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      The Last Chapter

      
      
      As I finish writing this journal, this exercise in fun and self-indulgence, I can only think that we, the generations of people
         from the 1920s till now and probably the next thirty years, we are the ones who drove cars, real cars. We are the ones who
         rode in the steam and diesel trains; some of us were lucky enough to fly in Concorde, to listen to the growl of a V8 Chevy
         engine, the purr of a Ferrari. We are the ones who could watch cars and motorcycles racing against each other and not feel
         like criminals. We are the ones who could still get speeding tickets, impress girls with our cars first and penis engineering
         afterwards.
      

      
      Someone picking this up in 2050 might be being transported in God knows what, some grass-powered hybrid. We have been the
         lucky generations. And that’s why every new car, every turn of the ignition key, is a new baby to me. It’s what man’s made out of nature. It’s rock’n’roll.
      

      
      Do I like cars?!

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Kids in Dunston

      
      
      When we were kids in Dunston, there were places we were told not to go, and that’s where we went – basically, anywhere dangerous.
         The power station was definitely off limits because of the slag heaps, which held water and also created a form of quicksand.
         But in between the dangerous bits there were old army trucks and old railway carriages. The carriages, they were red and cream
         with wood linings inside and beautiful lamps over the tables. The seats were a red-patterned cloth with high backs and headrests.
         I was completely and utterly in love with both the trains and the trucks.
      

      
      I would ride my bike down there and climb into the cab of one of those old army 3-tonners. Oh, the smell, I could never figure
         out what that smell was. But I ignored it and, just like at home with my bed steering wheel, I’d drive, but this was real – this had pedals I couldn’t reach and a gear stick.
         My God, I was at Normandy, then North Africa, Anzio – a fearless driver getting the ammunition through to the front line.
         Then I’d run to the railway carriages and sit in them, yeah, just sit in them, ’cos they were posh with a capital ‘P’. And
         there was that smell again: what the hell was that smell?
      

      
      Years and years later, I still remember that smell, and I think I’ve figured it out. It was the smell of sadness, of things
         that weren’t broken but had been left to rot, surplus to requirements. Ah, shit…
      

      
      PS: It was also at this place, one Sunday afternoon, that about nine of us gathered, and one particular lad – who shall remain
         nameless – said his older brother had just shown him a new trick called wanking. He got out his tadger (for that is what we
         called our tadgers), and proceeded with two fingers to jerk it up and down. Oh, how we laughed. Then he said, ‘C’mon, everybody
         do it, or I’ll bash you up!’ He was a tough guy. We all did it, none of us had an orgasm or anything near one – how can you
         when you’re thinking of a 3-ton Bedford army truck?
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      The Driving Test
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      The driving test: the final frontier, the Beecher’s Brook of learner drivers, the High Noon of exams. I was eighteen years old, and I enrolled at the British School of Motoring. I was to drive in a Morris 1100. It
         was powder blue, unlike my instructor’s nose, which was end-of-cock purple. He had what I thought was a tiny moustache, but
         on closer inspection turned out to be nose hairs that looked like two hairy pussies side by side. His eyebrows were like a
         relief map of the Himalayas. They just went everywhere. He wore a three-quarter-length coat and a five-and-three-quarter-size
         trilby hat on his head. He was constantly blowing his nose and checking the contents of his handkerchief. He was as friendly
         as a male gorilla with nothing to shag! And lucky me had him all to myself for one whole hour.
      

      
      ‘Get in the vehicle.’

      
      Christ, ‘the vehicle’ – what the hell?

      
      ‘You will address me as Mr Mephistopheles at all times. You will follow my instructions and you will not deviate from them.
         You will not turn to face me when you are driving. You vill obey my orders at all times, and YOU VILL BE SHOT IF YOU GO OVER
         30 MILES AN HOUR!’
      

      
      Now, he didn’t look German (well, not with those nose hairs). The lesson itself was a blur. All I remember is that he shouted
         a lot and said, ‘No! No! No!’ all the time. Basically, he was as bad at instructing as I was at driving. And I still had five
         more lessons.
      

      
      In between lessons I read the driver’s bible – The Highway Code. You had to memorize every bloody thing in it, for the theory part of the test.
      

