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Chapter One: The French Connection
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It was on a balmy night, as Mother and I lounged in a fashionable bar at the Cap d'Agde on the Mediterranean Coast of Southern France, that I met Coco. She was chic, she was blonde, she was beautiful and, for a short time, the love of my life. I would have died for her, but obviously I didn’t.

I’d gone to France with Mother after finishing my ‘A’ Levels. For the uninitiated, I finished my school days, sat my exams and then applied to go to University. My first preference had been for a Bachelor of Arts with Honours in English Literature from Cambridge University, I’d put that down in a pretentious moment, but realistically I thought that if everything went well I might possibly get into Woolwich Polytech and study hamburger making or advanced shoe lace tying.

I’d decided I’d study a trade, get a skilled job and advance up through the shop floor in the union movement and become a union organiser. I’d turned into a communist during my last year of school.

For a birthday present, a late birthday present as my birthday happened during my English language exam, Mother took me to France. I’d been on this earth for eighteen years, one month, three days and I wasn’t sure about the minutes, when I stepped onto French soil for the first time, I felt very mature and sophisticated. I was planning to right the wrongs of the world.

On the boat across the English Channel I’d told all the other passengers that if the workers of the world would unite they could save the world from nuclear war. Nuclear war was going to be the scourge of the world in those days and it’s still possible that we could wake up one day and find that we’ve been blown into small pieces during the night.

Mother had turned to religion, not religious religion, she hadn't been converted to the belief in a great all-pervading power in the sky, but she’d made a bundle on a painting of an old church and decided to cash in on her new found fame.

It all started when Mother and I had gone in our old car, a Humber Snipe, it was very old but it was all Mother could afford, we’d gone for a picnic, Mother wanted to talk to me about my future and we had the picnic in the grounds of an old ruined abbey. She’d painted the old ruined abbey instead of spending time talking to me, which was fairly typical, and she sold the painting to an American tourist who happened to walk by. She then spent a week in Yorkshire painting, if you can call it that, old ruined abbeys in thunder storms with lightning crashing through the sky. The abbeys, out of necessity, were painted from postcards, summer being quite dreadful in England that year. It was the summer of rain and flooding with some houses washed completely away.

Mother hadn't always painted for the money she could make out of it. Once she’d been an idealist. She’d painted little square boxes and glued on to her paintings bits of old newspaper, string, toilet paper and old rags. Everyone admired these paintings but no one purchased them. So she became even more avant-garde and painted bones, all shapes and sizes of bones. Everyone admired her bones but no one purchased them. She tried minimalism, expressionism, cubism, this-ism and that-ism but Sarah Wittleworth, Mother, was admired by all and purchased by none. Then one day she’d painted the old ruined abbey with a small thatched cottage in the foreground, cute-ism she’d called it, and she sold it to the American. I should add here that Mother has a different surname to me, it’s a long story and I may tell it another time, then again I may not.

After that there was no stopping her. Painting from postcards had worked so well that she invested in a camera and having finished my exams she whisked me off to France, Cluny to be exact. The object of this excursion was to make sketches, by means of her camera, of the abbey and also the churches and the cottages in the villages round about.

I was bored. I wanted to be in London with my friends, I did have one or two friends, they had long hair and beards and wore sandals with socks, old torn jeans and dirty T-shirts. We used to frequent workers’ cafes, I had a favourite near the market under Waterloo Station, and we drank strong mugs of jet black tea and ate greasy bacon, overcooked eggs with cold toast, cheap margarine and soggy baked beans. We watched the working people come and go and we organised protests and demonstrations against things that we didn’t believe in but the protests and demonstrations never seemed to happen.

Cluny failed to keep me occupied so Mother and I packed our bags and moved south to Vienne where Mother made rough sketches, again with her camera, of the perfectly preserved Roman temple there. I got bored again, I was thinking of strikes, sit-ins, demonstrations and protests in gay old London town. In my imagination I’d be addressing public meetings and everyone would be cheering and then we would march and clash with the police. ‘Ban the Bomb’, ‘Stop the War’ we would chant. Mother became annoyed with all my dreamings so we packed up and moved on to Avignon but even the Papal Palace held no interest for me, a paid up member of the communist party, so we packed our cases yet again and booked into a hotel at the Cap d'Agde, which was when I fell in love with Coco

Mother painted stormy seas, mists, rocky headlands and cliffs topped by ruined churches whilst I lay on the golden sand, with the beautiful, calm, blue Mediterranean in front of me. When I got bored with that, which was usually after five minutes, I would sit up and read the Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and feel superior to the sun worshiping, thickheads inert and sprawled on the beach.

Of an evening Mother and I would dress up, she like an expensively clad Bohemian, and me like a hippy in flared jeans, psychedelic shirts with long droopy collars, sandals and lots of frizzy blonde hair. When I think how I must have looked it makes me shudder. We, Mother and I, would promenade along the marina where all the best restaurants and all the best people were to be found. The French, dressed to kill in the latest, best, most expensive and most extravagant fashion, paraded up and down with their dogs. The husband usually held sway over an enormous great horse of an animal and his wife, at his side, would be parading a tiny manicured mouse of a canine. Mother and I paraded past the most fabulously expensive yachts that had arrived from the most fabulous and exotic places. We paraded up one promenade and then promenaded down another parade, back and forth and up and down and round and about several times a night. Eventually Mother’s feet would begin to complain and we’d sit down in some lazy looking cane chairs gathered around an open air cocktail bar that was full of immaculately dressed underlings chatting about nothing very seriously.

