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‘Rock and roll offers no precedent for Nick Lowe. You have to go outside rock and roll – to pop art, to the modern novel maybe – to find anybody who compares to Lowe. Oh, there are plenty of human ironists, lustful romantics and cheeky genre players making their way through record company corridors and into recording studios, but Lowe is all of these and more.’

Kit Rachlis, Rolling Stone, 1979

Nick Lowe is a god cast in marble at the foot of Mount Olympus, draped in purple velvet and holding a jade guitar.

laughingcrow, Elvis Costello Fan Forum, 2003




Introduction

Firstly, I should declare an interest. I have been a fan of Nick Lowe’s music for nearly fifty years and he is, I would like to think, a friend.

For the record, other songwriters that ring my bell are John Lennon and Paul McCartney, of course; Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, creators of those mini-movie vignettes for the Coasters; Smokey Robinson, whose Motown classics are exemplified by ‘The Tracks Of My Tears’; Ray Davies, for his proto metal rave-ups and dour views of English suburban life; and the immaculate Bob Dylan. There are many more, including Buddy Holly, Randy Newman, Joni Mitchell and Neil Young.

Unlike most of those famous names, Lowe is not an innovator, yet he has mastered multiple styles and his best work faithfully echoes the greats. If proof of his skills were needed, his original compositions have been recorded by a wide range of artists, from former enfant terrible Elvis Costello, to ‘The Godfather of Rhythm and Soul’ Solomon Burke; from household names including Engelbert Humperdinck, Diana Ross and Johnny Cash, to well-known vocalists such as Curtis Stigers, Tom Petty and Rod Stewart. In terms of musical and artistic credibility, Lowe is simply peerless.

Never a superstar, due to an unhurried work rate and a reluctance to play the fame game, he has nevertheless enjoyed hit records as an artist, record producer and composer. He came to prominence in the mid-1970s, firstly as one of the masterminds behind the famously independent Stiff Records, and secondly as a driving force in the mighty Rockpile. Front and centre in all things ‘New Wave’, he scored an international smash hit in 1979 with ‘Cruel To Be Kind’, one of at least three of his songs ‘you know by heart’, or so his publicist insists.

The influential music press of the day worshipped him and endorsed his every move, splashing his face across full-page features week after week. His natural wit and turns of phrase guaranteed him countless column inches, inclining him to weigh his review clippings rather than read them.

The plaudits weigh heavy; he has been the subject of three ‘tribute albums’1 and described as ‘Britain’s greatest living song-writer’, and even ‘a contender for greatest living Englishman’, which he would no doubt find embarrassing. But he knows he’s very good at what he does best, which is to create and perform exceptional music within his chosen genre-set – a mix of country, soul and pop that swings, and is more ‘roll’ than ‘rock’.

Also, unlike almost any other British musician, he instinctively writes and sings timeless songs that sound American. A romantic explanation could be the fact that he is – as exclusively revealed in this book (please see the Appendix recounting his family history) – a third-generation descendant, the great-grandson no less, of an unlikely Euro-American love affair between an Austrian baroness and an American Civil War veteran.

‘No shit!’ he exclaimed as I unveiled the fruits of my research, causing him to envisage distant relatives with ‘stovepipe hats and brocade waistcoats’. And that he is also distantly related, by marriage, to the inventor of the jukebox seems highly appropriate, for Nick Lowe is surely the human equivalent.

He is the assimilator, the thinker, the contrarian. At a pub in Goodge Street, wearing a fairly loud, chalk-checked suit, he asked the bartender for ‘Half of bitter please, in one of those little jugs with a handle, if you have one.’ This was at a time when most British men asked for a pint of beer in a ‘straight glass’, or sleever. I sensed he was either paying his respects to tradition – the gentlemanly half-pint – or this was simply his way of being different.

His choice of outfit was occasionally askew, perhaps deliberately so. When ‘punk’ broke in 1977 and the youth audience was suddenly polarised, he straddled the chasm of taste and opinion, his coiffure long and lank throughout the spiky-hair era, and he clung to his cowboy boots when everyone else was in plimsolls. Today, his postmodern quiff, heavy horn-rimmed spectacles and informed dress sense bear all the hallmarks of the ex-Mod. ‘It’s all smoke and mirrors,’ he will say.

Never wanting to align himself with anything remotely in vogue, and unfazed by fashion, he remains defiant, his own man. I recall him once turning up to an appointment wearing a pretty cool, three-quarter length, black leather coat, twinned with socks and sandals – a controversial look, especially in Mayfair.

My first close encounter with him occurred in 1974 when my own group of the time were on a bill in London with the kings of the pub rock scene, Brinsley Schwarz, appearing that night under their code name, ‘the Electricians’. Nick, his hair already showing signs of premature greying, was their charismatic, six-foot-something frontman. Backstage post-show, while other band members sat more or less alone with their guitars, he was pretty much the centre of attention for a giggle of girls whose adulation he appeared to enjoy. No doubt some of those same girls and many others around the world still carry a torch for Nick, probably with a supply of long-life batteries.

Unlike his buddy Elvis Costello, he is mysteriously absent from the Songwriters Hall of Fame, a state of affairs I imagine to be the result of some administrative oversight. Or perhaps it’s simply the dearth of actual hits. He was, after all, the ‘Jesus of Cool’, a handy moniker from his debut album and a persona that distanced him from the commercial truth. And as ‘cool’ as he was, he could be a bit of a buffoon, unable to resist throwing zany shapes for press photographers.

Perhaps the powers that be perceive him to be nothing more than a joker, a musical parodist, a dilettante. But his followers know that’s not the case, as do many national journalists and TV talk-show hosts who track his musical accomplishments and look forward to interviewing him. He has appeared on The David Letterman Show and Conan O’Brien’s talk shows, and has been interviewed by GQ, the New Yorker and Vanity Fair, always charming his inquisitors with undeniable Englishness and storytelling flair. His yarns and personal recollections are heightened by a photographic memory, and as a modern-day entertainment raconteur he has few equals. As a Canadian columnist once wrote, ‘Nick Lowe is one of the world’s great interviews.’

And his story is as astonishing as his survival; it is not so much that he once battled the booze as embraced it with a thirst that would have killed lesser men. But his cast-iron constitution, infinite patience and playful sense of humour all form a defence mechanism that enables him to withstand the rigours of the road. His five decades in music have been a triumph of single-minded dedication to his craft over periods of charmed nonchalance. Through it all he remains an upbeat, comfortable-in-his-own-skin kind of guy.