      
      After my sixth lesson ‘Hair Face’ turned to me and said, ‘You’ve no chance of passing your test.’

      
      ‘Why?’ I asked.

      
      ‘’Cos you’re shite.’ Ah, nothing like a gentle let-down! Of course, he was right. I sat the test and failed. And yup, it was
         the questions that I screwed up.
      

      
      
      
         
         Examiner: ‘Right, when should you never overtake?’

      
      
      
         
         Me: ‘Erm… on the brow of a hill.’


      
      
         
         Examiner: ‘I need two more.’

      
      
      
         
         Me: ‘Erm… on the brow of another hill?’ He was not a humorous man and it all went downhill from there. Dejected and hurt, I sloped
            off home.
         


      
      
      I applied for another shot at it the next day. I suddenly realized what I had been doing wrong, twit that I was. I had been
         driving a Ford Popular with three gears whilst practising at home and then spending only one hour a week in a modern car with
         four gears, so I never really got used to it. At that time I was in my first band (The Gobi Desert Canoe Club). Our guitarist, Trevor Chance, had a Mini Minor, so I
         asked him if I could drive his car when we were having band practice and sit my test in it. He said yes, no problem, Brian
         – after I’d handed him the money.
      

      
      The upshot was that I sat my test six weeks later. The examiner was a nice guy. He told me we were going to Dunston to do
         the test – that was my own backyard. At the end he said, ‘You’ve passed, Mr Johnson. Well done!’ I just sat there. As he got
         out of the car he turned and smiled. ‘Oh, you can take those L-plates off now.’ I drove straight to the pub to celebrate.
      

      
      It was one of those days that your youth gobbles up, an achievement that youth deserves, and being young you drink it in like
         fine wine – a bit like losing your virginity. I know I’m waxing lyrical, but shit! You’d overcome machinery. You were ‘the
         man’. You were flying solo. You could go anywhere you wanted, on your own – all the things I’d dreamt of as a kid (though
         I was still a kid, really, at eighteen). I’ll bet there’s not one of you out there reading this who doesn’t remember that
         day, that feeling of freedom.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Tour Bus

      
      
      A tour bus is something every groupie wants to see the roof of and every male rock fan wants to see the inside of. They are
         amazing vehicles; the Americans make the best ones, and they’re called Prevost and are fabulously rock’n’roll. The British
         and European ones are crrrap! The English build the coachwork, so it’s, ‘Let’s make really small seats and make everyone feel
         as uncomfortable as possible.’ The chassis are usually made by Volvo, Swedish by name, Swedish by nature. Dull. One big safety
         bollocks after another, with English EasyJet comfort on top. It’s one of the few times in life you wanna drive American.
      

      
      The adventures on American buses are legend. Take, for instance, the time when one of our drivers was a devout born-again
         Christian, and we got ten gorgeous groupies to get down on all fours eating and sucking each other’s thingies all the way down the bus to the driving seat, and when the
         front girl unzipped his pants and gave him his first blow job, his first words were ‘Oh, my Lord!’ Other truckers passing
         were honking horns and calling him on his CB. All ten girls gave oral communion to our Christian friend. He never called on
         the Lord again, but he did maintain a steady 70mph. What a driver!
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Rovers and Rollers
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      I was born on 5 October 1947 in the village of Dunston-on-Tyne. The eldest of four, I was brought up in a council house, just
         like all the other kids. Our dads were hard-working, hard-drinking Geordies: miners, steelworkers, shipbuilders, fitters and
         turners. My dad, God bless him, worked in the foundry. What a comedown. Back from the war, where he had been a sergeant major
         in the Durham Light Infantry, he took the first job he could.
      

      
      Like everyone else in Dunston, he couldn’t afford a car. He didn’t even own a motorcycle. Factory foremen drove old Ford Populars
         and Austins, but there wasn’t much to get excited about. Until you had to call out the doctor.
      

      
      When I was ten, I wound up with double pneumonia. If it hadn’t been for Dr Fairbairn’s reliable Rover, I wouldn’t be here today, banging on to you, my fellow car nuts. There was only a 50/50 chance of me getting through the night.

