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Foreword

I was 24 years old when I last saw my brother. Twenty-four years have passed since the day that he went missing. I have been without him for half of my life. I am almost the same age that my mother was when her son disappeared.

There are a great many things I do not understand in life. I do not understand why my brother Richard went missing. I do not understand how, in an area with some of the highest levels of CCTV coverage, he could apparently just vanish from the face of the earth. I do not understand how after so much searching, so many appeals, that not one shred of information about him has ever come to light. Surely someone, somewhere, knows what happened to him. I do not understand how I can grieve for him when there is always hope just around the corner that we will find an answer.

But there are some things I do understand. I do understand the impact of having a loved one go missing. I do understand that every moment is affected by the absence of those you hold dear. How every phone call fills you with anxiety. How potentially every e-mail and letter could provide you with the answer. How every walk through the crowded streets leaves you searching. Having a missing loved one is like having a candle that is never lit. There is a diminishing of light and of joy. And although I live daily with this loss, I find through sharing memories and prayer, I can rekindle the light through uncertainty, and find hope.

I want my brother to be remembered as more than just a member of a band. I want him to be remembered as an artist and as a person and as a dearly loved and missed family member. Although there has not been a shortage of writers keen to work on Richard’s biography, it was not until my meeting with Sara, some ten years ago, that I felt able to entrust anyone with my brother’s story and extensive archive. Sara ‘got it’ from the outset, seeing Richard as an artist standing in, yet outside, his creation – and not just a member of a four-piece band. That he should be remembered as someone who stands outside of this framework. This is the first attempt in any book to explore Richard in this way, in a sympathetic light. The authors reveal my brother as I knew him.

Sharing my recollections, many aspects of the private life of my family, and the contributions from people who both knew and cared for Richard has not been an easy undertaking for me. My parents, when alive, were quiet, dignified and the least likely couple to wish to have attention drawn to themselves. As the remaining living member of our small family, I feel that if I can reach out one more time to as wide an audience as possible, not only will Richard be remembered but the light from that candle may illuminate what became of him.

As for my thoughts about what became of Richard, I honestly don’t know. People will ask me if I think he’s alive or dead, and I have no answers. Without a body there is no certainty, and the only certainty I have is uncertainty. Richard was a highly intelligent, enigmatic and most of all complicated character. His very complexity sometimes makes it seem appropriate that his fate is shrouded in such mystery.

The book concludes with more questions than had previously been raised during the investigations into Richard’s disappearance. Part of its legacy is to discover the story behind all of those other stories – not the soundbites, not the headlines – but the actual reality. Everything has to now be re-explored. I have felt a sense of burning injustice in the way the case has been handled by the authorities and various agencies, therefore being involved with this book has proved to be a cathartic experience.

We now know that the timeline of events has been wrong from the moment Richard went missing. Even though the police are aware of this, it is enormously frustrating that they have closed the case and will not reopen it.

Only new information can now change the situation. There have been Missing Persons cases which the public have solved before. Perhaps someone knows something but had their reasons to conceal it at the time? Or maybe they have some evidence but do not believe that it is important? From my perspective, any new information is valuable.

If the mystery of Richard’s disappearance can be explained, then it is only you, the public that can help me. Please come forward with any information if you have it. Both my parents died without knowing what happened to their son; I don’t want to die without knowing what happened to my brother.



Rachel Edwards, 2019.




Introduction




‘You’ve got to reach out on a massive level. Once we’ve done that we’ll fade away. You’ll never hear from us again.’

Richey Edwards, 1991







Over two decades have passed since the disappearance of Manic Street Preachers’ lyricist and guitarist, Richey Edwards. A missing person since 1 February 1995, his car was found at the Aust service station overlooking the old Severn crossing. He has not been seen or heard from since.

This mysterious case is lodged in the popular consciousness. Even those unfamiliar with the Manic Street Preachers, or unable to match a face to Richey’s name, have heard of the legendary missing rock star and his dramatic story.

As the years go by with no apparent progress, will we ever find out what happened to Richey Edwards? This book is an invitation to consider the issue anew, in the hope that something of the obscured truth of what happened to him may come to light.

In a 1992 interview, Richey stated, ‘Whatever anyone thinks of me, whatever happens to me, at least I know that I tried to be a person. I set out to be something worthwhile that meant something real and valuable; to talk about ideas and attitudes that are important and real, and that no one is saying or is too scared to speak of; to be the influence to people I never had when growing up.’

Since his adolescence, Richey dreamed feverishly of entering the pantheon of rock’s greatest figureheads, aiming to contribute to that lineage. His devout mission was to become a pop-culture icon, and one that meant something.

Richard James Edwards grew up in the working-class town of Blackwood in the Welsh Valleys, a once thriving and close-knit community, now devastated by industrial decline. A teenager of the eighties, he spent much of his youth in his bedroom, listening to The Smiths and The Clash, reading the Beat poets and dreaming of escape.

With his fierce intellect, he initially believed academia would be his ticket away from a home town he later described as ‘being a museum, full of rubble and shit’. Born to a generation mired in defeatism and hopelessness, he saw this new barrenness as a great opportunity, a blank canvas upon which to daub. He would join forces with three local friends and become ‘Richey Manic’ – a spokesman for a generation revered for his highly charged, polemic and politicised lyrics.

When the Manic Street Preachers broke into the musical mainstream in the early 1990s, their name became synonymous with a certain literacy and barbed rhetoric. Richey’s acute intelligence and desire to deliver complex and uncomfortable truths, lyrically and in interviews, hit home hard.

His attempts to tackle head-on the existential questions of a post-Cold War world, and his strong knowledge of political history, offered music fans a whole new perspective. His mission was to follow the goal of all great art – to take us out of our commonplace reality and reveal alternative ways of seeing. Richey became the central focus for the band’s core message – that magic could be found even in a disenchanting world.

