavements of Victorian terraces.” Almost exactly the rhythm and sound of the city in the Clash’s “London Calling.”

But, oh, how differently those two titles are sung. “New York, New York” rises. Duh-dah! Duh-dah! Bullish and sanguine, stepping confidently into the future (even if there is that life-hardened self-doubt tucked away in the stumble of the introductory vamp). “London Calling,” by contrast, is flat, barely accented, with just a little rise at the end of the phrase. Duh-duh-duh-dah! Both are shouts, almost. But you try singing (or shouting) either one to the other’s rhythm. You can’t. 

 


I / MY LONDON CALLING

“Culture, we all know, is made by its cities.”

—Derek Walcott Nobel speech (1992)

 

Both “London Calling” and “New York, New York” are songs set deep in their particular cultures with distinct identities and notions of citizenship. So, what about me? How do I self-identify?

Once upon a bad time, I was woken up in an emergency care ward in a world-renowned central London teaching hospital. I remember being told two things. First, my diagnosis was extremely serious (terminal, in fact — though I’m still here, and writing this, more than two years on). Second, I was “Irish.” At least I was according to their records. But I’m not “Oirish.” True, I’ve got Irish DNA heritage, via both parents — unlike, say, President Biden, who in 2020 gave the brushoff to a BBC journalist on the grounds that he was Irish. He meant “Irish,” of course, that specious admixture of romanticism and self-promoting cynicism that you see in bar signs all over the world, from Thai brothel bars to Manhattan’s midtown and London’s Camden Town.

That kind of “Irish,” I’m not. I have never lived in the country. I didn’t even visit the place till I was pushing 20. Over the decades, I have spoken more Polish and Portuguese than I have “the Gaelic,” as I learned to call the Irish language. Any tentative claim to Irish identity would have to rest on just two things: having been raised Irish Catholic and reading widely and deeply into Ireland’s literature. But I greatly doubt that either of those two factors showed up as markers on any of the numerous blood and biochemical tests or brain scans which various hospitals did on me.

So, how do I identify? Of which nation or cultural groupings am I a self-acknowledged member? Now, there’s a question. Identity is such a slippery thing. Often, it’s an exile looking for a home. Think of James Joyce, an archetypal Dubliner exiled in Trieste, where he created a perfectly shaped and shined dream-memory of the city left behind and which he set on the day he lost his sexual innocence to a country girl. With her uncultured help, he passed joyously (Joycefully?) through one of those life-doors you can never walk through twice. Your “identity,” however, can be set and reset as often as you like — or can get away with.

In time, Joyce’s sensual encounter became not just a central moment in the formation of his novel Ulysses and, inevitably, his “identity,” both public and private, but also a day of annual celebration, featuring communal commemorative walking, mostly touristically, around Dublin. A hand job in a linen closet from a hotel chambermaid who you will soon marry and love profoundly till your death, twenty-five years later, in the bourgeois stolidity and isolation of Switzerland, neutral in a time of global war? Now there’s a moment which a minor metropolis can take and use as a brick for its sense of self, particularly one mythologized as Strumpet City. But not so apt maybe for places that like to boast of themselves as the Big Smoke or the Big Apple.

So, back to my identity: what are the bricks I built it from and what sort of citizen am I?

When asked, by an official form, to state my nationality, ethnicity and/or religious beliefs, I like to write “Jewish-ish (by marriage) Irish Catholic atheist North Londoner.” (I also try to add “and typical of the sort,” but there’s rarely space.) So, I usually settle for “Londoner.” Or, if I can get away with it, “North Londoner.” If the significance of that compass point adjective eludes you, ask a Londoner, any Londoner — north, south, east, west. Each will have their own view of their city’s northern reaches.

What marks out a North Londoner from other kinds of Londoners? How might you spot one at a party or on the street? Well, there’s no traditional or folk dress. Citizens of Munich may still express and affirm their provincial urbanity by wearing collarless jackets and peasanty, flowery frocks — lederhosen, even. But there’s no North Londoner equivalent. A distinct North London accent? Not really. It’s mostly just a bog-standard London accent, but perhaps a little less pronounced. Like mine, for example? I guess so. Nor are there any defining foodstuffs or verbal shibboleths I can think of. Though, as a North Londoner — and typical of the sort — I am always open to an argument. Even one proposed by a south Londoner. In fact, I would add that open-mindedness is something of a North London characteristic. But then, as a North Londoner, I would say that, wouldn’t I.