I felt compelled to write his story, not only to fill a yawning gap on the rock and roll bookshelf, but to also document a remarkable life. I had hoped he would one day publish his autobiography, but it was an impossible ask.

‘Nick Lowe will not write a memoir’ announced CNN in 2015, following his interview with reporter Todd Leopold. ‘But the story may eventually get out,’ it went on; ‘there is a researcher working on a book.’

I guessed, and of course hoped, they meant me. They did. Then, a couple of years later, Nick told Graeme Thomson from the Sunday Herald, ‘Actually, the writer Will Birch is doing a book about me. I sort of disapprove of it.’

I found this amusing; we had met regularly over lunches at which he was happy for me to interrogate him. And the louder I listened, the more he talked. But despite his helpfulness and generosity of time, it has still been a little strange for both subject and author to contemplate ‘a biography’.

He is uncomfortable portraying himself as the hero of his anecdotes and unnerved by the dubious pleasure of seeing his stories in cold, hard print – ‘without the hand movements’. I have assured him that there are still many fans out there for whom most of this will be new. He is not so sure. For my part, I was questioning the wisdom of reporting lurid tales of sex and drugs and rock and roll out of respect for his nearest and dearest. ‘No, you have to,’ he insisted.

In response to the inevitable question from my publisher, I hesitated to confirm that this was an authorised biography since Nick has at times been ambivalent towards the project. I think he would prefer to maintain a degree of mystique, rather than be seen to endorse every word. Furthermore, I didn’t want my book to come over as some kind of sycophantic hagiography. The story has not been overly sanitised, which the term ‘authorised biography’ tends to imply.

I offered him the opportunity to read various chapters ahead of submission, and he initially declined. On reflection, this may have been a wise decision because once you start reading someone else’s version of your life, which may contain the odd factual error, there is no end to it. But as publication approached, he did indeed review all of the key passages in which he speaks, for which I am grateful. He suggested a number of edits, which have been implemented, and I feel the text benefits from it.

More than once, the project was close to being pulled. At an early stage I was warned off by his then manager. An email informed me: ‘A very subdued Nick Lowe is not ready to endorse or authorise any book about himself by anybody!’

I responded by assuring the sender that if Nick didn’t want a book, I would desist, but I had to remind his manager that firstly, ‘It’s only a matter of time before someone else has a go at doing a book on Nick’ (which would not require approval, and could not easily be blocked); and secondly, ‘By the time my proposed book is published, we will all be pushing seventy years of age. PS: Please print this off and show it to Nick.’

That evening, the phone rang. ‘Will, I am so embarrassed,’ said the caller. ‘I feel I am being misrepresented by my manager.’

Fortunately, I had witnessed this good cop/bad cop routine once or twice before. I knew how it went. If Nick was reluctant to commit, his manager was only too willing to ward off the foe. This time, however, things went in my favour and a planned trip to Oxfordshire to meet with Nick’s sister would go ahead.

Penny had very good recall of her parents’ lives but, like her brother, was sketchy on their mother and father’s antecedents. A few key phrases aroused my curiosity: ‘My grandmother was a Bluebell Girl, I think. My grandfather’s mother was an Austrian countess and a pupil of Liszt. It was in the genes.’

Naturally I was intrigued, thus my research commenced forthwith.


PART ONE

Who Do You Think You Are?


CHAPTER 1

The Hero

15 April 1940, three miles off England’s north-east coast

In the early hours of the morning a trio of Royal Air Force Hampden bombers from 49 Squadron are returning from a failed mine-laying expedition along Denmark’s shoreline, a raging storm having hampered their mission.

Aircrafts one and two, piloted respectively by Flying Officer Forsyth and Flight Lieutenant Mitchell, make it back to RAF Hemswell in Lincolnshire, but Hampden L4043, piloted by twenty-four-year-old Squadron Leader Geoffrey Drain Lowe, is in trouble.

With his aircraft’s instruments failing and navigation system shot, Lowe has only a basic compass for guidance. To his rear, Corporal George Appleton makes radio contact with base, but the bearings he receives prove unreliable. The Hampden is way off course and rapidly approaching the Durham coastline, its four-man crew contemplating a violent death in an interior so cramped that they call it ‘the flying suitcase’.

With terra firma in sight, hopes are raised when they spot the flashing red lights of an unidentified landing strip. Lowe twists his plane towards the runway and instructs Pilot Officer Kennet Beauchamp to send an SOS on the Aldis lamp. The crew prays that its signal will be picked up, but there is no response. Beauchamp’s only hope is to send a red flare from his Very pistol. Miraculously, it works.

Moments later, searchlights on the ground pick out the stricken aircraft, but as Lowe points it towards the glare, one of his two fuel-starved engines splutters and dies. Skilfully, he maintains height on the other, then – quickly assessing the situation – shouts: ‘Bail!’

But none of the crew wishes to jump. With the Hampden now uncontrollable, Lowe has no option but to attempt a forced landing. As the plane dives towards the rocks below, he instructs his colleagues to collect in the well behind his pilot’s seat for protection. When his one good engine finally stalls, he pulls the nose up and glides gracefully towards the sand, putting the plane down with a thud on Ryhope Beach, three miles south of Sunderland.

It’s a little after 4 a.m. Airmen Lowe, Beauchamp and Appleton climb from the twisted aircraft virtually unscathed. Inside the wreckage, their twenty-eight-year-old rear gunner, Pilot Officer Anthony Bryan-Smith, is dead.

Less than a month after his crash landing, Squadron Leader Lowe was back in action, spearheading a formation of sixteen RAF Hampden bombers in an attack over Hamburg, Germany. Outwitting enemy fighter planes and anti-aircraft defences, he made two direct hits, causing fires and explosions on the ground. The ensuing commotion allowed his colleagues to move in and hit their target. Then, speeding away from the scene, Lowe manoeuvred his aircraft to enable his rear gunner to ward off the chasing Luftwaffe.

This description of a wartime event may read like a Boy’s Own action strip, but the Hamburg mission of May 1940 was just one of many that Lowe survived, defying the unfavourable odds that faced every airman in RAF Bomber Command during the Second World War. The statistics are horrific – it is said that over fifty per cent of them died in the air, and only one in four emerged free of physical injury.

Geoffrey Drain Lowe was born on 31 May 1915 in Blackpool, Lancashire, a popular seaside town in north-west England. To step back for a moment through his family line, his mother Sybil, the daughter of Herbert and Emily Hobson, had married one Albert Drain Lowe in 1914. Albert, a motor mechanic by trade, was the son of John and Eliza Lowe, who met in the late 1870s when they both worked as Turkish bath assistants at Skelmorlie Hydro in Ayrshire on the west coast of Scotland. Skelmorlie, overlooking the Firth of Clyde, was a fashionable spa of its day. It was there that John Drain Lowe received training as a chiropodist and masseur. After they were married in 1881, John and Eliza set up home in Glasgow and later moved to 207 Central Drive in Blackpool, where Albert was born in 1892.