Despite the band’s pursuit of their own romantic escape from mundanity, they remained committed to understanding how modern society is constructed: politically, culturally, and economically. Their concerns and obsessions reached far beyond the set agenda of most rock bands. ‘We’ll never write a love song,’ said Richey in 1991. ‘If you wanna end up with gold discs on your wall, it’s pretty easy to go that way. We don’t care about that; it doesn’t matter to us. You can maybe ignore our songs, but when we walk down the street and you see our song titles on our chests, you’ve got to think something.’

Masters in the art of narrative, the Manic Street Preachers brilliantly defined their own identity using the building bricks of rock mythology. They referenced, drew from, and alluded to a vast range of cultural texts to magically weave an involving narrative that was very much their own. This was rock music steeped in self-awareness.

Richey’s perspective set him apart from his contemporaries on the music scene. Of a deeply idealistic and sensitive disposition, it was evident that the world he wrote about troubled him greatly, and as his time with the band progressed, his own troubles played out for the world to see.

More than twenty years later, he has become uniquely mythic among the tragic young rock heroes whose stars burned out rather than faded away. But it was a painfully premature departure for a man with potentially so much more to give.

We’ll never know the true impact Richey Edwards could have had on the world, had he stayed around. In the annals of rock he stands alongside such beloved cult figures as Ian Curtis, Syd Barrett and Stuart Sutcliffe – rising stars whose creative genius was precipitately cut short, their legends transforming into something more alluring, and mysterious.

Richey’s disappearance captures the imagination with its appalling ambiguity; for having no resolution. There are those who will believe that he took his own life, while others simply refuse to completely give up the hope that his vanishing was planned.

As far back as 1992, Richey publicly referenced The Catcher in the Rye author J.D. Salinger, famed for his life of isolation in self-imposed exile. In the last known year of Richey’s life, this fascination with writers and characters in exile grew. His parting words to the British music press came in late 1994, when he told readers of Q magazine that Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness would be his Christmas reading material. One of the central characters, Kurtz, is a renegade ivory trader and charismatic cult leader, hunted down while living off-grid in the heart of Africa.

Reading through Richey’s personal archive and talking to those close to him a pattern emerges that suggests a possible life in exile. Scrutinised in detail, what appears to be an uncanny trail of puzzle pieces is surely enough to convince even the most hardened sceptic that Richey may have planned his disappearance.

For those who believe he took his own life, Richey’s vanishing signalled his release from an extended period of suffering. A history of self-harm, anorexia and alcoholism, together with his own self-confessed inability to love, lead many to think Richey Edwards was a casualty of problems beyond his own control. Throughout his time with the Manic Street Preachers, his bloody-minded desire to confront life’s harsh realities seemed to corrode him physically and his quest for truth appeared to weigh down on him heavily.

We wrote this book at the request, and with the help, of Rachel Edwards, who for years has been frustrated at unchallenged notions about her brother’s life and disappearance. ‘People seem to think there are only two outcomes when it comes to discussing what happened to my brother,’ she says. ‘One is that that he walked off into the sunset to go somewhere exotic and the other is that he jumped off the bridge. There are a million different scenarios between those two things.’

Only a partial version of Richey Edwards’s story has ever been told. The many writings about Richey invariably approach him from the perspective of his position in the band and the music industry. There is more left to be uncovered, and a lot until now left unsaid.

We have interviewed many crucial people who knew Richey during different stages of his life. Most are speaking publicly for the first time – childhood friends; university housemates; former girlfriends; colleagues from the music industry and fellow patients from his time in rehab. It all helps to bring us closer to understanding the life and mysterious vanishing of Richey Edwards.

In our research, Rachel Edwards has kindly granted us unprecedented access to an archive of Richey’s possessions: letters, essays, artwork, unused lyrics, photographs and other intimate belongings.

We have followed every new source available to attain the truth – but we found that Richey’s story is more complicated than we had imagined, and the narrative neither simple nor linear.

The disappearance had an enormous impact on Richey’s remaining bandmates. The perspective of James, Nicky and Sean has fluctuated throughout the years when they have spoken about their old friend and colleague. In this book, Richey’s private archive, and the recollections of new voices, offers fresh perspectives on his life and story.

Had Richey planned to disappear, and should he have survived, it would have meant an almost superhuman exertion of willpower, and the emergence of a very different kind of music icon.

Speaking to the press in 1991, he made abundantly clear the band’s initial manifesto: ‘We want a real classic purity, because we’ve never heard of a band that were perfect, that we could feel were the real deal. Because they’ve all carried on too long, and become so banal and uninspiring, you lost all faith in them. It’s what we take from every generation of rock ’n’ roll to become the perfect band which I don’t think there ever has been.’

The appeal of the early Manic Street Preachers was their self-awareness, their willingness to submit to the world of rock cliché when the occasion demanded; from the very beginning they promised tragedy, suicide and disaster. Might Richey Edwards have become so immersed in the theatricality and the myth-making of rock super stardom that he felt compelled to adhere to the band’s early manifesto, or was he so overtly aware of the clockwork machinations of shallow fame, that he consciously shunned what might have seemed the obvious outcome?

How far was Richey Edwards prepared to go to achieve his ambition of creating the perfect band, and to what lengths would he go on a personal level?

Richey radiated a rare and undeniable personal charisma, so captivating the hearts of his adoring fans that some music writers labelled him a ‘cult leader’. His fans have suffered the accusation of being slavish disciples, and part of the ‘Cult of Richey’. Writing this book, we met people who felt ashamed of expressing their admiration for him. As passionate admirers of a gifted lyricist and sensitive artist, they were fearful of association with only the more tragic aspects surrounding Richey’s life.

