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ABOUT THE BOOK

Canny, infuriating, cynical and generous by turns, Felix Dennis was a true one-off. When he died in 2014 he was a multi-millionaire. Yet he spent his last months writing poetry and planting the millionth tree in his own forest in Warwickshire. Journalist Fergus Byrne got to know him well in this time and was granted exclusive access to Dennis’s archives and papers. He found everything had been kept and, along with hours of interviews with girlfriends, family, staff and friends the world over, he has now written the only authorised biography of a man who described himself as lucky to have led several lives.


His early rebellious days started with dropping out of grammar school, playing in a rock ’n’ roll band, and being imprisoned (with Richard Neville and Jim Anderson) for charges of obscenity relating to a priapic Rupert Bear in the ‘schoolkids’ issue of the magazine Oz. The launch of Kung-Fu magazine, created when Dennis spotted a queue at a Leicester Square cinema for a Bruce Lee film, changed his fortunes. An industrious and self-destructive era then followed. He moved to America, added the magazines MacUser and Maxim to his portfolio, but also discovered crack, hookers and S & M. When his lifestyle led him to hospital, he gave up drugs overnight and took to writing poetry. He acquired a mansion in Warwickshire, bought a much loved home in Mustique from rock star David Bowie, gave generously to charities, planted the largest broadleaf forest in Britain, and published several volumes of verse promoted by very well received readings nationwide.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Fergus Byrne is the publisher and editorial director of the Marshwood Vale Magazine and People and Food Magazine. He was brought up in a pub and restaurant in Southern Ireland, which housed the mummified right arm of the famous Irish pugilist Sir Dan Donnelly. After completing his education in Ireland, he pursued a career in marketing in London and America, following which he moved to West Dorset where he now lives with his wife and four daughters.
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To the five girls in my life:
Victoria, Ismay, Tara, Isla and Hebe.


FOREWORD

On 28 June 2013, I answered the phone in my office in Dorset and a voice said, ‘This is Catherine from Felix Dennis’s office in Dorsington. Felix would like to speak to you, if you have a moment.’ I had recently written an article about him and desperately racked my brain to figure out whether I had said anything that might have bothered him or, God forbid, incurred his wrath.

‘Of course I’d be delighted to speak to Felix,’ I said, my voice an octave higher than normal. Thankfully, nobody noticed when I followed that up with a breathless and cheery ‘Hi, Felix’ to what turned out to be a recording of him reading his poetry. As Lord Heseltine was to tell me many months later, Felix was a master of the art of self-promotion and time spent on hold was simply a sales opportunity.

My first real introduction to Felix Dennis had been through poetry when I read his poetry book A Glass Half Full in 2002, so both watching him perform and listening to him recite his poems was not a hardship. As the on-hold recording thundered, ‘I remember we did it again and again, and we screamed…’ the voice of his long-time PA, Caroline Rush, cut in to tell me that he was just finishing something up and would be with me shortly.

Small talk was never Felix Dennis’s forte, so when he came on the line he quickly got to the point. ‘I enjoyed your article,’ he said. ‘How would you feel about writing my biography?’ I knew him well enough to know this wasn’t a time for procrastination but one question did leap into my head. ‘I’d love to,’ I said, ‘but you have always said you wouldn’t do a biography whilst your mother was alive.’ With little hesitation he replied sharply, ‘Well, she doesn’t really know what’s going on these days.’ It was a statement imbued with an edgy sadness, along with what I later learned was more than a hint of frustration.

From that moment on, my life was to change dramatically, though not quite so dramatically as his. A little less than a year later, I found myself gazing down at a hole in the ground in the middle of a peaceful wood that he had planted near his home in Warwickshire. Carefully lowered by friends and colleagues, his wicker coffin was already spotted by lumps of earth and flowers dropped by those offering a final memento of their affection. A carefully folded handwritten note had slid to one side of the casket and, as the group of friends and colleagues began to walk away, it was hard not to wonder which of the many, many people whose lives he had touched had left him that particular final message – and what it may have said.

Shortly after we had begun talking about his extraordinary life, Felix was diagnosed with inoperable lung cancer and what started out as a ramble through the peaks and valleys of a life lived with gusto and zeal quickly changed and took a new direction. Prior to his diagnosis, we had joked about the fact that one book could never really tell the full story of his life. It turned out that, many years before, he had thought about producing an autobiography and had even toyed with names for different volumes. They were to be what he called a ‘Shakespearean trilogy’ and would be named A Green-Backed Penguin, The Glory Years and Taken at the Flood. However, on learning that his time was limited, he had decided to do what he did best; he elected to focus on the people and the legacy that would be left behind, while adding to that with an intensity that was as fierce as it was forensic.

Nobody close to him, he explained, would be happy with any description of his life, whether written by him or anyone else. But the purpose of telling his story was not to make anyone happy, he saw it simply as social history and a chance to leave a mark on the world that readers might learn from. What they might conclude and learn would be up to them, he said: ‘A man’s life is simply that – a life, nothing more, nothing less.’ We could only learn from our own interpretation of how a life was lived and what it achieved. He had therefore decided to concentrate on distilling his own final thoughts into lines of verse.

Reflections during a time of impending death bring an honesty and introspection that isn’t available to everyone, but watching Felix Dennis go through a process of raw, yet calculated analysis for the purposes of recording his findings in verse was as bewildering and at times astonishing as the life he had led. What made that life even more extraordinary was the fact that it shouldn’t have been so, for his background wasn’t one of privilege. His grandmother, Gladys Coller, the illegitimate daughter of a young girl in service, helped instil a fighting spirit into Felix’s mother Dorothy, while his father, Reg Dennis, descended from a steel-cutter, who was himself descended from a man who had spent 47 years of his life in a mental asylum, left Felix with few memories, but it left him with a strong sense that he could and must do better – and he did.

To say he lived more than one life is not an exaggeration. Eventually owning estates in England and Mustique, as well as property in New York and Connecticut, he inhabited a lifestyle that, on the surface, looked charmed. But few lives painted by the broad brush strokes of a press hungry for bare skin and torn morals are what they seem. Felix shouldered notoriety first as a defendant in the 1971 Oz trial, when in the longest conspiracy trial in British history he was accused of conspiring to corrupt public morals by publishing an issue of the underground magazine Oz that was deemed obscene, and then later as a crack cocaine addict, whose excesses surpassed those of many more notorious than he. He often described his life as a sustained series of unlikely events. These included recording a chart single with John Lennon, co-authoring a biography of Muhammad Ali and becoming one of the most successful entrepreneurs of his generation.