All of the Lowe menfolk, and indeed some of the women, have ‘Drain’ as their middle name. The story handed down was that they were originally the Drain family and a Scottish doctor by the name of Lowe had adopted and nurtured an earlier generation. Although the adoptees became ‘Lowes’, the doctor insisted that future generations retain ‘Drain’ in their name.

As a young man, Albert Drain Lowe joined the Indian Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, a body of mainly white soldiers protecting a corner of what was left of the British Empire. As a consequence, his son Geoffrey spent his early years in India but at the age of twelve was sent back to Britain and placed with friends of the family in Wales. Drain Lowe, as Nick’s father Geoffrey became known, would never get over a sense of being abandoned by his parents. Whenever his parents came home Drain would be forced to listen to his father parade his spurious claims of rank in the subcontinent. Albert Lowe won’t be the last military man in this story to affect officer status, but his son would achieve high rank.

Drain had his appetite for flying whetted ten years before his daring wartime raids. It was in Wales, while living with what were effectively his foster parents, that he first discovered the thrill of aviation. Cycling through a Pembrokeshire field one afternoon, he glanced upwards and saw a small aircraft that appeared to be in trouble. He followed its path as it fell to earth and landed in a field nearby. Apprehensive yet inquisitive, he pedalled as fast as he could towards the crashed plane, only to watch its pilot casually emerge from the cockpit and straighten his tie. Drain approached him nervously and they made conversation. ‘Would you like to come up in a plane, maybe tomorrow?’ asked the mystery airman.

Drain was soon airborne and, from that moment, hooked on flying. Aged sixteen, he was thrilled to be given a part-time job at the local airfield, sweeping up or making tea, but such mundane tasks were agreeable so long as he could wake up and smell the aviation fuel. On 6 August 1935, he joined the Royal Air Force, aged twenty, service number 37324. He spent his first six weeks at a training school in Brough, Yorkshire, and then several months at various RAF depots around the country. In June 1936, he joined 49 Squadron – a ‘Bomber’ squadron, as he noted with meticulous block capital letters in his RAF Pilot’s Flying Log Book.

His Hawker Hind, with its superior Rolls-Royce Kestrel engine, would see him all right in the conflict that was to come, and the Royal Air Force became Drain’s surrogate family as he rose through its ranks. He was now a pilot officer, and by 1938 would graduate to flying officer. These titles were superficial divisions designed to sort the men out from the boys and give them something to which they might aspire, but promotion also meant a raise in pay and the opportunity to get one step closer to the action. In September 1939 – by which time Drain had become a flight lieutenant – Britain was at war with Germany.

Following his dramatic raid on Hamburg, Drain was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross in a ceremony that happened to coincide with his twenty-fifth birthday. Newly decorated, he was stationed at RAF Scampton in Lincolnshire when he met his wife to be, Corporal Patricia Thatcher. With her quick wit and musical leanings, eighteen-year-old ‘Pat’ had a knack for penning satirical verse. One afternoon, she posted on the officers’ mess notice board an amusing poem in support of the death-defying pilots, including Drain, who were in the habit of urinating on the aircraft’s tyres immediately before take-off, or ‘watering the wheel’, in the superstitious belief that it would bring them luck (as well as provide relief immediately before a mission of several hours’ duration).

The commanding officers, or ‘COs’, disapproved of this ritual, mainly because, they said, the acid in human urine played havoc with the rubber composition of the tyres. But the officers were powerless to stop the practice, and even they had to suppress a chortle when they read Pat Thatcher’s couplets, intended to be sung to the tune of Dvorak’s ‘Humoresque’.


Aviators must refrain from urinating on the plane

It’s not a very pleasant thing to do

Aviators must refrain from urinating on the plane

The CO doesn’t do it, nor should you



No one could fail to be amused by Pat’s poem, especially Drain, who was quick to fall for the saucy young girl who had longed to become an entertainer.

Patricia Kathleen Mary Thatcher was born on 2 January 1922, at 15 Camborne Avenue in Ealing, west London. She had been inspired and encouraged to entertain by her own mother, Blanche, who had been a singer and dancer during the golden era of British music hall. Indeed, on his maternal side Nick Lowe comes from a line of musicians and performers, as well as having American and Austrian ancestry (as detailed in the Appendix).

Although Pat herself was a promising singer and dancer, her aspirations were cut short by the outbreak of war. With her dreams on hold, Pat Thatcher had joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force.

Drain Lowe ascended the Royal Air Force ranks, becoming a squadron leader in March 1941 and, two years later, wing commander. On Sunday 6 June, 1943, while stationed at RAF Upper Heyford, he and sweetheart Pat were married at the church of St Michael at the North Gate in the nearby university town of Oxford. Four days earlier, Drain had been awarded the Air Force Cross for valour to add to his tally of medals.

Drain and Pat’s first child, Penelope Anne, was born on 8 May 1944 in Market Harborough, Leicestershire. Penny was too young to know much about Drain’s RAF career immediately after the war ended, and for years was unaware of his exploits with Bomber Command.

‘They never really went on about things,’ says Penny of her parents. ‘But the way my mother tells it, Father would come back from a mission and he wouldn’t phone her. He rushed off to the pub to get a few drinks down his neck before closing time.’

It is hardly surprising that a man who had narrowly escaped death throughout the war, and seen many of his amphetamine-stoked comrades perish in mid-air, sought to anaesthetise himself with a slightly less-contentious drug. But Drain Lowe never became a ‘hopeless piss artist’ like his father-in-law, the actor Louis Thatcher, of whom we shall learn a little more in the Appendix.

When the war ended in September 1945, Drain was stationed at RAF Blyton in Lincolnshire, and the following year was despatched to posts in Malta and Iraq. In June 1947, he was seconded to the Air Ministry, but he found the work tedious as it mainly involved training recruits at various air bases around the country.

In the summer of 1948, Pat fell pregnant with their second child. Inevitably, Drain was in the air at the time his son was born at the Rodney House Maternity Hospital in Walton-on-Thames, Surrey, on Thursday 24 March, 1949. The child became an immediate recipient of his family’s customary middle name for its offspring and was christened Nicholas Drain Lowe.

Penny, now five years old, suddenly had a brother. ‘I resented him bitterly for coming along,’ she says, tongue slightly in cheek. ‘I had been the centre of attention and suddenly there’s bloody Nick in the way! I put a cushion over his face one day and sat on it, hoping to bump him off.’