Since 1995, Richey has not received the recognition he very likely would have following a confirmed suicide. This is possibly explained by people’s unwillingness to contribute a critical opinion while his tragic story remains unresolved. There is reluctance to give a definitive verdict when there is still the possibility that Richey retains full authorship of his fate, and may yet walk back into our lives at any point.

In the two decades since Richey’s disappearance, by far the most energy into the search for him has been expended by Rachel Edwards. Rachel has expressed profound frustration at her dealings with the police and the catalogue of errors that she believed followed the events of 1 February 1995.

Rock biographies do not usually aspire to affect matters in the real, wider world, but Withdrawn Traces may just be an exception. We hope that this book might stimulate renewed interest and perhaps even a fresh commitment by the authorities to treat this case with all due seriousness.

We are grateful for the generosity of Rachel and those who knew Richey for sharing their precious memories. Without their contributions, and without Rachel giving us access to his personal archive, this book would not exist.

Ultimately, Withdrawn Traces is a tribute to the life of Richard Edwards, to celebrate him as a unique artist, visionary, friend, son, brother and profound human being. It is also, of course, for the fans who have never stopped worrying for his safety, hoping for a revelation as Richey continues to occupy their minds. This book is for those who miss him.




Chapter 1

I Accuse History




‘The Welsh are the most melancholic people in the world. Where we come from, there’s a natural melancholy in the air. You’ve got the ruins of heavy industry all around you, you see your parents’ generation all out of work, nothing to do, being forced into the indignity of going on courses of relevance. Everybody, ever since you could comprehend it, felt pretty much defeated.’

Richey Edwards, 1991







Dusk is falling when we pull up outside 2 Penmaen Villas in Oakdale, Blackwood. The lights are on, and there are new occupants in the modest, terraced home that directly faces the local comprehensive school. The two-storey property is not dissimilar to any other Valleys house in any other Valleys town in South Wales. Serried rows of dwellings are interspersed with the ubiquitous local pubs, post offices and boarded-up chapels. But the colliers and their families who once resided in them, and the mines where they toiled, are now but a distant memory.

Constructed in 1906 to house a mining family, 2 Penmaen Villas would gain a reputation when one of its original residents became known as the local hermit. Bethones John moved into the property as a young girl, with her parents and siblings, including her older sister Kezia. For Bethones it was not a happy home. Following the death of most of her family members over the years, she became notorious in the area as a recluse, a ‘shut in’. She shunned everybody, even her remaining relatives, and stayed in her childhood home, mostly alone, for more than eighty years. She was Richey and Rachel Edwards’s great-aunt Bessie.

‘Richard was obsessed by her story,’ remembers Rachel. ‘He was fascinated by the way she lived her life, and that she existed within our family. Growing up, he’d keep asking Mam and Dad to tell him Aunt Bessie’s story over and over again. Nobody ever saw her, and she was this big enigma to us and everyone else in the area. I do sometimes wonder about the significance of it all …’



It was 1992 when Richey Edwards said, ‘We’re the sad victims of twentieth-century culture. The cinema in our town, which is the poorest and most boring town in the country, closed down when we were eight, so what do you do? You go out and get pissed and have fights, or you stay in and get on with your boredom. We were happier to go along with the boredom.’

Twenty-five years on in Blackwood, we are given a guided tour by Mark Hambridge, Richey’s close friend from his adolescence, and the Manic Street Preachers’ driver in their early days. He walks us around Blackwood High Street, now as homogeneous as any in Britain with its takeaways, chain stores and Wetherspoon’s. And, finally, a new cinema, which opened in 2014.

‘Blackwood used to have an identity. Local businesses. A proud work force. Political movements. A sense of community,’ he says. ‘But that had nearly all died out by the time Richard and I were teenagers. Shops were boarded up, and industry was closed down. Unemployment, violence and defeatism were all around us. All that was left were betting shops and pubs.’

The Blackwood in which Mark and Richey came of age was a microcosm reflecting new realities across South Wales. A distinct and fiercely autonomous region of the British Isles, once steeped in community values, political radicalism, social solidarity and its own unique popular culture – it had now been attacked and abandoned.



South Wales had been the bedrock of socialism in Britain; the place where Karl Marx suggested interested parties should seek seeds of revolutionary change. His remarks reflected a time when Britain was witness to the rising Chartist movement for greater democracy, and the South Wales branch was particularly militant.

On 4 November 1839, over ten thousand Chartists marched on the coastal town of Newport, overlooking the Severn Estuary. It was the last ever native armed insurrection against the British state. On the night before the conflict, revolutionaries gathered in the valleys north of Newport – and Blackwood was the epicentre.

As the history books record, South Wales never did spark a violent revolution. Nonetheless, the nineteenth century saw the rise of the South Wales miners. Their organisation into a powerful trade union was another potentially revolutionary crisis for imperial Britain.

Over a century later, the South Wales miners wielded their democratic power in industrial strikes that would topple a prime minister. In 1972, miners across Britain went on strike, with 135 pits closed across South Wales alone. Dock workers in nearby Newport and Cardiff refused to offload coal imports in a show of solidarity. The strikers’ victory resulted in miners enjoying the highest pay among the working class.

However, their success was short-lived. Another strike, in 1974, resulted in a coal shortage for the nation’s power stations. The ensuing crisis prompted Prime Minister Edward Heath to call a snap General Election. Expecting the country to be behind him against industrial militancy, he was ousted from power.

Such was the democratic potential of proletarian South Wales, it took the rise of Margaret Thatcher, who came to power in 1979, to tame the threat that the Valleys posed to imperialism, and to capitalism. Decades of deliberate de-industrialisation, coupled with the replacement of coal by oil, saw the long, slow depression that became South Wales’s beaten and prostrate future.

This class war, the climax and death knell for industrial South Wales, was all that Richey Edwards and the young Manic Street Preachers had ever known. As teenagers in the mid-eighties, they were witness to the falling away of one kind of society, and the horrible birth of another.