Endlessly crossing the Atlantic, over 250 of those trips on Concorde, he created two distinct business lives in two very different commercial climates. His vision and fearlessness changed the face of the publishing industry in both the UK and North America. He quickly became known as a maverick, bringing a hint of sixties idealism to a suited world of hard-nosed commerce. When offered the starring role in the BBC’s The Apprentice, he turned it down on the basis that he didn’t like the idea of having to fire people all the time but he never hid his veneer of steel when it came to closing a deal.

None of those close to him saw a difference in his character from one life to the next, even during the almost 20 years that he took on a somewhat Godfatherly role as the go-to man on the island of Mustique in the Caribbean. He had bought David Bowie’s house and gradually turned it into a lavish estate, eventually becoming close friends with the Prime Minister of St Vincent and the Grenadines, Dr The Honourable Ralph E. Gonsalves. Nor was there any noticeable change when he wrote an international bestseller for entrepreneurs, or even when he decided to found a new charity to plant the largest native broadleaf forest in the heart of England.

Perhaps most surprisingly, there wasn’t one person close to him who saw a change in his personality when he was suddenly overcome by a compulsion to write poetry – despite entreaties from friends and colleagues not to. To most of those who knew him, every avenue and every turn of his life was simply ‘Felixness’.

As I sat across the table from him in a cottage on his estate in Mustique in January 2014, I saw one man, not the multiple personalities that some observers had reported over the years. However, it was a man still driven and focused yet also tortured by a burden of wisdom and the frustration of helplessness.

He laughed. Behind him the sun slowly edged its way around to Britannia Bay and a hummingbird darted between the wildflowers. A red-footed tortoise ambled across a well-tended lawn. Surrounded by such an earthly spectacle of beauty and tranquillity, Felix was remarkably cheerful for a man aware that, for him, time was fast running out. He asked me to photograph him beside a sign on his door advising visitors to ‘Please Go Away’ and chuckled as he recited the opening verse of a poem he had written a few weeks before. It was about the slow deterioration of his body. ‘Masturbation,’ he said, presented ‘no problems’, and with a bellow of laughter he went on to recite, ‘although I have little call or energy to work the thing at all’. The poem was called ‘Many Parts are Functioning Normally’ and offered a classic mixture of his wit and hard-won sensibility but mostly represented a man still searching, wondering and learning. It finished with a line that he admitted had a touch more bravado than he was comfortable with, suggesting that, thanks to the genes from his mother’s family, he would fight for life ‘though armed with just a feather, a quill to spill my guts from deep within’.

Although he had written those lines, there was still a part of him that didn’t really accept or believe in his fate. Felix was a great believer in chance and at the back of his mind there was always one more spin of the wheel.

The remarkable truth about the many lives of Felix Dennis is the fact that he inhabited each and every one of them with a focus, a vision and a gung-ho verve that left little room for down time or negativity – it was filled with opportunity. His philosophy was to go forward at full tilt, to just do it and apologise later. As John Lagana, his good friend and chairman of his US company, put it, ‘Felix was never afraid to roll the dice.’

Fergus Byrne, 2015


PART ONE

A GREEN-BACKED PENGUIN


CHAPTER 1

DADDY WE MISS YOU

Despite giving many hundreds of TV, radio and print interviews, there was one story that Felix Dennis simply couldn’t be completely honest about – at least not while his mother was alive. In later years, he occasionally hinted at the truth about his father, but when it came to talking about him, he usually presented a story that wasn’t entirely accurate. Felix was doggedly unsentimental about him and was also adamant that there were few similarities between them. But how much of that lack of sentimentality was because his dad left the family home and emigrated to Australia when Felix was just four years old, or whether it was the result of loyalty to his mother is hard to determine. Some believed the lack of affection was a natural trait in Felix’s character. It would be very much later in his life before he was to admit that the story that he had trotted out for so many people simply wasn’t true. And although there certainly were similarities between the two, Felix was never to admit it.

His father, Reginald Dennis, never returned to England, and Felix, despite having discovered his whereabouts, never visited Australia to see him. They did not communicate and, as befits a tragic story, Reginald died young in 1980. His death was attributed to a fall in hospital while being treated for alcoholic dementia. It was at a time when his son was on his way to becoming hugely successful. It’s probably fair to say that, although Felix was surrounded by Australians, some of whom had returned to Australia and even offered him work there, the period of his life between 1970 and 1980 was one of highs and lows, both on a business and personal level. With his signature attitude, he claimed that he simply had no interest whatsoever in seeing his father.

Born at the end of the First World War in south London, Reginald Claude Albert Dennis was the eldest of four children born over a spread of 15 years. Reg was admired and loved by his younger siblings but, in the way that only immediate family can really appreciate, he was also fondly remembered for being a bit of a tearaway.

His youngest brother Tony, a national hunt jockey for 40 years, remembered a wild, brave and fearless older brother. However, Tony was 15 years younger than Reg, who was away at war and then left for Australia when his younger sibling was just 16 years old. Many of Tony’s memories are vague but one incident was not only firmly imprinted in his memory but also left quite a few physical marks at the time.

Reg had taken Tony out for the day, and they set off to play by a railway line. The age difference meant that Reg was really playing a babysitting role, letting his mother have a bit of down time from dealing with a growing family. At one point, the boys had climbed onto a bridge and found themselves trapped as a train suddenly appeared around the corner. There wasn’t time to run to safety, so Reg ordered Tony to jump into the river. It was a 40-foot drop and Tony froze. Assuming his little brother would jump with him, Reg took the dive to safety only to find Tony hadn’t done so. The train, spewing steam and sounding its whistle, thundered past and for a moment, coming up for air and splashing about in the river, Reg was convinced his brother had perished. Tony had survived but had taken one hell of a pounding as the locomotive steamed past. His cuts and bruises were only discovered by his mother days later when he was heard moaning in the bath. He was just as afraid of telling his mother and getting a telling-off as he was of getting his big brother into trouble.

Another family legend describes how Reg fell foul of one of the great fairground attractions of the time, the boxing booth. The booth usually consisted of a brightly coloured hoarding with photographs and colourful drawings of boxers. Behind the hoarding was a tent containing a makeshift boxing ring, with a semi-professional boxer ready to take on all comers. Successful challengers might get a piece of the takings or even a bit of the gambling money, but pride was the main currency at stake. Being ‘handy’ with his fists, Reg fancied his chances. The story goes that he didn’t necessarily do as well as he had hoped, but kept coming back to try his luck again and again. In the end, after he arrived home with a thundering black eye, his mother stormed down to the fairground to pay off the promoter and make sure her son wasn’t allowed to fight any more. Reg’s mother Hilda was a formidable woman, who was not to be crossed.