Nick’s pre-school years were spent in family quarters at RAF sites in East Anglia while Drain traversed the country in a Harvard NA-16, carrying out ‘weather tests’ for the Meteorological Office. Pat took charge of nurturing young Nick at home; if her own ambition of becoming a vocal starlet had been dashed by the Second World War, perhaps her son could live out her dreams.

Penny had shown no inclination towards music, but it was generally agreed that Nick had natural ability. His earliest memories are of listening to his mum’s radio in the days before rock and roll, and hearing records by the likes of Danny Kaye, Frank Sinatra and Nat ‘King’ Cole. He remembers his mother as being ‘theatrical and flamboyant, tactile’.

‘Mum came from the wrong side of the tracks,’ says Nick, ‘whereas the old man had a semblance of a little polish. He had been to public school, Wellington, but not the Wellington. It was the duff one in Somerset.’

At the age of five, Nick was sent to Chinthurst, a primary school in Tadworth, Surrey, where his sister was also a pupil.

‘Nick was a rather pretty child,’ recalls Penny. ‘Lots of blond hair, a chubby boy. I remember beating boys up on the common because they used to bully him. I often used to take them on, but Nick was too pretty for his own good. Not really pretty, but pretty compared to the rest of them. It was a golden age, but we were only there for a term or two.’

The year 1954 ended with the first milestone in Nick’s musical life when his maternal grandmother, Blanche, bought him a toy ukulele for Christmas. Made of brown and cream-coloured plastic, its nylon strings were capable of producing mellifluous, Hawaiian tones, even in the hands of an amateur. But for Nick, who was still a small child, the instrument was essentially a prop. Although he was left-handed, it was his instinct to hold the instrument as a right-handed player would, with his left hand on the fret board – in the same manner as his future left-handed contemporaries Wilko Johnson, Joe Strummer and Elvis Costello.

‘I never had to turn it upside-down or re-string it, but I couldn’t actually play it. I posed with it.’

Although still an RAF officer, Drain’s Air Ministry work was carrying him one step closer to civilian life. One faintly glamorous aspect of his job in the mid-1950s was that the RAF occasionally assisted filmmakers with the supply of planes for movies such as The Dam Busters and Reach For The Sky, but this was a hollow reward. During spells when he was required to work in London, he had to don a suit and bowler hat, and carry a rolled umbrella for the commute into town. Drain hated it and at the end of each day would pop into the licensed bar at Victoria Station for a pick-me-up or two as the train departures for Tadworth slipped by.

‘When you think about it, it wasn’t that long after the war,’ Nick says. One minute he’s bombing the Ruhr, and the next he’s effectively a civilian. Some nights he would come in quite drunk, and would of course get grief off my mother. One evening – and I want to say I’d been left on my own for some reason although it’s unlikely because I can only have been about six – the old man came back with three or four of his mates. They’d all punched out the tops of their bowler hats and conga’d into the house wearing them. Beers were produced and in no time the party was in full swing. I thought they were fantastic; they were really funny and made a great fuss of me.

‘One of them was hideously burned. He had no face, no nose, little ears, no eyelids, no hair and no fingers either, just stumps. He spotted my little plastic ukulele and said, “I used to be good on this.” I can see him now in his comedy bowler, picking it up and getting a decent tune out of it – something like “Show Me The Way To Go Home”. They all joined in and it made a great impression on me, this poor, burned bomber guy, playing my ukulele. Mum appeared at some point and of course read Dad the riot act. “This is not on, making all this noise, waking up the neighbours,” and finally, “I bet you haven’t eaten anything.” Dad came out with the immortal line, which forever became a family joke, “It’s all right, don’t worry about me, there’s a spam sandwich in every half pint!”’

In June 1955, Drain took Nick to the Derby, which father and son reached on foot, walking the two miles from their home to the Epsom Downs racecourse. Nick’s abiding memory of the event was not the world-famous horse race, but the appearance of ‘Prince Monolulu’, the omnipresent, gaudily dressed racing tipster, renowned for his cry: ‘I gotta horse!’ Considered for many decades to be ‘the most famous black man in Britain’, Monolulu’s theatricality certainly made an impression on six-year-old Nick, as would an unrelated yet somehow complementary primeval yell from the family radio set.

Awopbopaloobop Alopbamboom!


CHAPTER 2

Two-way Family Favourites

Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’ started 1956 with a bang.

Rock and roll was about to cause quite a commotion in the Lowe household, an environment that was otherwise accustomed to the sound of Doris Day or novelty records such as ‘The Ballad Of Davy Crockett’. Nick recalls that whenever ‘Tutti Frutti’ came on the radio his mother would be horrified: ‘It was certainly a lot blacker experience than she’d ever had before.’

But for Drain the year would be remembered for something rather more dramatic than the outbreak of rock and roll. Following the respite of the immediate post-war era, during which Europe was chiefly concerned with the rebuilding of lives and communities, the wider world had become more dangerous than ever. The Cold War, between the powers in the Western bloc and those in the East, was the permanent backdrop, and the Suez Crisis of 1956 – brought about by Egypt’s President Gamal Nasser being intent on nationalising the Suez Canal – was the powder keg.

Nasser’s ambitions were regarded as the single greatest threat to world peace and, as tension mounted in the Middle East, the RAF was already on permanent alert before the Suez Crisis turned into an armed conflict in October. In Jordan, the young King Hussein was in the process of asserting his country’s independence by distancing it from the slightest whiff of British interference. Under a 1948 treaty, Britain had been allowed to retain air bases in the region in return for training and subsidising the Arab Legion security force. But Hussein didn’t want his people to think that Britain was pulling his strings. In March 1956, he dispensed with the services of the prominent British commander of the Arab Legion, Lieutenant General John Bagot Glubb (known locally as ‘Glubb Pasha’). Hussein’s supporters rejoiced, but calm in the region had to be maintained. Britain offered to provide RAF support in the interests of protecting the king from terrorist attacks and possible assassination.

When Hussein eventually accepted help, RAF Group Captain Geoffrey Drain Lowe was already on the spot, having been released from the Air Ministry the previous November. In his crisp RAF uniform decorated with numerous medal ribbons, and his chubby, confident face and handlebar moustache gleaming in the Jordanian sunlight, Drain commanded the unit that would oversee Hussein’s security.

‘Papa went ahead, and Mama and I followed on, after he was ensconced,’ recalls Nick. ‘That was always the way it went, we didn’t all just turn up. There’s a lot of work for the wife because they’ve got to unpack and organise the house. Two-and-a-half years later, you’ve got to pack it all up again and move down the road.’