‘Richey was right,’ says Mark. ‘When all the industry and everything left, there was nothing but frustration. People would go out and pick a fight. Defeated individuals who should have been a collective were left to take it out on each other.’

He points down a boarded up alleyway. ‘There’s a common misconception about the Manic Street Preachers’ first single, “Suicide Alley”. It wasn’t a place to go and die by your own hand – it was about the fact that if you walked down there it’d be full of despairing, aimless people dispersing from the pubs, and you’d get your head kicked in. It’d be suicide to walk down that alley.’

The economy and society of South Wales were once dominated by coal. The historic concentration around one industry meant a remarkable unity of experience, thought and feeling, and real social-political solidarity. This society, in which most of Richey Edwards’s recent ancestors lived, came with its own powerful narrative.

The pre- and post-war Valleys were defined in the public imagination by clichéd images of male voice choirs, rugby union, radical politics and religious revival. These have been the predominant icons of modern Welshness, perpetually rolled out in cosy depictions of the recent Welsh past; an exportable view of Wales, seen famously in the John Ford film How Green Was My Valley (1941). The Welsh coalfield was a living narrative, steeped in idealism, struggle and illusion.

The harsh realities impacting South Wales, and its people’s precarious position in the face of social upheaval, are written into the story of the Edwards family. For hundreds of years, Richey’s family, on both sides, lived in the cluster of towns and villages surrounding Blackwood. Richey’s grandmother, Kezia Edwards – with whom Richey and his family would later live during his formative years – was born in 1896, towards the end of the Victorian era. She was raised just outside Blackwood in the rural hamlet of Rhiw Syr Dafydd, and lived there with her seven siblings, her mother Rachel John, and her coalminer father, Thomas John.

The young John family was deeply affected by a new era. The first decade of the twentieth century saw an increase in demand for Welsh coal from the expanding industrial economies of mainland Europe and North America. Among the many entrepreneurs, eager to increase their fortune in ‘black gold’, were the Tredegar Iron & Coal Company, composed of local wealthy industrialists.

In 1906 that company executed its plan to exploit the rich seam of coal under the Sirhowy Valley, directly beneath where Kezia and the John family called home. Its mission was to create several new mines in the area – one of which was Oakdale Colliery. It gave its name to the new village and in turn, almost sixty years later, to Oakdale Comprehensive School. For the new village of Oakdale to be built, however, Rhiw Syr Dafydd and other areas of the Sirhowy Valley needed clearing. What had been a Welsh-speaking community would soon be inundated with English-speaking mineworkers and the ancient tongue and associated cultural memory all but eradicated within a few years. It was to be a pattern repeated across South Wales.

The John family was moved from Rhiw Syr Dafydd to the newly built 2 Penmaen Villas in 1906. Kezia was ten years old at the time. Such huge upheaval inevitably had a profound and lasting impact. The effect upon the family is impossible to measure, and would doubtless have hit each individual differently depending on their sensitivities and propensity to soak up violent change. However, what we know from official records is that in 1907, one year after the upheaval of being moved from her home, Kezia’s mother, Rachel John, was dead at the age of 41. Her death certificate states that she died from ‘Chronic alcoholism: Heart failure.’

Her passing left her husband with seven children to raise. Kezia was only 11 and it is highly likely that, being now the eldest female, she was tasked with caring for her younger siblings. But this wasn’t her only commitment to the family’s survival. In the 1911 census, now 15, she was listed as a ‘coal-miner/hewer’ in the nearby pit of Waterloo. Women and girls worked ‘surface’ jobs well into the twentieth century; however, it had been illegal for some decades for any females to work underground. Kezia’s role as ‘hewer’ involved the dangerous task of digging coal at the seam, during a period in history when mine owners were happy to flout the law for profit.


‘All developing economies abuse their young. When Britain was a developing economy we sent our children up chimneys and down coalmines and out into the street to steal.’

Richey Edwards, Bangkok, 1994



Three of Kezia’s brothers were packed off to fight in the First World War. The oldest brother, John Richard John, served as a lance-corporal with the 1st Battalion South Wales Borderers. From May 1916 he was stationed at the small coalmining village of Philosophe in Artois, northern France.

Four months later, John and his battalion were digging a new trench on the front line, when his ‘D-company’ came under fire from German machine guns. Twenty-three-year-old Lance-Corporal John Richard John (13208) was among the fallen. Less than three months after that, his younger brother Private William Charles John (3137) of the Monmouthshire Regiment was killed by German shelling.

In Oakdale, a memorial to those who died in the Great War of 1914–18 occupies the most prominent position in the village’s Central Avenue. The monument commemorates the 22 local young men who gave their lives, including J.R. John and W.C. John, Richey’s great-uncles. With Everlasting Honour We Keep Their Memories Green.

The loss of the family’s two eldest brothers had a terrible impact on those back home in Blackwood.

‘My Great Aunt Bessie was never the same after her brothers died. I think that could have affected the way she came to be,’ says Rachel Edwards. ‘I heard she used to be sociable and outgoing. She was learning to be a seamstress and was engaged, but it all fell through and along with losing her brothers, she just shut down physically and mentally. She spent all of her time looking after her brother, David.’

David John was the only brother to return from war. He was relieved from his duties and discharged due to poor health. ‘He came back from the war very paranoid, and was obviously mentally ill,’ Rachel explains. ‘He lived with Bessie and she cared for him, but he died long before her.

‘My parents used to tell Richard and me that if they ever saw Bessie, she’d still talk about David as though he were in the room, even though he’d been dead for decades. It was just the two of them for a while, and then just Bessie all alone in that house for a long time.’

With Oakdale Comprehensive just across the road from 2 Penmaen Villas, every school day must have reminded the young Richey of his strange, reclusive and now very elderly great-aunt Bessie. Did he sit in his history class absorbing the facts of the First World War, knowing that Bessie was just across the road, still deeply traumatised and reliving the cataclysmic events that tore her family apart?