This may have curtailed his boxing-booth antics, but it didn’t stop Reg from proving himself with his fists. He was a scrapper, who was unafraid to make his point of view clear, regardless of the consequences. Although fisticuffs may not have been Felix’s style, he was certainly to take on aspects of his father’s forcefulness. Felix’s uncle Tony also remembers how Reg, and his future brother-in-law, Cecil ‘Sonny’ Coller, would go out for a night on the town, often with the sole intent of getting into a fight – something Reg’s poor younger brother Gordon, a mild-mannered hairdresser – found difficult when he was caught up on the periphery.

Another aspect of Reg’s character that Felix inherited was a love of music. Initially a drummer – which Felix was later to become – Reg was also a highly regarded piano player, much in demand. Growing up listening to jazz and swing, Reg would have been just as likely to play Count Basie, boogie woogie or even ‘Let’s Gather Round the Old Piano’ with principal singer Betty Driver, as he was to play classical pieces. Whatever the music, Reg could always be relied on to get the party going. Generally he made a beeline for the piano wherever he went and there were times when his popularity on a night out caused friction with his wife, Dorothy.

‘You have ’im all week, let us have ’im for one night at least,’ his brother-in-law, Cecil, would say.

Reg’s second wife, Pam Allery, suggested that he got a fondness for alcohol in those early days when he was encouraged to jolly up the party with a few tunes and was rewarded with free drink.

Just 19 years old when Germany invaded Poland to start the Second World War, Reg experienced the horror of the sight of German bombers in the skies over London in 1940. On a beautiful sunny September afternoon, with thousands of Londoners enjoying the late summer heat, Hitler sent 348 bombers supported by 617 fighter planes to begin an intense bombing campaign that went on for nearly nine months.

Ernie Pyle, one of Britain’s most popular war correspondents, remembered the thrill that he and a couple of the other young boys experienced after the attack had begun.

‘Half an hour after the firing started, I gathered a couple of friends and went to a high, darkened balcony that gave us a view of a third of the entire circle of London. As we stepped out onto the balcony, a vast inner excitement came over all of us – an excitement that had neither fear nor horror in it, because it was all too full of awe.’

London was burning and for young boys, like Reg’s brother Gordon, who was 16 during the Blitz, it was full of exciting noises: explosions, the crackle of guns and burning debris, screaming fire engines and air raid sirens. Adrenaline was high and people rushed for shelter beneath railway arches, warehouses and the London Underground. Fire crews came from as far as Oxford to help fight the raging blazes, passing hundreds of people fleeing to the suburbs to escape the chaos. Identifying sounds became a pastime as people tried to determine whether a bomb was headed directly towards them or would hopefully land in another street. Youngsters quickly learned to tell the difference between the sound of a German Messerschmitt and an RAF Spitfire. Those on the cusp of manhood excitedly talked of joining the services, eager to get into the scrap, and in many cases driven by a need to fight an invisible enemy that was turning their lives to carnage.

By the middle of the summer of 1941, Reg had signed up for the RAF and was shipped to Blackpool, where he quickly qualified as a wireless operator and air gunner with the rank of second-class aircraftman. Although he finished the war with the rank of warrant officer, his time was mostly spent in exotic places, far from his family and the rapidly deteriorating morale in London.

He was first stationed in Ceylon and his service record shows a busy time in search-and-rescue, as well as supply missions. However, during that period, and probably in between time spent in various Operational Training Units, Reg had one particularly important mission – a proposal of marriage to Dorothy Coller, also from his hometown of Surbiton.

Dorothy Grace Coller was born in Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in Marylebone on 15 September 1919. She was the daughter of William Sidney Coller, a mechanical engineer who worked at Surbiton Waterworks. Like her grandfather, Alfred Coller, who received a medal for his involvement in the New Zealand ‘Maori’ wars, Dorothy’s father also joined the services. He had served in the First World War as a private in Her Majesty’s Army. Dorothy’s mother, Gladys Carpenter, was the illegitimate daughter of Louisa Charlotte Carpenter, a domestic servant born in Warminster. On her marriage certificate, Gladys had named John Foley, a traveller, as her father.

Reg and Dorothy had met at the local fairground when he became friends with her brother Cecil. Both he and Cecil had their fair share of adventures and scrapes while Dorothy tagged along. She and Reg married in 1942 when they were both 22, Reg describing himself as a wireless operator and Dorothy as a spinster. The wedding was at St Matthew’s parish church, Surbiton and the reception for family and friends was at a nearby pub, the Toby Jug. Tony Dennis remembered being a page boy and his sister Grace was a bridesmaid. Grace had fond memories of her brother proudly wearing his uniform.

After their wedding, the couple lived in Grove Close, Kingston upon Thames. Reg returned from war and was given an honourable discharge in 1946.

Their first son, Felix, was born just after midnight in Queen’s Road nursing home on 27 May 1947. Soon afterwards, Reg and Dorothy moved to Hampton Road in Twickenham, where they opened a grocery and general provisions shop. To buy the shop they had been helped financially by Reg’s parents and Tony fondly remembered early morning trips to Covent Garden to buy fresh produce. The shop was a long, corridor-style room with goods on shelves opposite a long counter. Reg’s sister Grace remembers its mustard and coffee smell. The family lived above the shop and there were rooms at the back, where the children would play. Dorothy was always ‘immaculately dressed’ and ‘very proper’.

For shop owners like Reg it was a long day – collecting stock, stacking shelves, greeting customers and running the shop. Grace remembered how impressed she was by his ability to tot up the figures in the accounts book he kept on the long counter. It was ‘brain power’ he would say to her. She also remembered Felix in the background as an ‘affectionate’ and ‘bubbly kid’.

Combining two quick minds and a shared accounting ability, Reg and Dorothy should surely have been expected to grow a successful business in what were initially hopeful post-war years. However, the reality of their lives was an atmosphere of austerity, with rationing still part of daily life, and the shop did not prosper.

On 30 July 1949, Dorothy gave birth to her second son, Julian, at Twickenham Road, Isleworth. By then, Reg gave his profession as master grocer.