In the spring of 1956, Pat and Nick joined Drain in Jordan, while Penny was sent to boarding school in England.

‘Penny and I were a bit competitive. She was kind of jealous of me, I think, and she had good reason to be. She was farmed out very early to boarding school and I was with Dad. It was great being in Jordan at that age, fantastic, at the arse end of British involvement. We lived in what felt like a palace and were waited on hand and foot. They didn’t seem like servants to me, because I was real good friends with all the cooks and the guys who helped my old man.

‘King Hussein had been pulled out of Sandhurst double quick and sent back to Jordan to stabilise the country. Drain was given the job of making himself available to dispense advice when necessary on matters of protocol et cetera. He was to keep an eye on the lad in a semi-paternal role and make sure he was OK. To this end, Hussein was a frequent visitor to the house, which was an overgrown bungalow at the top of a hill overlooking the city of Amman. That’s where the camp was, a runway and two squadrons of Venoms, I think. If I went back there now, our old house would probably look quite modest, but at the time it seemed like a palace.

‘It was quite a treat when the King turned up. There would be an armoured car fore and aft, with him in a car in the middle. The Arab army soldiers would let me climb up onto the armoured car and fiddle around with the machine gun. There was a large veranda in front of the house and I can remember Hussein pushing my Dinky toys up and down it to me. He would often come to see my dad and they’d disappear into a room and have a chat about something. Ma used to say he visited because when he was at Sandhurst he’d got a taste for pork sausages and ham sandwiches, which of course being a good Muslim he was not supposed to have. But he could get ’em round at ours! He’d drop by for a sausage sarnie.

‘On Sunday afternoons, when there was hardly any air traffic, they used to have a sports-car club. Some of the officers had cars like frogeye Sprites, TR2s and Austin-Healeys, and they would do time trials racing round the perimeter track. The old man was dead keen on this. He would be the timekeeper. It was a nice afternoon out. Hussein used to come up there with a fleet of Mercedes gull-wing 300SLs in gunmetal grey. He’d have these playboy mates with him, Monte Carlo style – you can imagine what it was like. He would race his pals and of course they’d invariably let him win, but he was actually a pretty good driver. The Sprites and the Triumphs didn’t stand a chance, but no one cared.

‘The Jaguar D-type car had won the Le Mans twenty-four-hour race about three years in a row and Jaguar presented Hussein with their new model, the XK140. This example had a D-type racing engine in it, not only that but this one was sprayed bright red and had tablecloth-white leather upholstery, white carpets, spoke wheels, a real 1950s, unbelievable thing.

‘When Hussein took delivery of the Jaguar, he didn’t like it as much as his Mercedes 300SL, so he decided to hold a raffle for the entire foreign community; embassy people, military advisors, government drones, aid workers and so on who were there at the time. Every item in the raffle was an up-to-the-minute, top-of-the-range mod con – a stereogram, a Grundig tape recorder, a golden hostess trolley and an electric toaster for all I know. And the top prize was the Jaguar. It was won by three old nursing sisters but they didn’t want it so they gave it back to Hussein. This is where my story creaks a bit, but family lore has it as follows:

‘One evening I heard the familiar sound of armoured cars labouring up the hill. I was mucking around in the front garden. I looked over the wall and sure enough saw the first armoured car come around the corner, followed by the bright red Jag driven by Hussein, with another armoured car right behind it. They pulled up and the King got out; he went in to see the old man, emerged about ten minutes later, jumped into another car and off they all went, leaving the Jag behind. The old man always said rather jokingly that Hussein charged him a pound for it, a token. I don’t know about that, but Dad didn’t have a car for the Sunday afternoon car club, so Hussein just laid it on him – partly because he liked him, I suppose, but also so that the playboy racers and his Mercedes had something a bit tastier to race against round the peri-track. They used to have these time trials, the Jaguar and the Mercedes, and sometimes Drain would win and sometimes he wouldn’t. It was the most incredible motor, driving round that runway, just gunning it, but I think my VW Golf is faster, and it can certainly stop a whole lot quicker.’

Because Drain was the commanding officer, Nick realised he had a responsibility not to embarrass his father. ‘I felt that quite strongly. If I did blot my copybook, Mama would say, “Do you realise how bad this makes your father look?” But I loved the fact that I was an RAF kid. I understood the way things were in that life, living in married quarters, as they called it. It was transient, and there were things you could and couldn’t do. There was a little sub-code of how you should behave – like you do in everyday life, but in that closed military world there’s another set of rules that come along, largely unwritten.’

As the Suez Crisis intensified, the families of British servicemen were evacuated from Jordan and, on 30 October 1956, Nick and Pat came back to England. ‘We had to leave Amman pronto,’ remembers Nick. ‘Papa had to stay on at Mafraq, “under canvas” on a pretty hideous airstrip in the desert.’2

While Drain was ‘sent to the desert to beat off the foes’, Nick and his mother stayed with Blanche in Cameford Court, a pre-war art deco block of flats in Streatham, south London.

‘Mama didn’t really wish to return to those roots. It was quite cramped. Blanche’s sister, my Great Auntie Kath, lived in another block across the road and was married to a policeman named Hugh Blair. They had a budgerigar that Kath taught to speak, and even though Kath and Blanche had poshed themselves up a bit, the budgie had a working-class accent. He could even speak his address [adopts high pitched Cockney voice]: “Binkie Blair – Eight Hayes Court – Streatham – London!”’

Blanche’s own theatrical career, and that of her late husband Louis, was the Lowe family’s connection to showbusiness, and Blanche takes much of the blame for introducing Nick to the little plastic ukulele that would see its fair share of reflections in the full-length mirror. But it was Pat who introduced him to the songs of the popular crooners on the radio, and encouraged his musical leanings by showing him some simple chords. Fussed over and encouraged by his mother and grandmother in such claustrophobic conditions, Nick soon gained the confidence to entertain.

A little later on, some ten-inch LPs started to appear, by jazz-inclined singers such as Peggy Lee and Anita O’Day. Nick devoured these records and learnt all the songs, soaking up the accented rhythms and big-band sounds. Also among Pat’s collection were two ten-inch albums by Tennessee Ernie Ford, containing songs such as ‘Shotgun Boogie’ and ‘Fatback Louisiana USA’. Nick was enthralled.

‘I’m not even sure if “Sixteen Tons” had come out at that point,’ says Nick of the Ford discs. ‘I had no idea it was country and western, but it was very strange, Californian country and western with all these jazz influences, fabulous music. I still love it.’