Bessie passed away in late 1994, mere weeks before her great-nephew himself mysteriously vanished. Her death was close enough to the time of Richey’s disappearance to suggest that it may have affected him. Although they were not in contact, he was certainly conscious of her. ‘Nobody ever saw her, she was this big enigma, and when she died, I guess her life was up for scrutiny again,’ says Rachel.

That one of Richey’s blood relatives found solace in seclusion and safety in isolation draws instant analogy with Richey’s own disappearance. Here was a precedent example of a recluse in his family, and somebody who clearly fascinated him.

When the two John brothers were killed in France, Richey’s grandmother Kezia, who was slightly older than Bessie, had already started a family of her own. In 1914 she married Thomas Edwards, a coalminer from nearby Cwmcarn. Thomas’s father, Ivor Edwards, a deacon at the local chapel, bought Thomas and each of his siblings a house of their own. One was 12 Church View, Blackwood, where Thomas and Kezia set up home.

Six children soon followed, of whom the youngest was Graham James Edwards, born in 1935. He was seven years younger than his closest sibling. ‘There was quite an age gap,’ says Rachel. ‘Being born later than the others, it definitely resulted in my father being closer to my nan.’

Graham attended Pontllanfraith Junior School, but by his early teens he was working first as a baker and then, for a time, as a coalminer. He was later called up for compulsory National Service, and at 18 served with the Parachute Regiment in Egypt, prior to the Suez crisis.

Considering the impact the First World War had on Kezia, with the deaths of her brothers, deep anxieties about seeing her youngest son deployed to the Middle East would have been all too understandable.

‘My dad never really spoke about his time in the Red Berets,’ recalls Rachel. ‘There’s a photo he had and he wrote underneath it, “Egypt – never again”, but we never knew why. He told Richard and me that the training was harder than average army training, and he did mention the paratroopers were made to do milling exercises – where you would stand for 60 seconds and take punches without blocking them.’

During Graham’s time in military service, he lost his father, meaning Kezia was widowed. Returning home after his 18 months’ service, he moved back in with his mother. With his siblings now independent of the family home, Graham and Kezia’s bond grew even stronger.

Following Graham’s time in the military, he trained to be a women’s hairdresser in Cardiff before starting his own business just outside Blackwood in nearby Crumlin. In the spring of 1961 he met his future wife, then called Sherry Davies, at a dance at Blackwood Miners’ Institute. An apprentice hairdresser at Sutherley’s Hair Fashions on Blackwood High Street, Sherry was still living at home with her parents and two brothers in Cefn Fforest.

Sherry Kayron Davies was born on 24 May 1943. Her mother, Lily May Cole, had worked at Cefn Mably Hospital, a chest sanatorium near Caerphilly, before herself contracting tuberculosis. Following her recovery, Lily worked at an upmarket clothes shop on Blackwood High Street. Sherry’s father, Horace Davies, worked as a foreman carpenter for the local health authority.

Both of Sherry’s brothers, Robin Lorne and Christopher Shane, taught at local secondary schools, before Shane embarked on a voyage to America in the early 1960s to gain his professorship at the University of Austin, Texas. His life story is another that fascinated the young Richey.

‘That was another story Richard used to like hearing,’ says Rachel. ‘He’d ask my parents to tell him Uncle Shane’s story a lot. About how he left Blackwood for America, and how he ended up living out there for the rest of his life.

‘But what he found most fascinating was that, when Shane first went out there, he didn’t visit home for five years. Of course, it was harder to make contact in those days, so essentially to the family he was living off the grid. He became another mysterious figure in the family for a while, until he started visiting us back home again.

‘Maybe Richard liked that story because it showed there was a means of escaping a place like Blackwood. Either way, it fascinated him that his uncle could go off the grid like that – and my dad always thought Richard would come back after five years, just like Uncle Shane did …’

Sherry and Graham married on 28 August 1966. They set up home at 12 Church View with Kezia Edwards, and with Graham now owning two successful businesses – Graham’s Hair Fashions in Blackwood and another branch in nearby Crumlin – the future was looking bright.

By the following spring, they were expecting their first child; it was to be a boy.




Chapter 2

A Fixed Ideal




‘A happy childhood … is the worst possible preparation for life.’

Texan singer and satirist Kinky Friedman

– quoted in Richey’s archive, 1994







Richard James Edwards, Graham and Sherry’s only son, was born at County Hospital, Pontypool, on 22 December 1967. His parents brought him back to his grandmother’s at 12 Church View, and photographs of the infant Richey show him wide eyed and responsive to the world around him.

In November 1969, he was joined by a younger sister, Rachel. Also on Church View lived two sets of aunts, uncles and cousins. Graham’s brother Clifford, his wife and son Nick were a few doors down, and Graham’s sister Ceridwen, her husband and children Paul and Graham were at the end of the street.

‘The neighbourhood had a really old-fashioned village atmosphere, and everybody knew each other,’ remembers Rachel. ‘It’s a bit of a cliché to say it was that olden days mentality of leaving doors open and popping back and forth to one another’s houses, but there was a sense of community that’s hard to find these days.’

Being near to extended family gave the young Richey a real sense of belonging. He would later reflect on that time in a 1994 interview. ‘I was ecstatically happy. People treated me very well, I lived with my nan and she was beautiful.’

Richey and Rachel would spend their formative years with their grandmother, Kezia, an important and consistent figure in their lives. ‘Nan was always there when we’d get back from school,’ explains Rachel. ‘Mam and Dad would be at work until five or six, so she’d cook us egg and chips and look after us.’

Richey was deeply influenced by Kezia, later describing her as ‘the wisest person I’ve ever met’.