In October 2016, British Prime Minister Theresa May made the silliest of the many silly speeches made in the run-up to Brexit. The vicar’s daughter from Berkshire (yes, I guess that is a typically North London sneer) told the Conservative Party — her Conservative Party — that anyone who believed they were a citizen of the world was actually a citizen of nowhere. As a life-time citizen of North London — and, remember, typical of the sort — I took that personally. I reckon most citizens of North London did. North Londoners are not, by and large, stupid enough to think they are citizens of the world. They also know that all boundaries are always essentially imaginary: fictions, confections, ways of marking out others, separating us from them. The security blanket of anxious — or aggressive — adulthood.

Not that North Londoners don’t have a sense of place. But it’s a barrier-, toll- and passport-free one which the world is welcome to pop into and stay for a bit. Or, like me, hang around for a lifetime. It looks out — and calls out — to that globe of faraway towns and places. New York. Paris. Addis Ababa. (Berkshire, even.) And it’s true that we North Londoners do tend to think the world is our lobster — to steal the comic line written, in North London, for a fictional semi-criminal West Londoner (Arthur Daley, of Minder), by someone I was delighted to know fairly well, Leon Griffiths, a Jewish Glaswegian named for a leader of the Russian revolution who was assassinated in his Mexico City office, which I visited on the way back from my elder son’s wedding. (How North London is that associative chain?)

So, is there any distinctive cultural marker of North Londonerdom? Frankly, the only major cultural bind I can think of is Arsenal football club — their stadium was a fifteen-minute walk away from my childhood. On the other hand, if that home had been a little further north, then I’d have grown up in the land of Tottenham Hotspur, “that lot up the road” to Arsenal supporters. Enemy territory, that is. Yes, I do know how silly that sounds. And, yes, I do mean it jokingly — though others wouldn’t. Citizenship always has an element of the performative about it. 

How did I establish my North London citizenship? By chance and over many years. Not that my story is exceptional or even special. It’s just that it’s mine. And here’s how it began. I think.

I can’t prove it — family secrets so often get buried along with the bodies — but my best guess is that I first visited London tucked away in my mother’s belly on a southbound train from Liverpool. She was one of that mid-20th century generation of young women who wanted to dive into life’s erotic promises but lacked the technical knowledge needed to prevent the likely outcome — in her case, me. (It was a large cohort. My wife has three cousins with very similar nativity stories.)

On the last leg of the journey, my mother’s train would have ducked under Abbey Road (a decade before those other Liverpudlian émigrés, the Beatles, started work in its famous studios) and steamed within 100 meters of the house in which I have lived since my own first child — that elder son who got married in Mexico — was born. 

My formal arrival in the city came sometime later, shortly before Christmas 1952. I was six weeks old, and I’ve never really left the place since, certainly not emotionally. I’ve moved around and about. I even lived in south London for a bit. Yet, decades later, I live no more than four miles west along the A502 from the spot where I first glimpsed the city into which I had been adopted — and which I would, in turn, adopt and embrace.

I arrived, cradled in the arms of my new mother, on a number 73 bus. She was Mary Mildred, known as Mickey, an immigrant from the turfy boglands of Ireland’s County Laois. Her mother, my grandmother, worked as a servant to nuns. You can’t fall much further than that. Little wonder then that the prime focus of her Catholic belief was an oft-repeated faith in the powers of St Anthony, patron saint of lost things. (At least some of which were then found. Me, for a start.) My new father was Alfred, son of Ettie, a barmaid, and Alfred, son of Alfred, a farrier, and stepson of a third Alfred — who was a coal-heaver, drinker and wife-basher (who, thankfully, I never met). My father was a Bow man, born within the sound of that parish’s church bells and therefore a genuine Cockney. Not that he ever made anything of that ancestry.

Yes, I really did arrive in the city of my life on an actual red London Transport double-decker bus. How London is that? Was I on the top deck, with the smokers? Possibly, as both my parents smoked, a lot. More likely, I was in the downstairs cabin, under the care and control of a “clippie” checking tickets and reminding her passengers to “Hold very tight, please.” 

I had been collected from a nursing home 20 miles to the southwest — well beyond the broadest definition of the city’s boundaries. In those days, the 73 bus ran all the way from the leafy, Thames-side suburb of Richmond to the bit of London where its east becomes its north, the borderland where the E5 postal code abuts and turns into N16. We got off at the route’s final stop, on Northwold Road, by Stoke Newington Common.

As a kind of early Christmas present, I was taken to my father’s mother’s house to meet my new family. Pretty much all the family — both sets of grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, in-laws, the whole lot — lived within 500 meters of the stop. (Not that I knew it for many, many years, but some of my future wife’s cousins — Jewish, secular — lived a short walk away. Not just the odd cousin either, but two whole families of them, both in the same street.) Within walking distance was the war memorial on which my new father’s father’s name was inscribed in small gold capital letters. After years in the trenches of WW I, he had died in the flu pandemic, two days after the November 1918 armistice — though I would not learn about that war memorial for half a century, when my younger son discovered it by chance. 