This is the point at which Nick’s musical leanings were informed and enriched, and it coincided with the UK hit parade being shaken up by the two-pronged assault of Lonnie Donegan and Elvis Presley. Donegan, the Brit, yearned to recreate the sound of his American heroes, and with a cheap guitar for accompaniment came extremely close. One particular disc that captivated Donegan was Lonnie Johnson’s 1948 US hit, ‘Tomorrow Night’. There were few white singers on the planet that strove to emulate musicians such as Johnson, but Donegan was in exalted company. Some 4,400 miles away in Memphis, Tennessee, the young Elvis Presley was hooked on precisely the same blues ballad, employing it to serenade his sweetheart, Dixie Locke.

Elvis and Lonnie were independently inventing white rock and roll, and in a crucial pincer movement they captured the imagination of Britain’s aspiring young musicians. But while the sexier Presley became the role model that launched a thousand hips, Donegan’s skiffle – or ‘Teddy boy jazz’ – was the great enabler. Lonnie inspired Hank Marvin, John Lennon, Van Morrison and, indeed, Master Lowe, who caught the bug even though he was still in short trousers.

‘It struck me how lucky I was to have that influence at that age. Lonnie had that attitude – he was kind of ugly, not a pin-up – but even though I was seven years old I thought he was way cooler than Dennis Lotis [a featured vocalist with the Ted Heath Orchestra who dabbled in rock and roll lite].’

By 1957, Cyprus had become the RAF’s new Middle East headquarters. Once a crown colony of the British Empire, the Mediterranean island had a complex and troubled history. The United Kingdom had had its arm around Cypriot shoulders since the Cyprus Convention of 1878, following a discreet deal with the Ottoman Empire. Now, thousands of British servicemen were being sent out to the region to help quell the troubles brought about by the rise of EOKA (Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston), a nationalist paramilitary organisation headed by Colonel George Grivas, whose aim it was to disrupt British colonial influence and promote the union of Cyprus with Greece.

On 16 May, Drain left Jordan and relocated to Nicosia with ‘The King’s Car’ in tow. A fortnight later he returned briefly to England and in the Queen’s Birthday Honours on 4 June was appointed a Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in recognition of his Air Force work during and after the Second World War. On 27 June, the newly decorated Drain recorded in his log book that he was accompanied by ‘Pat and Nickie’ on a flight from Southend to Cyprus, via Malta.

The recently constructed RAF airbase at Akrotiri was under threat of Egyptian bombing raids in the wake of Suez and, although Nick didn’t realise it at the time, his father was there as part of British Bomber Command, ready to fly combat missions if the need arose. Although a threatened air raid by the Egyptians failed to materialise, an event was about to occur that both Nick and Penny believe was the beginning of the end for their father’s distinguished flying career. It was the afternoon of 27 November 1957.

‘Drain had to go into Limassol for something-or-other and I went with him in the Jag,’ says Nick. ‘On our return, arriving at the main gate, the guard waved us straight through because he recognised the rotund, middle-aged gentleman with a handlebar moustache sitting at the wheel of a pillar-box red Jaguar. Drain was a stickler for procedure when it came to producing ID papers and the like, so the poor sentry received quite a bollocking for his oversight. Whenever I witnessed this sort of thing I was always profoundly embarrassed because I knew quite a lot of the young soldiers involved. They were teenagers doing National Service, and they were always nice to me – possibly because I was the CO’s son – though I never really picked up on any of that. They were kind and a bit lonely. I didn’t know this chap, but he got a right earful. Dad said, “You shouldn’t just whisk me through because you recognise the car! You should ask me for my papers!” While he was in mid-flow there was suddenly a bloody great explosion in the distance. EOKA guerrillas had bombed an aircraft hangar. They blew up a Venom bomber and some Canberras. That unfortunate incident probably put paid to the old man making any further progress. With his blameless record, he should have gone on to achieve high office, but it was not to be. It was some kind of inside job they said, but he was the station master and it all stopped with him.’

Drain stayed in Cyprus for a further fifteen months, returning home by sea in February 1959. The trigger for his CBE was thought to have been his sterling achievements and leadership qualities in Jordan – after all, King Hussein had survived the troubles – but the honour had been dampened by the EOKA guerrilla attack at Akrotiri. A return to the dreaded Air Ministry beckoned. At forty-four, Drain’s valiant work was almost done. What now for Nick’s hero, barely into middle age?


CHAPTER 3

The Chord Master

While in Cyprus, Nick’s parents gave him a real ukulele banjo. The four-stringed, round-bodied instrument was certainly a step up from the plastic ukulele Blanche had given him two years earlier and, although not a toy, it was supplied with a handy accessory known as a ‘Chord Master’. This device could be attached to the banjo’s neck and had a number of buttons that dampened the strings in various configurations, allowing the user to simply press one button to produce the required chord. This left Nick free to concentrate on strumming rhythmically with his right hand as he changed chords with his left index finger.

It didn’t take him too long to consider the Chord Master ‘a bad look’, although it did come with a few chord diagrams, which were quickly figured out. He soon ditched the gadget and suddenly everything came into focus. His mother could play the guitar in a rudimentary form, although she would use only four of its six strings.

‘She used to forget about the two thick ones, but nonetheless off the two of us would go. “Bring A Little Water Sylvie”, “Rock Island Line”, “Jack O’ Diamonds”, all those old Lonnie Donegan songs. Do you remember “Ol’ Riley” from the Skiffle Session EP? And his version of “Frankie And Johnny” – it’s like James Brown! Lonnie was the nearest you could get to rock and roll on the BBC British Forces Network.’

Like countless RAF families, the Lowes moved from one country to another as their head of the family was shifted between strategic posts. ‘I thought my father was on the run from the police until I was about twelve,’ cracks Penny. The British government did however acknowledge that uprooting the families of servicemen, before they’d even had a chance to acclimatise, played havoc with their children’s education and consequently provided financial help with boarding school fees so that officers could be re-stationed at short notice without disrupting the schooling of their offspring. In April 1958, after four years of attending a variety of infant and primary schools in far-flung locations, Nick was sent to Suffolk to board at the Abbey, the preparatory school for Woodbridge.

‘I was almost ten years old. I wish I could say “almost nine” – it sounds a little more pathetic. I’m embarrassed to admit that I schmoozed my way into Woodbridge. I’d been at army schools in Jordan and Cyprus that only operated from eight in the morning until midday, after which it got too hot. When I returned to England, although I could read well enough I might as well have been the village idiot in every other respect. Even though they specialised in forces’ kids like me, I wasn’t remotely academic enough to gain a place at Woodbridge. But I had been taught very well how to work a room.