By the time Julian was born, Reg and Dorothy had fallen out with the rest of the Dennis family over the money needed to keep their shop afloat, and consequently neither Felix nor Julian had any memories of their Dennis grandparents, Albert and Hilda. Reg’s sister, Grace, who was actually an adopted niece, remembered how devastated her mother was at never seeing her grandchildren. Grace blamed the whole affair for the stroke that her mother suffered at the time and also claimed that the ‘family trouble’ contributed to the death of her father Albert, who died around the same time.

Working in the shop and dealing with financial difficulties that had ripped the family apart, Reg became increasingly despondent. He had returned to England a war hero. For six years before he had lived a life that could not have been more at odds with that of a shopkeeper: flying countless adrenaline-filled missions over enemy lines, more often than not swooping dangerously low in search of drop zones. He had been hospitalised twice, shot down and captured; he also spent seven days in the sea, and, like many of his colleagues, he had contracted malaria. After the excitement of battle and the camaraderie brought about by shared danger, life in suburban England was very hard to cope with. Against a backdrop of the launch of the Festival of Britain, a colourful national exhibition organised by the British Government to cheer up the country in the aftermath of war, Reg made plans to leave and seek a better life for his family. As Winston Churchill prepared for a general election that would put him back in power after six years in opposition, Reg said goodbye to his wife and two boys and sailed to Australia on the RMS Oronsay, arriving in Melbourne in September 1951.

The Australian immigration scheme at the time was such that, to get work there, one had to be sponsored by another family, and, as it happened, the Dennises’ old next-door neighbours, the Allerys, had already emigrated and offered to sponsor Reg to come to Australia to make a new start. In a letter thanking them for sponsoring him, Reg explained that life in England was pretty miserable and that many people were finding it tough. A recent budget, he told them, had increased taxes, and the constant rain was likely to devastate future crops. He explained that he and Dorothy were very busy, what with bringing up the two boys and running a business full time. They were on the go about 14 hours a day, he said, but he was looking forward to new beginnings.

‘I can’t tell you how happy I shall be to get a fresh start out there and how much I want to get Dorothy away from this endless slaving day after day,’ he wrote.

Sadly, his dream of a new start for himself and his family in Australia never came to fruition as Dorothy and the children did not follow him. Instead, while Reg struggled to build a new life on the other side of the world, Dorothy sold the business in Twickenham, and after 11 years of her raising the two boys on her own, the pair divorced and she eventually married an old friend named David Sawyer in December 1962.

Reg also married again, to Pam Allery (the daughter of the family who had sponsored his move to Australia), but he never really overcame the trauma of trying to cope after the war. He had fallen out with his parents and siblings and was then cut off from his wife and children. Slowly, he descended into an alcoholic oblivion, which his new wife Pam was helpless to prevent or to treat. Theirs was a turbulent marriage, with good times and bad. At one point Reg was holding down a full-time job and they ran an import business on the side. When that failed, his drinking coincided with Pam having psychiatric problems. She was admitted to hospital and, when Reg came to take her out, he himself was admitted instead. At one point he moved out of the family home to live in a hotel where, as Pam put it, drink was ‘on tap’. A voracious reader, a habit that his son Felix was to inherit, Reg was told by one hospital that he was going blind and would never be able to read again. Pam proceeded to get him some new glasses and gave him a copy of the Bible, along with some Enid Blyton books.

Reg died on 17 November 1980, and, although they had separated, Pam nursed him to the end. She returned to England to fulfil Reg’s wish to have his ashes scattered on British soil. After scattering most of them in a cemetery she took the rest (what she had determined were his hands) and sat at a table in the Palm Court in what she remembered as the Regent Hotel in London, where before the war Reg had played the piano. She ordered lobster thermidor and, while no one was looking, deposited the last of Reginald Claude Albert Dennis into a potted palm next to the table.

For Pamela Allery that was the end of an unsettled journey and a fitting finale to her life with the jazz-playing father of the future chairman of Dennis Publishing.

Remembering that he ‘used to play the piano divinely’, she said, ‘How do I know they were his hands? How do you know they weren’t?’

Felix insisted that his and Julian’s upbringing was happy and normal and claimed they weren’t really affected by the sudden disappearance of their father. Later in life he was to receive a copy of a note he had sent to Australia saying, ‘Daddy we miss you’, but he dismissed this as something that would have been expected of any child in that situation.

Doris Dench had played the role of nanny to young Felix and baby Julian while Dorothy helped Reg in the shop. Many years later, sitting in an apartment in New York, Felix wrote to Mrs Dench to thank her for the kindness she had shown to the two boys at what was obviously a difficult stage of their lives. He enclosed a cheque begging her not to think of it as charity but as a gift in thanks for her kindness. In family photographs, she had been referred to as ‘Auntie Dench’. Felix could remember playing for hours with her husband’s peaked railway cap and whistle, and listening to Children’s Hour and Listen with Mother on her radio. He told Mrs Dench that he believed he had inherited ‘the strong resolution’ of his mother and grandmother, together with some of the ‘creative (and slightly unstable) characteristics’ of his father. For the rest of his life he was to interpret his mother’s indifference towards his father as anger at his leaving the family.

Julian’s early memories simply highlight for him how different the two boys were. However, he also remembered Felix occasionally playing the role of big brother and trying to look after him. They quickly found friends of their own but would sometimes play together at a local playground, and Julian remembered at least two occasions when Felix had to come to his rescue after nasty accidents. Once, when Julian went headfirst down a slide with particularly bloody consequences, Felix rushed to the door of a nearby house and pleaded with an elderly lady for help. Another time, when Felix had been the cause of the accident – a swing hitting Julian square on the chin and nearly knocking him out – with a maturity beyond his years, Felix managed to flag down a passing taxi and, with an early indication of his persuasive abilities, convince the driver to take the two boys home free of charge.

Like many small boys they argued constantly, or so it seemed to their mother. They also wrestled, with Felix usually getting the upper hand. However, Julian remembered this coming to an abrupt end when he decided to punch Felix on the nose.

‘I’d just joined the school boxing team,’ he remembered. ‘I was very small and I was being bullied a lot, but always used to fight back. I was always taught to fight back. And I remember he put me in this wrestling hold and I got out of it and punched him on the nose. And he immediately ran to the mirror and said, “What have you done? You’ve broken my nose” because there was blood pouring out of it. Fortunately I didn’t break it but he never, ever came near me again.’

Felix was later to claim that Julian ‘used to beat the shit out of me’. When it came to size, his younger brother had outgrown him, though not by much.