‘She was certainly an unpretentious woman,’ remembers Rachel. ‘Very warm and down to earth. Both Richard and I were very close to her growing up. In a sense, it was like having a third parent around. She was very genuine, and things like that meant a lot to Richard. And all five of us lived in Church View very happily.’

‘All I remember is green fields,’ said Richey in an early interview, ‘blue skies and Clarks shoes with the compass at the bottom.’ According to what we heard from Rachel, and those who knew Richey at the time, freedom, innocence and enjoying the surrounding countryside were significant features in his young life.

Richey would spend time with his cousins and neighbours, making friends with brothers Andrew and Richard James who also lived on the street. Rachel tells us that the brothers now run a gym, nine minutes away from Church View. She suggests we call them for a chat.

Richard James is happy to hear from us and is enthusiastic about the chance to reminisce. ‘We were both the same age, and both had the same first and middle names so we had nicknames on the street. Because of our stature, he was Little Richard and I was Big Richard. He was a bit of a goody two shoes in some senses. We’d all be doing naughty things like knocking on doors and running away and trying to get him to join in, and he’d be shaking his little head.

‘But I do remember him standing up vehemently for his opinions and for what he believed was right, which would sometimes lead to pushing and shoving. I’ll never forget the time he brought out an antique Bowie knife. To this day, I don’t know where he got it from. He traded it to me for a pack of stickers. I always wondered if his parents found out.

‘A lot of the things said and written about him, I just can’t relate to. All this doom and gloom and rock star behaviour was at odds with the Richard I grew up with.’

It was in this close-knit, village atmosphere of Church View that the first stirrings of an obsession with music emerged. Richey’s love of the world of rock and roll could be attributed to his cousin Nick Edwards, seven years his senior.

‘Cousin Nick played guitar in a local band called Dark Star,’ says Rachel. ‘He had the rocker look of that time: long hair, big boots and a motorcycle. Every Saturday morning, when Richard and I were little, we’d go to Uncle Clifford’s where Nick lived and go up to his room and listen to Black Sabbath and Status Quo.’

By the age of ten, Richey had amassed an impressive vinyl collection, with The Police, The Skids and Blondie lined up in the bedroom he shared with Rachel. They would come home from school and use the turntable in the lounge when their parents were still at work.

‘During primary school, the first band he became a real fan of was the Boomtown Rats,’ remembers Rachel. ‘He bought all their singles and albums. Then through comprehensive he’d listen to a variety of music – he’d have Squeeze, Sham 69, Altered Images, Echo & the Bunnymen, Joy Division, Big Country, Nick Cave and The Smiths. Cousin Nick was an influence in terms of turning him on to rock at a young age – we wouldn’t hear that kind of music when we listened to the radio at home.’

Cousin Nick was also the first of the Edwards family to attend Swansea University, where Richey would later study. ‘I remember the summer of Nick’s A-level results really well because it’s when Richard broke his leg,’ recalls Rachel. ‘He was running out from Big Richard’s house and my Uncle Clifford ran him over. My uncle was devastated! When Richard came home from the hospital, he’d be screaming in pain some nights, reaching for my nan’s knitting needles to scratch an itch under his cast.’

Richey’s possessions include a piece of homework documenting this event and its aftermath. He recalls in detail the accident, which happened three days before his tenth birthday, just before Christmas 1978.

‘He was like Tiny Tim from A Christmas Carol on his crutches that year,’ Rachel recollects. ‘He was off school for six weeks, and I imagine that brought him closer to my nan. When everyone on the street was in school or at work it was just the two of them. It was one of the rare times his school attendance wasn’t a hundred per cent, but he’d have the teachers send the classwork home and he’d complete it from his bed, which I think he enjoyed.’

Richey began his formal education at Pontllanfraith Primary School on Penmaen Road, and his reports describe a pupil who excelled across the curriculum.

‘I think he got the thirst for education and learning from my father,’ says Rachel. ‘My dad had the whole Encyclopedia Britannica collection, and bought Richard and me the Junior Encyclopedia Britannica when we were little. He never stopped educating himself and learning new skills.

‘Growing up, we’d see my father enrolling in night classes at Oakdale Comprehensive. He’d learn Spanish, Welsh and attend painting and drawing classes. Even up until he was 60 he was trying new things like tai chi, skiing and creative writing.’

At primary school, the nine-year-old Richey completed a project entitled ‘Shops in Blackwood’. Sherry and Graham were told at the subsequent parents’ evening that their son had gone above and beyond what any other pupil had submitted, and that the attention to detail for one so young was meticulous.

At the end of his time at Pontllanfraith Primary, Richey and two other high-performing pupils sat an examination to compete for a place at Haberdasher’s Monmouth School for Boys, a private boarding school 30 miles from Blackwood. Richey passed the exam and was offered a scholarship. He declined, claiming he’d rather stay with his friends in Oakdale. To this day Rachel ponders how different life might have been if he’d taken up the opportunity.

‘I often wonder what would have happened if he went to Monmouth school. Would a place like that have made him more positive about the future? Would it have made any difference at all? My parents never put any pressure on him to go and respected his decision, but he wanted to stay with his friends, and at the time, he felt life here was too good to give up.’

‘We had a fantastic childhood,’ recalls Richard James. ‘We’d always be out playing football or cricket or playing tennis in the lanes thinking we were Borg and McEnroe. We spent all our time outdoors building rope swings, dams and camping out.’

During school summer holidays, between the ages of 11 and 13, Richey had his first paid job, joining the James brothers and spending six weeks picking potatoes at nearby Williams Farm in Woodfieldside. When they’d finished their working day, they’d head down to another farm and spend their wages on glass bottles of cola.

Richey and Rachel also enjoyed traditional seaside summer holidays in Blackpool, Bournemouth and Tenby. However, the highlight for Richey must have been when he was 11 and he and his family went to Texas to stay with his Uncle Shane – a journey seldom made by families from South Wales.