      
      ‘Pull through, son, and you can have a ride in my Rover,’ said Dr Fairbairn.

      
      It was a big posh car, a four-door saloon with chrome runners and headlights the size of my head. Staring up at the enormous
         grille was like staring up at the Empire State Building.
      

      
      Now, if the doctor didn’t make it in time – or when your time was up – you got the ride of a lifetime. Funeral cars were shiny
         black 1930s Rolls-Royces. Huge buggers, they were light years ahead of the competition with their 6-cylinder, 7.7-litre engines
         producing 113 horsepower.
      

      
      ‘It’ll be my turn to ride in a Rolls-Royce soon,’ the old men used to say.

      
      To a little boy, they were even more impressive than a Rover. They were cars fit for kings and queens. Didn’t the prime minister
         drive one?
      

      
      ‘Why are the doors so big?’ I said to Pops as we stood on a street corner, watching a procession of them go by.

      
      ‘So they can get in with their top hats on,’ he said.

      
      He meant it too.

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Cliff Williams
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      Occupation: world’s best rock’n’roll bass player

      
      In the mid-eighties Cliff visited me in Newcastle. We had a break before playing Glasgow Apollo. Near my house there was an
         upmarket used-car dealership, and as we passed it one day Cliff shouted, ‘Whoa, Jonna, look at that, mate!’ I did look, and
         there in the window was an Aston Martin DB5, dark blue, with a beautiful wide-mouthed front, looking just like a woman’s vertical
         thingy. Red interior – what else! It was quite stunning.
      

      
      ‘I got to have it,’ he said.

      
      ‘But, Cliff,’ I said, ‘you live in Hawaii.’

      
      ‘Do I?’ he said.

      
      Oh, oh, he was gone. Car brain freeze. He hadn’t even asked how much it was, and had already written out the cheque. This car can do that to you. The salesman said, ‘Well, sir,
         we haven’t fully checked it out, but I drove it to work this morning and it runs fine.’
      

      
      Oh no, he was lying without lying. Cliff had that look on his face like someone was still giving him a blow job.

      
      ‘Snap out of it, mate! Come back. Don’t go into the light!’ I tied a rope round his waist, but it was too late. The salesman
         had opened the driver’s door and Cliff was in the driving seat. His brain wasn’t, and his wallet had gone bye-byes with it.
      

      
      ‘Cliff,’ I said, ‘we’re due in Glasgow in two hours, mate.’

      
      ‘Oh! I’m sure we can expedite the sale.’

      
      I didn’t realize the salesman was a sailor.

      
      ‘Yes, yes,’ said Cliff. The saliva falling from his mouth was at washing-machine-overspill level. He stopped still, eyes thoughtful;
         it looked like it hurt. ‘I’ll drive it to Glasgow.’
      

      
      ‘What!’ I said. ‘It hasn’t even been checked out.’

      
      So off we went in the car, kinda insured and kinda taxed and kinda checked over. It would have been kinda smart to leave it
         there (sorry). But Cliff had turned into Flint Cleethorpes, the tough-guy secret agent. He loved the car. It smelled like
         Sherlock Holmes’s office, all wood panelling and shiny knobs and stuff. We were on our way to Glasgow.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Jonna, it’s a noisy bugger,’ Cliff said.

      
      ‘Try second gear, mate. We’re doing sixty in first.’

      
      ‘Oh bugger, I’m so used to automatics in the States.’

      
      ‘Third and fourth’s not a bad option either.’

      
      His driving technique was to have dire consequences later that day.

      
      Half an hour later, Cliff said, ‘Hey, Jonna, it’s raining, mate. Where’s the wiper switch?’

      
      ‘I think it’s that one on the dash that says wipers.’

      
      ‘Oh yeah.’

      
      He flicked it – nothing. A few more flicks and definitely ‘mort’. It was a part of the car that hadn’t been fully checked out. Now, it’s really pissing down and we can’t see a thing. We
         pull over, and I remember an old trick. We take off our sneaker laces and tie them together, then round the wiper blade and
         through both windows, Cliff pulls one end and I pull the other back. It’s crude, but it works, providing you’re doing 30mph.
      

      
      ‘It’s fucking working, Jonna! We’re going to make it.’