Born with a lazy eye, or ‘boss-eyed’ as he later described it, Felix was prescribed glasses at an early age. Because one eye had a slight squint he was also given a patch, which according to Julian helped straighten the eye. His big spectacles with thick lenses were often the cause of teasing and bullying in school. In later life, Julian worked as a lens maker and the powerful prescription for his brother’s glasses was never forgotten. He also remembered how his big brother had an unusual habit of knocking things over, such as ink on carpets or milk on the kitchen table, usually eliciting shrieks from his fraught mother.

Despite their battles, Felix and Julian had a family bond and later in life Felix was to bring him closer to his business and other projects. But although he said they weren’t close as kids, Julian was always aware that his brother was different.

‘It was almost like from day one he was on a mission,’ he recalled. ‘He’d have a faraway look in his eye and always be skirting the edges, looking for something that was completely different, that other people wouldn’t do or wouldn’t say or wouldn’t see.’


CHAPTER 2

SNOGGING THE BRIDE

The transition from little boy to teenager and then to young man was adventurous for Felix as the fifties moved into the sixties, and for his mother that meant many challenges. Having gone back to work after selling the shop, Dorothy was not only busy looking after naturally boisterous boys as well as trying to hold down a job, but she was also dealing with an older son whose individuality and strength of character were becoming very apparent. While still quite young, Felix’s dominant and abrasive nature clashed with his mother’s similar attributes. He also showed unusual and wayward traits that, had he been born 30 years later, might have had him hauled to a paediatrician for assessment and educational intervention. But life was different then. Intervention from the school more often than not took the form of a caning, and parents were rarely included in disciplinary action.

Working as a bookkeeper for a local builder and studying to become a chartered accountant, Dorothy had to find a way to keep the children busy in the summer holidays and so she sent them to board with a lady named Mrs Monk, who lived in a small three-bedroom terraced house in Siverst Close in Northolt. It was a perfect arrangement for Mrs Monk: suffering from arthritis and unable to work, she would take in lodgers to help pay the rent.

Maureen Hadley, whose garden backed onto the close, remembered the first time she met Felix and Julian. Siverst Close was a cul-de-sac with a small patch of grass in the middle, where the local children would congregate and play. She remembered one day looking out of her window and seeing two boys she hadn’t seen before. They were particularly noisy, with grubby knees and excited faces, she recalled. Seeing her looking out of her window, one of them motioned and shouted for her to come out and join them. As she had finished the chores set by her mother, off she went. In what was to become a trademark ability to attract women to him, by the end of that morning Felix had made one of his first conquests. Although it wasn’t sexual (‘My balls hadn’t dropped by then,’ he later admitted), the relationship was an early marker of his burgeoning interest and eventual fascination, if not obsession, with the opposite sex.

Maureen remembered how, when the other children from nearby houses had joined them, they played the usual games such as hopscotch, tennis and kiss chase, during which ‘Felix gave me my first kiss, which I have never forgotten,’ she said. As Felix was 11 years old and Maureen only nine, it was a pretty innocent relationship and Maureen remembered him as more of a big brother, great friend and boyfriend all rolled into one. However, over the years their bond grew, and, although it remained platonic, their friendship revealed a young man with a strong morality, loyalty and respect for his friends. Later in his life there were to be times when Felix would get a reputation for having a travelling harem, but initially, and for the most part, he showed a deep respect and enjoyment of female companionship.

Maureen also remembered how she would have tantrums that Felix would put up with and he would always be able to tease her out of them. Occasionally he would be the cause of the hurt, as when he called her ‘Charlie’s sister’ because she was so thin – Charlie was the nickname they had given the school skeleton. Either way, regardless of where the insult or unhappiness came from, Felix was always able to make her laugh and would gently extract the source of the pain. He was an attentive boyfriend and even more than half a century later, sitting in his study at the Old Manor in Dorsington, he could remember what really mattered to a young boy.

‘She was a wonderful girl,’ he said of Maureen, ‘very pretty, very bubbly and vivacious. And I was at an age where you didn’t care if they had never heard of Hemingway.’

While it may be that these were idyllic summers, for Felix’s mother Dorothy there were difficulties. Julian remembered Felix acting older than his years and showing off his knowledge of how things worked. Felix also remembered taking on the role of the alpha male. Growing up without a man in the house had helped shape his personality and no doubt ensured that he matured more quickly than many of his contemporaries. He would be the one to take spiders out of the bath, fetch coal for the fire or change a light bulb, when necessary. It was a process that, coupled with his natural intellect and growing confidence, inevitably gave rise to occasional conflict, even if at times on a relatively innocuous level.

Maureen recalled an occasion when one neighbour, whose husband worked nights, complained of the noise the children made in the street. Felix eloquently and rather aggressively for a boy of his age argued the case for the children’s right to be there as much as anyone else. As Maureen remembered Felix ‘not rudely’ stuck to his guns and the argument went on for some time. In those days he did, however, always appear to show great respect for his mother – remembered by Maureen as a ‘cultured lady’ with a ‘quiet authority’.

In 1958, after receiving extra tuition at the Surbiton house of a Professor Goddard, to his own great surprise Felix passed his 11 Plus and began attending Surbiton County Grammar School, where he remembered going to rugby practice by bus. He hated his time there, especially the Latin, and was expelled for non-attendance. Maureen recalled the move well as it affected the amount of time Felix spent with her. He would come to visit every Sunday, buying a return ticket from West Ruislip to Northolt. While Maureen and her sister practised their piano, Felix waited patiently in the sitting room. They would play chess or go for long walks and Maureen sweetly kept the chess pieces all through her later life. She only remembered beating him once and was so excited she jumped around the room, to the great consternation of her mother, even though she admitted that he had probably let her win. Sometimes the family would picnic at Hampton Court or Richmond and Felix would always be invited. The Isabella Plantation, another favoured picnic location, was an early influence on Felix’s future love of trees.

As Felix moved into his teens there was a new person in his and Julian’s lives – someone whom Julian accepted happily, but Felix did not. Dorothy had started a relationship with a man named David Sawyer. A gentle giant, 14 years older than she, Sawyer was an engineer who lived in West Molesey. He had been a friend of the family for many years, appearing in family outings as far back as 1952, just after Reg had gone to Australia. Unaware that his father had recently remarried and insisting afterwards that it was irrelevant anyway, Felix naturally didn’t take to David’s new status and the possible upheaval it might cause. As he remembered it, he was the man around the house and so he showed his displeasure mostly through rows with his mother. On one memorable occasion Felix huffed and puffed and stormed out the door, saying he was leaving home forever.