My parents had taken a flat — well, a room and a bit — in Stamford Hill. In time, London’s mod culture would have its first flowering there, along with the first fully automatic ten-pin bowling alley in Europe. But that was a decade off in the future. When I arrived on that number 73 bus, it was to a bashed-around bit of London, just starting to recover from six years of war. Bomb sites were everywhere, and we children played in them. 

It was a neighborhood of immigrants and exiles from, variously, Hitler, Ireland, pogroms and Luftwaffe raids. A home away from home for Jewish socialist tailors and Irish Catholics like my bog-born grandmother — who always had a box of matzo crackers in her kitchen, along with cabbage, potatoes and “a nice bit of (boiled) bacon.”

Milk and bread were delivered every morning by horse and cart. We younger children chased after it, trying and failing to haul ourselves up for a short clippety-clop to the end of the road. An older boy scooped the horse droppings into a bucket and sold them to rose gardeners — an early and memorable lesson in economics. (If I were you, I’m not sure I’d believe that story, but it’s true. Decades later, I found it confirmed in the actual delivery man’s memoir, commissioned and issued by a local community publisher.)

Since the end of the war, native fascist Sir Oswald Mosley and his thugs had launched regular attacks on Jewish stallholders in nearby Ridley Road market. Yes, that really did happen in the wake of victory over the Nazis and the ever-emerging truths of the Holocaust, as seen by many Londoners in the determinedly graphic newsreels shown at cinemas. By the time of my arrival, however, counterattacks by the 43 Group of ex-servicemen, mostly Jewish, had effectively dealt with the Mosleyites. It was also the time of Israel’s struggle to establish itself as a state — in all, 141 British troops were killed and many more injured by Jewish “insurgents” — or, from the other end of the telescope, “terrorists.” Which was, of course, one of the justifications the Mosleyites gave for their attacks.

Something else I didn’t know for many, many years was that future mischief-maker and Sex Pistols “manager” Malcolm McLaren was growing up nearby, on the western side of the road the Romans called Ermine Street — now the A10 on national maps, Stoke Newington High Street in the A-Z and “the high road” to us. (It was at a cinema on that road that I saw Bambi’s mother shot and killed. I was shocked but not traumatized. McLaren titled his unfinished 1977 Pistols film Who Killed Bambi? Perhaps he saw the film at the same cinema and was traumatized.) Also living in the area was the future (male) reggae writer Penny Reel — again, Jewish — who took his pen name from a Jamaican chant. In his memories, recorded for the local museum, Penny remembered our joint-but-separate post-war Stoke Newington as 30 per cent Jewish with the odd Irish Catholic. From my east side perspective, the demographic balance was pretty much the reverse.

Mine was an Irish and Catholic world with only the occasional romantic nod to Anglicanism. It was never “Oirish,” though there was the raucous charm of fiddle, accordion and folk song whenever a Saturday night family gathering came together. For the women, there was gin (mostly diluted with bitter lemon, a sweet fizzy “mixer” then only available in tiny bottles from pubs and liquor stores, not corner shops or their new competitors, supermarkets.) For the men, there were pint bottles of frothy, yellowy-headed Guinness. But there was no Irish dancing or boozy dance halls as there were in other Irish parts of London — Kilburn, say. St Patrick’s Day involved nothing more elaborate than a shamrock from Ireland and my grandmother heading off to early mass.

(As a teenager, I gave myself a sense of specialness by identifying as Irish for a while — inspired partly by my gran’s romantic memories of pre-WW I Dublin and partly by my romantic reveries of James Joyce and my ambitions to become, like him, if in the smallest imaginable way, a playboy of the western word. Then a summer in Ireland made me realize just how English I was. How North London, even.)

I arrived in London as one more recent-born addition to the city’s ever-growing stock of post-WW II Irish immigrants — a Liverpool-Irish bastard conceived, illicitly, in a Dublin flat or perhaps in a Liverpool suburb. Not that I ever felt illegitimate; enough good-enough mothering and fathering, I guess. My adoptive parents were kind, loving and supportive, if flummoxed by a baby who threw up constantly for his first year of life and was a little precious, certainly by Stoke Newington standards of the day. The name on my birth certificate was Michael Moylan. How Irish is that? Within six months, I had a new name, a reinvention of self for a new life in a new city. How London is that? I now had an apostle’s first name — a boy of rock in a city of clay. And, to go with it, a surname that
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