‘When Richard joined the band, there was a big deal made about these boys from Blackwood who’d never left the British Isles, and the band made a point of telling the press none of them had ever owned a passport before – but that’s a myth,’ states Rachel. ‘Richard had a passport ever since he was little. We’d have holidays in Spain. When we went overseas, they were always big holidays because about 14 of the family and friends of the family would go. They were the best of times.’

When we ask about Richey’s childhood years, Rachel shares plenty that has previously remained private. Among the archive of papers and ephemera is a childhood Christmas list. Comics and Doctor Who annuals are among Richey’s requests, as is the table-top arcade game Astro Wars.

Richey’s love of comic books from an early age is confirmed by a clipping from the British publication 2000AD, most famous for its character Judge Dredd. In 1981 he entered his drawing of an alien into a nationwide competition and won first prize.

‘He was always very creative,’ remembers Rachel. ‘He’d keep a dream diary when he was younger and elaborate on his dreams by turning them into longer fantasy stories. One of the last times he came up to the house in Blackwood was to paint an old silver dustbin black, then he started decorating it with Joy Division lyrics. It’s still in the garage, half painted, still unfinished.’

When Richey was ten, there was a new addition to the family, a Welsh springer spaniel, which Richey named after the character from one of his favourite childhood cartoons. ‘We had Snoopy when he was tiny, the youngest you can take a pup away from their mum,’ says Rachel. ‘We picked him out from a big litter, choosing him because he was so bouncy and spritely, and took him with us back to Church View.

‘Richard was besotted with him, and we’d take him for long walks after school. Sometimes he’d escape from the house when it was raining, and Richard would have to go chasing him up the fields to get him back. Both would come back absolutely drenched. He was the family dog but he and Richard were particularly close.’

Other family pets included two goldfish who, according to Richey’s diary jottings from the time, daily ran the risk of being devoured by Snoopy. Their gerbil was named after Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, who during the Second World War commanded the Desert Rats in North Africa, where later Graham Edwards was stationed during his National Service.

Richey’s interest in his father’s military experiences crops up again in his first year at high school, when his class’s set homework was to write to the BBC television programme Jim’ll Fix It. A 12-year-old Richey asked to jump from a plane during a paratroop raid, and requested ‘if possible to begin the raid’ – which was ironic, given his later political beliefs regarding the dominance of the British Empire.

Richey’s own verdict on his pre-teen years was that they were happy and problem-free, a theme which runs throughout his personal correspondence and archive.

The Manic Street Preachers made plenty of controversial statements in their early career, but Richey delivered arguably the most shocking. Speaking to teenage music magazine Smash Hits, Richey famously declared: ‘Our manifesto is kill yourself on your thirteenth birthday!’ The interview was never published, but the journalist involved, Sylvia Patterson, stated that Richey went on to explain at length that unless you did, you were doomed to an adult life of exploitation and bitterness forever.


‘I don’t want to go through puberty,’ I cited my sister. She’s already acting like a nut. I see myself standing on a hill above a lonesome valley I’ll never be able to cross – I’ll probably never be this calm again.’

A Boy’s Own Story

– quoted in Richey’s archive, 1994



When Richey was 13, the family left the house where he had spent his formative years. With only three bedrooms at Church View, Richey and Rachel had shared a room. Now, with Rachel starting high school and Richey already a teenager, it was time to find somewhere more spacious. Making good money from their hairdressing businesses, Graham and Sherry bought a plot of land and employed a local architect to design their new house from scratch. The bungalow on St Tudor’s View was the centre of Richey’s world throughout high school, university and his time with the Manic Street Preachers. It has remained the family home to the present day.

‘There’s that interview Richard gave, where he says, “Then I moved from my nan’s and started a comprehensive school and everything started going wrong,”’ says Rachel. ‘I can see where he’s coming from, because when we left Church View we lost that sense of community, and we also left behind my nan, who we loved so dearly.

‘It was a big change, the start of coming home from high school and being by ourselves, and really the start of growing up. But, without meaning to sound belittling, it’s also that time when your hormones kick in, so I’m not really sure how different Richard would have felt if we had stayed at my nan’s.’

During this time, Richey decisively disengaged himself from attending the chapel where he had been a member since he was five years old. Speaking in 1994 he said, ‘I was made to go to church when I was young. You’re a little kid and you’re five minutes late or you miss a Sunday, and some appallingly fat old man in his eighties is screaming fire and brimstone in some little Welsh Elim Chapel. I could never reconcile that with what I’d read in the Bible.’

In 1994, bandmate Nicky Wire elaborated on Richey’s misgivings about the Church, commenting, ‘He’s always had this thing about it [religion]. I’ve never really talked to him about it, but he’s always made out that it really pissed him off and fucked him up.’

Rachel confirms that Richey attended chapel until he was 13 but never observed any signs that it visibly bothered him at the time. ‘Neither of my parents were religious but they sent us to chapel, as most parents would send their children back then. It was more a social thing and something for us to do on a Sunday morning. We did have a minister who was very evangelical, and over the top, but that’s how many ministers were in those days.

‘We’d then go to Sunday school and we’d write and draw our own interpretations of Bible stories. Richard never made a fuss about attending, and he was always very questioning, very agnostic. He may have not liked organised religion and certain doctrines within it, but he was open to the idea of a concept of something bigger, and of spirituality beyond how the Church presented it. For him, it was a more complex issue than being a believer or being an atheist.

‘For his last Christmas in 1994, he asked me to buy him wisdom literature – the book of Ecclesiastes – and shortly before he vanished, he bought the Gospel of John, which is why I wrote to all the British monasteries when he disappeared.’