‘Yes, of course you can, dear,’ said his mother. ‘But not in those clothes.’

‘What do you mean?’ stuttered Felix, momentarily distracted from his tantrum.

‘I paid for them,’ she replied. ‘You can leave but you’re not taking any of the clothes.’

Dorothy was one of the few people who could completely snooker Felix.

After moving to West Ruislip and leaving Surbiton Grammar School, Felix started at St Nicholas Grammar School in Northwood Hills. If Dorothy had hoped a fresh start would help her wayward son to settle down, she was to be disappointed. Felix immediately fell foul of whatever authority was thrust upon him.

‘I don’t think the transfer did me any good,’ he would later say. ‘I was an idle student. I didn’t want to learn from teachers, I wasn’t interested. I was truly an independent spirit and always in trouble, just endless trouble – couldn’t be bothered. If I had to get myself out of trouble, I’d use my wits and I could learn very quickly and then the teacher would forget about me because I’d obviously reformed, and it was all complete bullshit.’

He was later to describe his teachers from those years as ‘terrifically damaged goods’. From his point of view there were many that came back from the war who should not have been allowed in contact with the public, let alone children. As far as he could see, ‘Every guy that came back from the war that wasn’t an outright murderer just became a teacher. Anyone that behaved the way that those teachers behaved, anyone that behaved like that today, would go straight to prison,’ he insisted.

As is often the case there were individual teachers who stood out. Felix would later write a poem about his English teacher, whom they called ‘Abdul Rowe’, mainly because he had a beard. Rowe was, he recalled, the first one to tell him that he had a natural gift for writing. Many years later, after he had made a substantial sum as well as having successfully published a few books, Felix wrote to one of his classmates to see if he could track down the teacher, whom he heard had become blind. He wanted to see if he could help him. Sadly he never was able to find him.

Another early influence on Felix’s life, head of tutor and popular art teacher Brian Tilbrook remembered keeping an eye on him during what he called ‘three mildly troubled years’. Felix was not popular with the head teacher, Mr Watson, and was quickly in danger of being expelled.

‘At the end of each year, at a review meeting with the staff, I would defend Felix’s right to his place at the school, dismiss his apparent slacking and gain for him another year of assessment and hope,’ Tilbrook remembered. However, at the end of that third year, having taken the whole form, all 30 boys, to the cinema for a treat, Brian Tilbrook left to visit Malaysia on a two-year secondment. When he returned, Felix was gone.

‘Waiting until I was away, the headmaster had sorted out those he saw wasting time, and in his opinion, Felix was a prime candidate,’ he explained.

Brian remembered Felix as being helpful and enthusiastic, especially when it came to organising the school fair. No doubt most boys would be eager to help with this sort of activity instead of schoolwork, but Felix apparently attacked it with gusto. Brian remembered borrowing a life-sized knight on horseback from a nearby art school and carefully placing it on a trailer to tow around the local area, hoping to draw attention to the upcoming fair. Felix sat in the passenger seat, pretending to be a racing driver, and, according to Brian, gave the impression that he was going much faster than the actual driver. As it happened he may have learned of some of the dangers of being in charge of a motor vehicle during that promotional trip, when Brian, misjudging the height of a bridge, decapitated the knight on the trailer and sheared off his proudly held stave.

David Wallbank, who was to become part of a band that Felix first got involved with in St Nicholas Grammar School, remembered that, apart from being very literate and the twist champion at the local youth club where they used to hang out, Felix was already quite the ladies’ man.

‘Felix always had the best-looking girlfriends,’ he said. ‘He never had a problem getting girlfriends at all. Most of the people at the youth club had what you might call long-term relationships. Not Felix. He always had lots of different girlfriends and probably more than one at a time, running three or four girls at a time. Sexually precocious, I think.’

One of the things that Felix became known for later in life was his ability to keep in touch with many of those he met along the way and St Nicholas Grammar School cultivated a few strong friendships that endured and produced more than a few adventures. Peter Quesnel was one of those with whom Felix tussled in the early days. Peter remembered that Felix very quickly showed a ‘powerful personality’ and had to stick up for himself because he was smaller than many of his peers. He also remembered that Felix often got into scrapes because of his argumentative nature. In Peter’s case, a game of chess started a disagreement that was to become a foundation stone of their friendship.

‘I don’t remember who was the accuser and who was the accused,’ Peter said. ‘Suffice it to say, a row developed, and it turned physical and the two of us started fighting. We fought, not punching each other but wrestling and trying to get supremacy, and we fought our way out of that classroom, down the corridor and in and out of some other classrooms. It was a real needle match, you know, we really meant it, and nobody was getting the better of it. We ended up at the end of the corridor in the boys’ cloakroom and I have this vision of the line of basins and the toilet cubicles and we were still fighting! Suddenly we stopped, realised we were both completely knackered and that nobody was actually going to give in or win and we started laughing.’

Their friendship sealed, they were to spend many happy hours in each other’s company over the coming years.

Peter also remembered some of Felix’s mother’s efforts to humour and treat her son.

‘Whenever there were picnics or packed lunches Felix’s were a bit special,’ he recalled. ‘I think I saw my first baguette coming out of his packed lunch. She would work the fillings from one end to the other so he would be able to munch his way through egg mayo, into cheese and tomato and finish up with a bit of ham salad. Then she made the most wonderful devil’s food cake. I remember Dorothy for her cakes.’

Peter suggested that perhaps one of the reasons why they got on so well was that they both came from broken homes. His father had walked out when he was three years old and he thought that was quite unusual in those days. He remembered how he was always interested in other people’s fathers, something that made him acutely aware of David Sawyer when he began to be associated with Dorothy. Felix also pointed out later that there were very few kids in school whose parents had separated.

In October 1962, the Western world held its breath. Felix was just 15 and the Cuban Missile Crisis was threatening to plunge the United States and Russia into a nuclear conflict, something veterans of the previous world war simply couldn’t comprehend. Ron Komatsu, a Japanese native who was head of chemistry at St Nicholas Grammar, had more of an interest than most and was glued to his radio. Students remembered he had a car standing by, ready to leave at the first sign of the conflict escalating. Felix remembered it with some amusement.

‘We lived next to Northolt! How far did he think he was gonna get in his car?’ he boomed.