‘These people are so plastic,’ I said to Mother in great earnestness.

‘You’d like half their money I bet.’

‘Money’s nothing to me, I only have contempt for these people and their money.’

‘Easy to say when I pay for everything.’

‘Capitalist pigs.’

‘You won’t be able to live off me forever you know.’

‘Fascists.’

‘These so called capitalist pigs and fascists pay for your food.’

‘When the revolution comes...’

I was into the revolution in a big way in those days.

‘When the revolution comes my foot, there will be no revolution and you’ll have to get a job and earn some money.’

‘You’re talking rubbish, I’ll be right up there in the workers struggle. Solidarity!’ I’d shouted to every overdressed and overfed fop in the cocktail bar. ‘I represent the workers’ efforts to be heard.’

‘You’re just a superannuated hippy.’

‘Not true.’

‘You’re like all young people,’ said Mother, ‘I was the same once myself. You know nothing and you think you know everything.’

‘And you’re like all old people, you think you know everything and you know nothing.’

‘No that’s wrong, old people know a lot,’ said Mother. ‘It’s very sad, they’ve learnt how to live but their time on this planet is just about finished. They’ve learnt not to worry about unimportant things and, most of all, they’ve found out who they really are, and it’s just about too late to do anything about it.’

‘It’s never too late to start to live for others, to join the struggle.’

‘You’re being very profound,’ said Mother, ‘or very boring.’

‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,’ I said.

That was something we all said in those days.

‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Yes please,’ I said.

I studied the exotic looking pictures on the drinks menu.

‘I thought you were against alcohol?’ said Mother.

‘I might try something just this once, they look like fun. I might get something with a monkey dangling off the side of the glass.’

The waiter appeared as if by magic.

‘One of those,’ said Mother.

She leaned over, pointed to the menu and smiled up at the waiter.

‘Oui Madam,’ said the waiter

‘And I’ll have a soupçon of one of those,’ I said.

I pointed to another strange looking concoction that the bourgeoisie were drinking and feeling rather chic for drinking. I decided I’d like to feel chic too.

‘Oui Mousier,’ said the waiter and he disappeared.

‘A revolutionary drinking bourgeoisie cocktails?’

‘Just think of it as a recognisance,’ I said, ‘so that we know who to shoot when the revolution comes.’

‘What you need is a good woman who’ll knock all this silly revolution nonsense out of your head.’

‘It’s not silly nonsense, I’m a dedicated Primitive Communist. I believe in a new world order, I believe in people coming together and working together, I believe we don’t need armies or police or capitalists.’

‘You’re in danger of becoming unemployable.’ said Mother.

‘I haven’t decided what to do with my life yet.’

‘You’ve been at school for over twelve years,’ said Mother with a hint of frustration in her voice, ‘and you’re good for nothing.’

Yachts bobbed at their mooring and people promenaded by and the cocktails came. Mine was regaled in ribbons and little paper umbrellas with a plastic witch on a plastic broomstick dangling off the side. Mother’s came in a glass that erupted into shape and colour, bits of fruit festooned the top, there were baubles, more umbrellas and a plastic lady in a long, long dress. I remember she was blue but had red hair. My drink had tasted like undiluted sugar with a touch of vinegar and I’d got a strong burning sensation in the back of my throat, that was the alcohol. Mother’s tasted of orange squash with salt and pepper. Very chic, I thought, although I’m not sure that very chic was quite the appropriate thought for a revolutionary to think.

‘You picked the most chic drink, everyone’s got one of those, all the local bourgeoisie,’ said Mother. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if you dropped all this revolution nonsense overnight and became one of the other lot.’

‘What, a right wing reactionary?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Never!’ I said.

The waiter came by and asked if we were all right, or at least that’s what I thought he said.

‘Ah oui,’ I said getting in a little bit of the local lingo. I’d studied French in first year high school.

‘This drink's rubbish, what’s yours like?’ said Mother.

‘Not bad,’ I said, ‘it’s coloured sugar water but what else can you expect, burns the back of my throat a bit.’

‘You’ll have to work eventually, you know that don’t you? Advertising, or publicity, or marketing, something like that.’

‘And become a capitalist!’

‘Or are you going to become an artist and starve to death in a garret? Believe me it’s no fun.’

‘I might set up a magazine that exposes capitalist exploitation of the poor, my friends and I have been talking about it, Direct Action West London, we’re going to call it, I’m to be the editor.’

‘And who’s to fund this magazine?’

‘Money isn’t everything.’

‘It is when you have to pay the rent.’

‘I’ll form a commune along the lines of Primitive Communism and we’ll grow our own food and make our own electricity and things.’

‘Communes are full of people you know.’

‘So?’

‘I thought you didn’t really get on with people. Do you like people?’

‘Not really, I find them tedious, boring, full of their own self-importance, selfish, uncaring, cruel and they are just some of their good points.’

‘That description sums you up quite well
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