When Rachel thinks back to Richey’s pre-adolescent years, she is unable to pinpoint with certainty any particular incident that might have changed the carefree young boy into such a troubled adult. ‘I’m aware something could have happened to him, a trauma he didn’t tell the family about. Some people keep those things to themselves. There’s only one incident and even then I don’t know if it was an incident, but it sticks in my mind to this day.

‘Richard was about ten at the time, and playing by himself in the woods. All of a sudden he came careering out of the trees screaming his head off, with tears running down his face. I’d never seen him in such a state. I looked into the woods and saw a boy who was in his late teens at the time but was known as a local oddball. Being so close to Richard, I felt inside of me something particularly bad had occurred because I’d never seen him so shaken. He refused to tell me what happened, but it was something obviously distressing that made him have such a reaction.’

On the surface Richey remained an entirely normal pre-teen. He was a keen footballer, and it was on the Gossard factory playing fields that he was to encounter his future bandmates – Nicholas Jones (aka Nicky Wire), and cousins Sean Moore and James Dean Bradfield – for the first time.

‘I first met him playing football when we were little,’ recalled Nicky Wire in a 2008 interview. ‘I lived on the different side of the street and we’d go on the field and play for this little crappy trophy my dad had found in a skip. He was a decent right winger. That’s my first memory of him.’

Nicky bestowed on Richey the nickname ‘Teddy Edwards’ after a cuddly character from children’s television. Richey was a school year older than James and Nicky, but in the same year as Sean, and all were pupils at Pontllanfraith Primary School. Yet Rachel recalls there was no notable interaction between them until her brother’s later adolescent years.

‘Richard, James and Nick used to play football together but they were more acquaintances than friends because of the age difference. Sean was the same age, and highly musically gifted, always carrying his trumpet around and hanging out with the school band, so he mixed in a different crowd to Richard.

‘I do remember the interviews when the band first came out and Richard and the three of them saying they’d all been best friends since they were five years old. Whilst I can imagine Nick may have been with James and Sean, I don’t recall it being the case with Richard. It may be that they wanted to create that “Stand by Me” narrative that would make a good story for the music press? I don’t know, but like Richard pretending he didn’t have a passport, it got them the coverage they wanted.’

All four boys would later attend Oakdale Comprehensive. Richey started there in September 1979, and his devotion to academia continued. ‘Whenever I do something,’ Richey would later explain, ‘I like to do it a lot. When I was 13, I did a Shakespeare project that was 859 pages long. Everyone else did six!’

Rachel shows us her brother’s school exercise books, ranging from his first to his final year at Oakdale. Richey had covered almost every one in magazine clippings, pages and pictures from books and newspapers, or personal doodles. We pore over one of these, ‘Richard Edwards – 4TB – Essays, Letters & Spellings’, featuring his beloved Clare Grogan and early eighties pop new-wavers Altered Images. Straight away, startling content appears.

Inside is a story, ‘My Visit to the Hospital’, written in early October 1982. Set in ‘Gwent Hospital’, the narrator arrives and enters the ‘Pneumatology Ward’ (pneumatology being the study of spiritual beings, intermediaries between humans and God).


‘Mr James, put Edwards down,’ said Sister.

‘Why, why, why sis-sister?’ replied the mischievous patient.

The Trollies clattered along, nurses bleepers buzzed haphazardly, patients screamed and the ward seemed to be in chaos. On one of the patients bed was a bottle of usquebaugh. All of the patients seemed to be listening to a lecture by a tall, erect man. Then I remembered, this was a mental ward and lectures were part of the treatment. A black man had a tegument wrapped around his arm and he looked to be in pain. I hurriedly left the ward because a man was about to have his stitches removed.

I decided to go to the café for a cup of tea … waited in the queue behind a man with a big tarboosh on his head.

‘Cup of tea, please, luv,’ I asked. I sat in a corner table. The tea was foul. It tasted of dish water. I tipped it into a plant pot and I almost expected the plant to die. I sat there for a few minutes admiring the well grown plants, in particular the pennyroyal.

I was wondering whether I should check if the man was alright but decided that it was uncongenial to my timetable.

‘That hospital is busy,’ I thought as I walked down the road.



Usquebaugh, tegument, pneumatology, tarboosh, uncongenial? What really jumps out at us, though, is such an early use of subject matter that would arise again in the early nineties. ‘Pennyroyal Tea’ was a Nirvana song covered by the Manics on their last tour with Richey. The mention of pneumatology is very apt, considering Richey’s late obsessions with matters spiritual. Likewise the fact that there is a man having his stitches removed – presaging the scene, known to anyone familiar with Manic Street Preachers history, when Richey attended hospital after the ‘4 REAL’ incident. The bottle of booze. The lectures inside the mental ward, conjuring images of his stay at the Priory 12 years later. Reading it has a startling effect, and there is plenty more.

Time and again, a page is turned and content pours from his early-teen mind which seems to link with his later life. Were these premonitions of what would follow? Or do these pages more likely give testimony to Richey’s authenticity, in showing that themes repeat throughout his life to the end?

One 1982 exercise book contained a list of words for Richey to look up in the dictionary. It’s remarkable how many later turned up in Manics lyrics – cauterise (from ‘Ifwhiteamerica …’), transitory (‘Removables’), opulent (Journal for Plague Lovers).

Half of one exercise book was dedicated to ‘Poetry & Novels of Personal Choice’, wherein Richey wrote about James Herbert’s The Spear, a horror novel set in London involving a neo-Nazi cult. Also, two books from Alan Sillitoe – The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, and Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. A list of recommended authors includes J.D. Salinger, Mikhail Sholokhov, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Ernest Hemingway, John Wyndham, John Steinbeck, Dylan Thomas, William Golding and H.G. Wells.

A Richey composition, ‘The Rebel’, involved a geneticist, Dr Blake, who is bitter at the government withdrawing funding for new research. He is kidnapped by a mysterious man in black.


‘Good evening, Dr Blake. I am sorry to hear about your
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