Inevitably most youngsters were fairly unaware of the impending disaster and were more interested in football or the cultural changes happening around them. Music was beginning to offer a way into an exciting new world and there were the beginnings of a beat revolution in some quarters, though not anywhere near St Nicholas Grammar.

Felix’s interest in rock and roll had come from a slightly different quarter to that of his friends. Across the main road from the quiet, leafy, triangular estate his mother had moved them to stood a Ministry of Defence site called RAF West Ruislip. It had been leased to the US Air Force in 1955 and, following the war, was being used for the repair of vehicles, coaches, aircraft engines and radar. A squadron of the 7500th Air Base Group had also been transferred there. For youngsters like Felix and Julian, it was an exciting place to visit. They weren’t supposed to be in there, but as Felix remembered, this wasn’t a problem.

‘You duck underneath the big red pole and you start running,’ he laughed. ‘What is a soldier going to do? Look like an idiot and chase after you. What is he going to do, shoot you?’

He maintained that the US military wanted to have the locals on board so needed to win their hearts and minds. Julian remembered visiting it many times and had vivid memories of tough servicemen getting horribly drunk and falling foul of the military police. Later on, he even came to their canteen to watch Felix play in a band there.

It was one such serviceman, a deep-voiced southern black man called Anthony, who opened Felix’s eyes and ears to the blues.

‘Before I met Anthony,’ he recalled, ‘the only black music I listened to was Nat King Cole, Fats Domino, Chubby Checker and Little Richard, and thanks to his kindness I became a blues fanatic, not to mention a blues snob.’

As a trade-off he promised to introduce Anthony to classical music.

‘I knew nothing about classical music, but I knew more than he did!’ he laughed.

Many years later Felix wrote a poem about Anthony. ‘The Janitor’s Offer’, written from the serviceman’s point of view, included the line: ‘Maybe if we took turns t’choose, You c’d play me this cat Mendelssohn, And I c’d introduce ya to the blues’.

‘I never got around to playing him Mendelssohn because he wasn’t remotely interested in listening to it,’ he said. ‘I only had probably two albums that my parents had somehow managed to get hold of, and so I had just been bluffing.’

A practice at which he would later become very adept.

Felix’s introduction to the world of playing in a rock and roll band began with the back of a biscuit tin in 1962. He and Peter Quesnel and a group of other friends from St Nicholas had started what they called a Tape Club on a Friday evening after school. They would write short sketches, bits of music and jokes, record them and then play them back for their own amusement. Because it was a single-sex school and therefore essentially a male-only club, most of the parents of the kids involved were happy to leave them alone in the house while they went out to the pub. As far as they were concerned, with no girls involved they couldn’t get up to any mischief. Peter Quesnel remembers how they changed the venue each week so as not to outstay their welcome. Parents would sometimes leave out sandwiches, biscuits and cake, and if the boys were lucky, soft drinks as well. David Wallbank brought his guitar and Felix would drum on the back of a biscuit tin. In time he upgraded to a set of bongos that he purchased on a school holiday to Greece and afterwards a drum kit bought on hire purchase.

‘A proper Premier kit,’ he remembers. ‘But I was appalled to figure out that I was going to have to use my feet as well, which came as a terrifying shock. Of course I knew, because I had been watching bands all my life, but I had never thought about it.’

The Tape Club led to the formation of a band called the Flamingos, which variously consisted of Bruce Sawford on rhythm guitar, Peter Quesnel on vocals and harmonica, David Wallbank and Martin Jones on lead guitar, Terry ‘Spud’ Murphy on bass and Felix on drums. In the early days, one of Bruce’s specialities was strumming his steel guitar so hard that he lacerated his fingers, spraying blood all over himself and anybody who happened to be nearby. In a later incarnation, Ken Daughters joined, playing a Phillips organ. John Brooks, who hung out with the band, helping lug equipment, occasionally stood in for musicians who might be late for a gig. He remembered them being one of the best bands in the area, although he insisted they were not quite as good as Ronnie Wood’s band, the Thunderbirds, who played the circuit at the same time. He also recalled that Felix stood out as the leader, with thick long hair, sporting a full-length military-style overcoat, even in hot weather; he also had a habit of wearing a cape.

The Flamingos had a fairly eclectic repertoire, not least because they had a drummer who was determined to stamp his own developing personality onto live performances as well as rehearsals. By this time Felix had created a name for himself as something of a live wire, the one most likely to rise above the crowd, and the opportunity to take that personality out in front of an audience, and a paying audience to boot, was just too good to miss.

With a nod to the great drummers who led from behind, Felix not only produced enthusiastic drum solos – at times jumping out of a pub window in mid-solo only to appear again through another window, drumsticks in hand, to tap on punters’ bottles and glasses before reaching the stage again to continue – but he also swapped places with singer Peter Quesnel for three or four numbers. He would produce raucous renditions of blues classics such as Bo Diddley’s ‘I’m a Man’ and Willie Mabon’s ‘I’m Mad’. Peter remembered that his performances were so full of showmanship that they created a bit of a cult following for the group – even though the rest of the band had to keep on their toes to avoid the swinging microphone that accompanied the performance. That same showmanship would be put to good use later in his life, not only in business, but also when taking a turn at the annual Mustique Blues Festival.

Felix’s ability and penchant for attracting and entertaining a crowd didn’t end on the stage, though. Many people remembered his antics outside a pub called the Fisheries in Harefield, where the Flamingos played regularly. Now a quiet countrified bar and restaurant named the Coy Carp, in the sixties the Fisheries played host to many bands, and a garage next door was also occasionally used for rehearsals. It is situated on the canal, close to a weir and a drainpipe spans the canal next to a bridge. The pipe is about 18 inches in diameter with large spikes at either end to stop people from walking on it.

With night falling, and not much light to go by, Felix would bet drinkers from the pub that he could run across the canal along the drainpipe without falling in. Nowadays it would be a Health and Safety nightmare but in those days the potential for amusement, had he failed, was too great a temptation for many. Felix’s beer money was easily won. He remembered it well and talked about it often, citing his natural balance as a real money earner. Another bet winner was his ability to turn his feet in such a way as to look like he could walk backwards. It became known as his penguin walk.

The Flamingos was Felix’s entry into the heady world of rock and roll and all that it brought. ‘All you could drink and all you could shag,’ as he remembered it.