      
      ‘Have you farted?’ I asked Cliff.

      
      ‘Not recently,’ he replied.

      
      ‘Well, somebody has, unless we’re passing one of those shite farms.’

      
      ‘Is that fog, Jonna?’

      
      ‘Ah shit, Cliff, that’s steam coming from under the bonnet, mate. Pull into the first garage you see.’

      
      Well, we were on the A69 to the M6, where garages are rarer than rocking-horse shit, so we go off road and stop at a small
         village garage. We opened the bonnet. The steam coming out would have made George Stephenson howl.
      

      
      The mechanic pulled his head out from under the bonnet.

      
      ‘Aye, son, ya cylinder head gasket’s gone.’

      
      Oh no, another bit that hadn’t been fully checked. We hurriedly phoned our tour manager and told him what happened, and he
         hurriedly told us what a pair of prats we were. We hired a taxi. The driver was a very happy man, driving all the way to Glasgow.
         When we got there, he turned around to look at us and said, ‘Y’know, lads, I’ve never been to a foreign country before.’
      

      
      The garage was going to trailer the Aston Martin back to the dealer in Newcastle. Cliff was pissed off. ‘What a piece of shit, Jonna. I can’t believe I did that. I’ll never buy another Aston Martin as long as I live.’

      
      Cliff now lives now in Savannah, Georgia, and he drives an Aston Martin DB9.

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Beauty and the Beast
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      Here I have to introduce one of my first loves – and hates.

      
      The Jowett Javelin was a sleek, aerodynamic, metallic blue – gold if you were lucky – exotic bird of a car. In the early fifties,
         British middle management fell in love with her. She had ‘class’. Spotting one of these gorgeous cars on a dull Tyneside morning
         made my heart beat faster. It was a short-lived fancy. They finished manufacturing them in 1953.
      

      
      They were too beautiful to survive England in the fifties, if you ask me.

      
      At the other end of the spectrum was Uncle Bill’s Vauxhall, a car I will for ever associate with the bitter pill of disappointment.

      
      ‘I’ve got the Vauxhall out the front,’ he’d say.

      
      Uncle Bill was a dapper man who fancied himself as a bit of a lad. The shame of it was that he delivered bread for Hunters
         the Bakers.
      

      
      ‘If I can be of any assistance…?’ was another of his lines.

      
      One summer, Pops decided to take him up on his offer. Uncle Bill was despatched to drive us to a four-berth caravan, khaki,
         ex-army, on the top of a windy cliff in Amble.
      

      
      My father had rented it from one of his workmates, and thought he had himself a bargain. Well, it was the closest one to the
         pub. If we tried to play football, the winds would send the ball into Cumbria. When we got an ice-cream, the gulls would attack
         us. Would we make it through the week? At night, it was hard to sleep with the caravan rocking to and fro with the gales –
         dreams of being blown over the cliff on to the rocks below. Oh yeah, and it didn’t have a heater.
      

      
      It was the worst holiday of my life. Pops spent his days – and nights – in the pub. Mum wept. She was from southern Italy,
         met her sergeant major in the war and followed him back to rainy Tyneside. It was the biggest mistake of her life. The kids
         fought. At the end of a week, Uncle Bill picked us up in the Vauxhall and drove us home.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      The Hummer
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      I bought my Hummer 3 about six years ago. I sold my Hummer 3 about six years ago. I don’t even know why I bought it. (I think
         it’s because whenever I climbed into the cab I thought I was Sergeant Fury. At night, when I drove to people’s houses, they’d
         come out with their hands up, screaming, ‘Don’t shoot!’ It was that intimidating.). It was big, it was daft, and if someone
         shot your tyres, they could reinflate themselves – brilliant!
      

      
      And I made firm friends at all my local filling stations: it was a thirsty bugger. But I soon realized it was nothing like
         the real thing. It was a sloppy second, a powdered-bollocks version, a Eurovision Song Contest of a military vehicle. It was
         the sum of all things silly.
      