‘My mother claimed – though she was often prone to exaggeration – that following the interview at the school we were invited into the headmaster’s cottage for a cup of tea. I, by all accounts, went immediately to work on his wife, offering such drivel as, “What a charming home. Tell me, did you choose the wallpaper yourself?” Then, glancing out the window, “And SUCH an enchanting view – it must be glorious in the spring.” All this old flannel that I’d learned from dishing out the tea and cakes at Pat’s bridge parties. Anyway, it worked. I got in because I was so super suede shoe.

‘When I started at Woodbridge, I was desperately homesick for about a week. But then it stopped, as if someone had flicked a switch, and I never felt that way again.’

Armed with his banjo and the makings of a repertoire, Nick and an imaginary friend would spend all of their free time anywhere that provided a bit of peace and quiet. He confesses: ‘I used to play the bloody thing every minute of the day.’

Nick was less keen when a real friend would turn up; school chum Roger Buswell remembers: ‘I would get to the Abbey early in the morning on the bus, being a “dayboy”, and Nick would be in the library practising on the banjo. As a boarder, he had access to the library out of hours and that’s where he would be, on his own. All the breakfast stuff would have been cleared away, so he maybe had a good hour before school started. If I disturbed him, Nick would get annoyed and say, “Don’t watch me.” He was a really nice bloke, but he could get a bit annoyed if he wanted to be left in peace.’

During Nick’s time at the Abbey, a number of significant events occurred in the world of popular music. These included the deaths of Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran, both of whom would garner a loyal following among music-obsessed British schoolboys. The old cliché that rock and roll died the moment Elvis went into the army is repeatedly trotted out, supported by stories of Little Richard having entered the ministry and Chuck Berry being in jail, but many overlook the fact that the turn of that decade saw the emergence of Sam Cooke, Roy Orbison and Dion; the songs that emanated from New York’s Brill Building providing hits for the Drifters and the Shirelles; Phil Spector and his ‘Wall of Sound’; Detroit’s Tamla Motown label; and the arrival of the Beach Boys – in other words, some significant advances on the music’s early roots. In Britain, TV’s Oh Boy! launched the careers of Cliff Richard, Marty Wilde and Billy Fury, all of whom imitated the American model with aplomb. It was the era that made the single greatest impression on Nick, and formed the basis of his musical taste and vocal style.

In September 1960, aged eleven, Nick went up from the Abbey to the main Woodbridge School, and was placed in School House, form 1B. The ‘streaming’ of pupils, based on academic ability, would not commence until year three, and being placed in either the A or B stream at the start of year one was ‘arbitrary’, or so the boys were told. Despite this supposed democracy, those placed in the B stream were largely given B-stream teachers and were constantly reminded of their status. ‘One member of staff took delight in telling those of us in 1B that we were the lowest form of life in the senior school,’ recalls one of Nick’s contemporaries, Steve Hampson. ‘It didn’t bother us a jot though.’

It was here that Nick encountered headmaster Eric Ayres, an extreme disciplinarian who also taught Latin. This was a particularly difficult subject for Nick and his form mates, few of whom were academically inclined and ‘sweated buckets’ whenever Ayres swept into the room.

‘Ayres was somebody you did not mess with,’ says former pupil, Graham Chignall. ‘I sat next to Nick and we tried to remain under the radar, as they say. Nick was left-handed, and when it came to handwriting he had a most unusual style, holding the pen above the line he was writing, in a long, loping manner. In those days, we used real pen and ink, so he would have had to wait until the ink dried before moving on down to the next line.’

Chignall also remembers French lessons during that first year: ‘To encourage our appreciation of the French language and the history of France, we had to write an essay on an important French event. Nick presented a story on how the French got kicked out of Algeria by the FLN, a freedom movement, and how the Foreign Legion were beaten. Needless to say, that did not go down well, but Nick’s ability to put pen to paper had already started.’

Lowe, Chignall, the Hampson brothers and many others had found themselves at Woodbridge because it was a boarding school that had a history of accepting the sons of senior RAF officers and, of course, the fees this attracted. The school also took in a lot of dayboys, who outnumbered the boarders and were generally more studious. This created very much a ‘them and us’ atmosphere.

Former Woodbridge boarder Tim Jenkins asks: ‘Was it that we were jealous of the dayboys because they went home and had tea? Possibly. Were they jealous of us because, although they may have been keen on sport, they didn’t have to come to school for sport on Saturday mornings? Possibly not, but the dayboys were the clever ones. They were more likely to go to university than us, but we got more involved in the activities, such as music, and maybe a dance at the weekends, with the local girls’ school.’

As far as hobbies and pastimes were concerned, pop music, maybe with a little jazz or skiffle thrown in, was even bigger than soccer, competing only with ‘the opposite sex’ as the top extracurricular distraction. Exposure to the latest records was confined to the occasional TV show such as Juke Box Jury, viewed on School House’s old brown Bakelite set with ‘a very intermittent aerial’, or listening to Radio Luxembourg on transistor radios that had to be smuggled into the dormitory after lights out. One of the biggest hits of the year, in fact the nation’s number one at the start of Nick’s first term at the main school, was ‘Apache’ by the Shadows, a record that was singularly responsible for selling more electric guitars in Britain than any other.

In the wake of the Shadows every school in Britain would boast its own beat group and Woodbridge would spawn more beat groups than most, often with Nick Lowe as the driving force. He had already observed from the side-lines that, however fragile a group’s musical ability, its members would always be an irresistible focus of attention for most of the young girls in the audience. Thus, he wasted no time in forming his first combo. Nameless, they made their debut at the 1960 school Christmas concert.

‘Nick decided he was going to be on the bill,’ remembers Graham Chignall. ‘He recruited myself on an old army side drum and Chris Haines on tea-chest bass to complete his musical trio. He had figured out the songs because he was “the lead singer” and the only one who really knew what we were going to be doing onstage. He didn’t waste a moment and with his usual “Let’s hit it, boys!” went straight into the first number. We played “Lively”, the Lonnie Donegan hit, and for our finale, “When The Saints Go Marching In”.’3

Nick was seen by many of his contemporaries as undoubtedly possessed with natural ability when it came to musical entertainment. Crucially, he also had an ear to the ground, always listening out for new developments in pop, helped by the American records he heard and digested at those overseas air bases. Around 1961, this translated into the dawn of the commercial folk scene in the USA and artists such as the Highwaymen, Peter, Paul and Mary, and the emerging Bob Dylan.