Leftover cheese sandwiches produced by a landlady after a gig would be demolished in seconds and, on those nights when no food was produced, the band might pile into a Chinese restaurant or a Wimpy, where you could ‘fill your boots for half-a-crown’. However, this was also a period where his natural entrepreneurial spirit and need to take control began to affect those around him. Peter Quesnel remembered Felix’s efforts to make the band more professional. He began to coach Peter on how to present himself on stage, telling him to rehearse in front of a mirror but eventually deciding that, as a front man, his best option was just to stay in one place.

‘I wanted to be a showman but I wasn’t a natural,’ remembered Peter. ‘I looked ridiculous because I would leap about like Freddie Garrity of Freddie and the Dreamers.’

Eventually, in the days after they had left school, David Wallbank, who at the time worked for a bank, got hold of an old-fashioned, ‘solid as a rock’ bank stool and Felix said to Peter, ‘Right, sit on that and don’t move!’ The result actually worked in their favour as it gave the band a rather unusual look.

One evening, on the way home after a gig, they picked up a hitchhiker who turned out to be a photography student. Never one to miss a trick, Felix managed to extract a promise from the student to take photographs of the band in return for the lift. The photos were done in the style of the cover of the Fab Four’s With the Beatles album, a popular style at the time, where the boys’ faces were shot partly in shadow. Felix set up the photographs on an easel outside each venue, complete with short biographies of each band member. At one point he and Bruce Sawford had 100 silkscreen Flamingos’ posters made with the words ‘Flam Fans Breed Fast’. He also made stage sets from his bedsit. Later, in another band, Felix created giant-sized cardboard cutouts of characters from Marvel comics and placed them around the stage. It was an early sign of the promotional and marketing talent, as well as the unusual attention to detail that Felix brought to every initiative he was involved in, from his early days in music and business through to his successful poetry tours in later life.

Throughout his late teens, residencies at the Fisheries and the Witches’ Cauldron in Belsize Park helped the band to gain quite a following and Felix was all for making a go of it and seeking fame and fortune. They recorded a demo and even spent a day at the BBC to help soundmen test their recording studio. Peter Quesnel also remembered a support gig for Gino Washington and the Ram Jam Band, one of the hottest groups around at the time, during which they cheekily covered one of Washington’s own numbers in their set.

‘I maintain we did it better than they did, except that we didn’t have the brass,’ he said.

David Wallbank remembered gigs at the Fisheries ‘being packed’ and Bruce Sawford recalled punters dancing on the towpath outside the pub.

But the road to pop superstardom wasn’t what everyone wanted. Unfortunately, according to Peter, the rest of the band found Felix’s enthusiasm, aggression and need to run the group more than they could cope with and eventually decided to get a new drummer. Both Bruce Sawford and Felix understood the split had more to do with Peter needing to settle down rather than Felix’s first steps towards world domination, but the reasons that were given varied. In the case of the Flamingos, it never really mattered. The one most likely to succeed was going to do it, no matter what path he chose.

In an ironic parallel with another successful band, the Beatles, the Flamingos later landed an opportunity to try the German circuit after Felix had left. But when they got there, they discovered that their replacement drummer was only 15 and therefore too young to be allowed to play in the clubs. A similar problem had occurred with the Beatles in 1960 when the authorities sent George Harrison home from Hamburg for being too young. However, this was where the comparison ended.

After he left the Flamingos, Felix began depping in various bands around the area. He would stand in for drummers in other bands, pocketing what he remembered as good money for doing something that was all about having a good time and pulling more girls than anyone else. He and Bruce even played in a band called Wham! long before George Michael and Andrew Ridgeley graced the eighties with their sparkling smiles and coiffured hairstyles. Felix still believed that he could carve out a future in the career that was giving him so much fun.

‘I was certain that music was going to be it,’ he said, many years later. ‘I was going to be able to write. I knew I could write songs – I mean, I could write hits. I could have done it. I should have done it. I should have kept at it, but I didn’t – and there you go.’

Throughout his teenage years and his time spent living day-to-day playing in rock and roll bands, Felix made a pretty memorable impression on almost everybody he met. This included teachers, friends and parents of friends but, most importantly, women. He already possessed a remarkable enthusiasm and capacity for sex, which left most of his friends and acquaintances scratching their heads in wonderment at how he managed not only to attract so many girlfriends, but to juggle them without getting into hot water. He had no interest in having just one girlfriend and his honesty that he simply didn’t believe in monogamous relationships, coupled with a powerful intellect and an ability to charm when necessary, seemed to yield results.

He was young, not bad-looking, energetic and lippy but he also had a way with words. One telling comment by an early girlfriend, Sanchia Pearse, who went on to become a teacher, highlighted his intelligence. Sanchia enjoyed his skill in arguing with focus and conviction but was also amazed at how well he wrote at such a young age. She pointed out that looking back on Felix’s letters and comparing them to the SATs papers she later marked as a teacher, there was no comparison. For someone she remembered didn’t do well in school and was constantly in detention, he showed serious literary ability.

Her explanation of how difficult it was for Felix to remain monogamous says as much about why he was attracted to her as it does about Felix’s waywardness. She said that accepting his need for an open relationship was an interesting stage to work through.

‘It makes 100 per cent sense when you have got so many different aspects to your personality,’ she explained. ‘No one person could possibly satisfy you in that sense. I wouldn’t like to postulate why, but it has to do with your whole upbringing and background. I have got a lot of sympathy with that idea that you don’t ever want to tie yourself down and always want to explore new things. And when you are bright, you want to be intellectually stimulated as well as physically stimulated, and you are always exploring new avenues. It is unusual to find. I don’t think I know anybody else who has had so many different relationships and managed to keep them all bubbling along.’

Sue Walls, who saw Felix off and on for a year or so, remembered the best times as those when he and Bruce would come around to her house in Pinner and sit in the front room playing guitars, sometimes until four in the morning. They had first met when he and a couple of friends turned up, uninvited, to a party at her house. Although they had initially thought about throwing them out or even chucking them into a nearby pond, Sue was intrigued by Felix’s strong character. Though opinionated, he was also focused and exciting, she felt. She remembered him as a perfect gentleman with impeccable manners, except perhaps for the time when he was caught snogging the bride-to-be at the end of her own engagement party!

Sue got the impression that Felix enjoyed the homely feel of her home – hers was a close-knit family. However, she also remembered Felix’s need to spread his wings.

‘He would turn up and then he would disappear again for a while,’ she said. ‘That was Felix, he could not be tied down.’

It would be easy to suggest that Felix was typical of most teenagers whose physical growth outpaces their intellectual maturity but he was a little more than the average teenager. The fire in his belly was more like a nuclear-fuelled vat of bubbling oil that
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