      
      Now the real Humvee is a different animal altogether, which reminds me of a time in Van Nuys, California. We were shooting a video for the song ‘Big Gun’, which was being used
         in the movie Last Action Hero. We were having lunch outside, when a great big Humvee the colour of a camel’s arse flew by and nearly clipped the table.
         We went flying. ‘You stupid git!’ I shouted. The Humvee stopped, and out sloped a big muscle with a head on top. Oops, he’s
         a big bugger! It was Arnold ‘Schwarzenaustrohungarianegger’, and he had his ‘Aahh’ll be baaack’ sunglasses on. Was that a
         smile or a grimace on his face? He looked like he’d just lost a quid and found fifty pence, d’ya know what I mean? He tractored
         towards us. I noticed his head never moved when he walked. He walked past and lifted a finger, which obviously meant, ‘Hey,
         guys, lovely to see you. This is going to be fun.’ You see, Arnie was going to be in the video.
      

      
      Now I had to inspect the Humvee. God, it was big, as wide as a chip-shop counter, just not as shiny. On a foggy day you wouldn’t
         be able to see who was sitting next to you, it was so wide. The inside was all military. There were levers and knobs everywhere.
      

      
      So this was Arnie’s ride. Well, of course it was. He had to drive something that was him, an action mobile. What happened
         next floored me. Arnie came out of his caravan wearing an Angus schoolboy suit, complete with guitar. At first I thought someone
         had left an air hose up Angus’s arse, but no, it was Arnie, ready to rock. And rock he did! He did a duet with Angus, then
         picked Angus up with one arm and sat him on his shoulder. You know, this guy was all right.
      

      
      I asked Arnie about his Humvee, and the quietest man I know started to talk about his car (it’s always the way with cars).
         He loved it. ‘It fitz my sholterz,’ he said, and he started to heave with laughter. But he wasn’t kiddin’. I saw the label
         inside his leather jacket: it was XXXXL.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Lotus Cortina Mk1: Road Atlanta
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      My first race car. ‘Taxi!’ shouted the cheeky git parked next to me on the false grid (he was in a stunningly prepared Porsche
         356). I shouted back, ‘I’ll fuckin’ taxi you, ya cheeky twat.’ That got me my first warning from the marshal, that bad language
         was not part of racing. ‘Oh bollocks,’ I said. Then he warned me again.
      

      
      But I went out anyway, looking for Mr Porsche. Found him, scared him, and myself. And I found out the Cortina is a brick with
         wheels. How did Jim Clark and the others do it in the sixties? I’d bought a video and watched them. It was easy: to go fast
         round a corner, all you have to do is turn in under-braking. This will get the car on two wheels. Slide the tail out while
         you have the opposite lock on, then as soon as the windscreen’s in line with the rest of the road, you straighten her up and off you go, having kept your foot on the throttle all the way through. Scary, but loads of fun.
      

      
      Anyway, my first race is Sunday, the one-hour enduro, and off I go, The blue sky turns black. I’ve heard about Georgia downpours,
         but never seen one. It starts to rain. I mean, it’s pissing down. I have dry tyres on. I call Thomas, my crew chief. ‘Mate,
         I can’t see ’cos we have no wipers, and I’m sliding off the road.’ Thomas has a wonderful smile, but hardly uses it, in case
         somebody thinks he’s nice.
      

      
      Thomas to Brian: ‘You’ve only got one lap to go and you’re first in class and fifth overall. Just take it easy.’ Brian to
         Thomas: ‘I am taking it easy, because I can’t see.’ Thomas to Brian: ‘Well, you should know your way around by now.’
      

      
      It was at that moment that I hit the bridge at about 90mph. Rolled over and over and landed on my side. First race – first
         crash. I was pulled out and lay on the side of the track thinking, ‘Helicopter ride!’ When the medic came, he told me not
         to move. I looked at him and said, ‘You’re gay.’ He said, ‘I know, silly. Just relax.’ Turned out I was fine. Thomas was a
         little upset ’cos he’d just built the car, and it was well bashed, but we could rebuild.
      

      
      Then out of the gloom came this huge Dually pick-up truck. It was my buddy Jesse James Dupree, the singer with the band Jackyl,
         who lived nearby. I kid you not, in the back of the truck was a whole barbecued pig and all the trimmings. We sat, drank beer
         and ate pig around the Cortina. You can’t make shit like this up. After that day, I am hooked for ever.
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