‘I liked the Kingston Trio. I thought they were great and we did some of their things. One was called “The M.T.A.”, about the bloke who was forever doomed to ride the subway.’ Nick laughs: ‘We also did “The Streets of Laredo”.’

Although Nick was musically influential at Woodbridge and some would hold him in awe, he was average in class.

‘I wasn’t very academic at all. I was only really interested in music. I was pretty good at English; I just had a facility for it, and we had a couple of good teachers. Unfortunately, I can’t remember my English teacher’s name [thought to be Gary “Duck” Symmonds], but I can see him in my mind’s eye. He wasn’t very good at keeping order, but I seemed to be able to home in on him through the racket of missiles flying across the room. He interested me. And Proctor Robinson was a real character, like he’d stepped out of a play. He was extremely effete with a posh accent and he used to dress like a total dandy with bright green tweed suits and yellow waistcoats, but he never taught me. He didn’t like the cut of my jib. There were some good teachers there, but unfortunately I had an inability to pass exams and apply myself, a real inability.’

In sport and outdoor activities, Nick was a bit of a buffoon. Tim Jenkins recalls: ‘We were sent off to an army camp somewhere and there was Nick – a bit like a character in Dad’s Army – never quite the tidiest member of the platoon, hair sprouting from under the beret, one sock down to his ankle, being shown how to fire a bazooka. He was a sort of cheeky chappie, slightly two fingers up to authority. I wouldn’t say he lacked confidence.’

At twelve, Nick joined the school’s Combined Cadet Force4 and remembers being attracted mainly by the accoutrements: ‘I was in the marching band, because you got to wear white gaiters, which I rather liked, and a little brass drum on your shoulder, so it was all about the look. And you paraded through the town on Armistice Day. I used to like the admiring gazes of the town girls. I played drums. You used to have to start on the cymbals, which I thought was a bit naff, and then you got a drum when one became available.’

*

Drain was now stationed in Germany with Bomber Command, where the RAF’s V-bombers were being prepared for Quick Reaction Alert as the Cold War was gripping an anxious public’s imagination. Nick would fly out to see his parents during his school holidays and remembers making his way to the airport, aged eleven or twelve.

‘I would take the tube out to Ruislip Gardens and go to the guard house at RAF Northolt to get the mail plane out to Germany. I would have written instructions from my dear mama, and I would have to say: “I’m here to catch the 6.30 out to Wildenrath.”

‘On one occasion, it was Sean Tyla and I in the little twinengine plane with all these sacks of mail. It was good fun. Sean’s old man was in the army, stationed at Rheindahlen air base. It was like a town, with masses of married quarters. There were a couple of trips like that. Later they would get me on a BEA Viscount.’

Sean Tyla later became a professional musician and songwriter. He formed one of the early ‘pub rock’ groups, Ducks Deluxe, and later signed to Stiff Records alongside Nick.

At Rheindahlen, Nick and Sean, three years his senior, assembled a skiffle group in which Nick played his banjo, but with one string missing. They named themselves ‘The Four Just Men’, after the popular TV detective series, and played at the ‘Teenagers Club’ on the air base.

‘Nick was technically barred from the club because he was too young,’ recalls Tyla. ‘But he was tall and looked older. He donned a pair of his father’s sunglasses and we managed to sneak him in completely unnoticed. I believe we played “Michael Row The Boat Ashore” at least four times.’

In Germany, Nick also witnessed the parties that Drain and Pat would throw at their house, which had a cellar bar, ‘a bit like a pub’. It was at these events that a precocious Nick was encouraged by Pat to perform whenever the opportunity arose.

‘My folks were very sociable. Whenever they had parties, which was quite often, I was frequently wheeled out to do a few tunes. I loved it, crazy about it. In fact, I couldn’t get enough. But thankfully one lesson they did instil in me was “leave them wanting more”. Especially the old man – he would always give me “the look” when it was time to quit. One Christmas, about twenty years ago, my father came down from the attic, bent double under the weight of a 1950s Grundig tape recorder the size of a small family car. It used to go incredibly slowly, which meant he could load lots of his favourites onto it with little or no “fi” – things like Xavier Cugat’s “Latin Holiday”, or Gianni Marzocchi’s “Espresso”. He once told me that Chubby Checker’s “Limbo Rock” was the best record ever made and he couldn’t understand why anyone would ever bother to make another one. On reflection, I think he might have had a point.

‘Anyway, he put this tape on and it was of me aged about eight going through my Lonnie Donegan repertoire. I had no idea that they were all Big Bill Broonzy and Lead Belly songs. As far as I was concerned I was just impersonating the top pop artist of the day and like thousands of other aspiring kids of my generation I found that these tunes were easy to play. The tape was interspersed with my mother compèring. She sounded like the Queen. In fact, she made the Queen sound like Barbara Windsor, as I recall. “And now, Nick will perform another favourite by Lonnie Donegan,” and I’d sing “Bring A Little Water Sylvie”, or “Jack O’ Diamonds”. There was much hilarity around the Christmas tree that year prompted by a squeaky-voiced nipper singing those grown-up songs. I obviously didn’t have the faintest idea what they were about, or even care. What strikes me now is that I am still more or less doing that kind of music – Lonnie lives on!’

As an alternative to visiting Germany in the early 1960s, Nick would occasionally spend his half-term holidays in Hornchurch, Essex, where he would be sent to stay with his grandfather, Albert, now a widower in his seventies.

‘Albert dressed like an officer – ramrod back, hair gassed back, a handsome bloke, meticulous and extremely well-dressed. He had a number of fairly young girls he used to go out with. He took me to a place in Ilford, The Room at the Top, a cabaret club over a furniture store, with his bird, and me in my school uniform. It was like a floorshow. “Good evening Mesdames et Messieurs.” A table would be carried to the front of the stage, like in those old films. I was about thirteen. “I Remember You” by Frank Ifield was the big hit record. I used to get on all right with Albert, actually. He was quite stern, but nice to me.’

In October 1962, world news was dominated by the Cuban missile crisis, but Nick and his school friends were more concerned with the Cuban heel crisis. Fascinated by the latest male fashions, they coveted Italian-style tonic mohair suits with ‘bum-freezer’ jackets, dramatically tapered trousers, and ‘winklepicker’ shoes with side laces, but such attire was way beyond their reach. Nick had to make do with his school blazer on social occasions.

That autumn saw the arrival at Woodbridge of two new boys, both a couple of years older than Nick. Brinsley Ernst Pieter Schwarz, from the Weald of Kent, was a disciple of the Shadows and brought with him an electric guitar and amplifier, while Barry Landeman, from Cambridge, was a student of classical piano. They would both
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