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Chapter One

1958

I wasn’t born Gary Numan. I was born Gary Anthony James Webb, in Hammersmith Hospital, London, 8 March 1958. At 10.30 p.m. to be precise. The only child my mum would ever give birth to, although luckily not the only child she would ever be a mother to.

My mum Beryl had worked as a dressmaker before falling pregnant with me, and she was still only twenty years old when I arrived. My dad, Anthony David Webb, although everyone knows him as Tony, was about a year and a half older than my mum, and by the time they got married I was only a few months away from being born. A situation somewhat frowned upon back in those days. Dad was employed as a paint sprayer at the time but had also worked as a merchant seaman and had spent two years in Germany doing his National Service with the Army.

I have traits of both parents when it comes to the way I look, but my character seems to have come very much from my dad. Like him I can be stubborn, argumentative and opinionated, although we’ve both mellowed a lot as we’ve got older. But, also like him, I am honest. Brutally honest, in fact. Like him, I’m fiercely loyal to my family, generous with time, with love, with anything I have. My parents always made me feel special, as though anything was possible if you just tried. No dream was ever put down as stupid or childish, no matter how unlikely it might have seemed. I was brought up to believe that I could be whatever I wanted to be, knowing they would always help me in any way they could. I couldn’t have asked for a more loving or supportive family, and I know for certain that without them my life would have been very different.

It’s been said at times that I’m something of a perfectionist, but I don’t believe that’s true. I’m obsessive, and that’s not the same thing at all. I want to be as good as I can be, but I’m not searching for perfection, nor do I expect it from anyone else. I’m competitive, but I don’t get upset if I lose. I want the best for people I care for. I don’t need to be in charge, but it helps get things done the way I want them done. I found early on that running a band works best when you don’t have to debate every decision, so, when it comes to my career, the buck stops with me. That works for creative projects as well. Too much input from other people just slows everything down and dilutes the finished result. I’m happy to come up with the ideas, make all the decisions and sink or swim on what I end up with. It brings a lot of pressure, and it doesn’t always work out well, but I’m not one to blame other people for my mistakes. So, not a perfectionist, but very much in charge of my own direction and future. My obsessive nature has been a powerful force with my music career, but it’s also helped in many of the other things I’ve been involved in, flying aeroplanes being one.

My mother came from a very close family, and as soon as she had a child of her own did everything she could to make sure we were safe and looked after. Although quite small in size, she could be a formidable woman. Fiery and protective, nothing came before family. If she took to you, though, she was warm and friendly, always ready to listen and to help.

Around the time I was born my parents were renting a room in a bungalow in Ashford, Middlesex, but not long after I came along we were forced out by the landlady. Apparently she accused my mum of washing the walls so much the paint had started to come off. Knowing my mum and her obsession with keeping a clean house, especially with a new baby, I suspect that may have been true. The next place we went to had a different kind of landlord problem. This one seemed to be more interested in looking at my mum than the walls, so we moved on again.

My dad and his brother Lionel decided to rent a house that the two families would share. We took the upper floor and Lionel, his wife Val and their two children, Clive and Garry, took the ground floor. Garry, another Garry Webb, was born about twenty days after me, so there were two babies in the house at the same time. Not an easy situation for either family I’d guess.

I’ve often talked about being spoiled as a child but not in the way people think. My parents had no money, so I wasn’t showered with expensive toys, and I certainly didn’t get whatever I asked for – far from it. I was spoiled with love, kindness and caring. I was made to feel I was the most important thing in the world as far as my mum and dad were concerned. I felt safe, protected and important. For the first few years of my life I didn’t see my dad much; he worked constantly to try and pull us up from our poor beginnings. He has always had a phenomenal work ethic, and there was, and still is, nothing he wouldn’t do to help his family. But it’s true to say that money was in short supply for much of my early childhood.

I’ve always been interested in machines and technology, even as a small child. The kind that move mostly, but not exclusively. One of the best presents my parents ever got for me was a home-made control panel my dad had put together out of wood and various old dials and switches he’d found in his shed. That panel allowed me to be whoever and whatever I wanted. I was a pilot, a ship’s captain, an explorer on a spaceship far out in space – anything my imagination could think of. That small wooden control panel allowed me to explore the universe from the safety of my bedroom, to control huge, powerful machines that had yet to be invented, to wage war, to win races, to do anything I wanted. It was the perfect gift, made with love and understanding by parents who knew me inside out. It was exactly what I needed. Many years later I would have some of those same adventures but for real.

Around the age of four I saw something on television that would have a huge effect on my life. I saw a guitar player called Hank Marvin performing on a TV show, and I was captivated. Not by the music, but by the guitar he was playing. It was electric. It had a switch and dials and a lead that went to an amplifier that had yet more dials and switches. It was one of the most exciting things I’d ever seen, and I desperately wanted one. Electric guitars were out of the question, of course, but I was lucky enough to get an acoustic guitar. I tied some string to it to make it look like it had a lead and taught myself a few chords. I wasn’t hugely interested in music itself at that point, although we did often play records as a family – it was the sounds I was interested in. But it was the first steps in what would become my entire life.

The most exciting machines for me as a youngster were aeroplanes. I loved everything about them. They were beautiful, sleek, fast, noisy, powerful and complex. People that could fly aeroplanes seemed like gods and I would ask my parents to take me to watch them coming and going at the airport every chance I got. When I was five, or thereabouts, they took me to a small local airfield called Fairoaks to look at some light aircraft. You could get a bit closer to the planes than you could at the airport, so it was very exciting, but I was amazed when they said I could walk out to one and have a really close look. I was absolutely staggered when a pilot came out and asked if I wanted a ride. I didn’t know it at the time, but my mum and dad had booked a small pleasure flight for us all. It was an incredible experience, and I loved every second of it. I was allowed to sit at the front next to the pilot and I marvelled at his skills as he flew this little plane across the sky, pointing out things along the way. It had a huge, lasting effect on me. I desperately wanted to be a pilot, to know as much about aviation as I possibly could.

For years afterwards, planes were my biggest passion, but music was never too far away from my thoughts. I spent countless days at my grandparents’ (Nan and Poppa), lying out in their back garden watching the airliners fly over. They had a house not too far from the end of the runway at Heathrow, and it was exhilarating to hear the thunder of the jets as the planes got closer. When they came over the house, they were so low you could see every detail. It was my favourite thing to do. They were like dragons, huge and dangerous, fast and powerful, beautiful but menacing, and I thought it must surely take someone magical to tame them.

As I said, Dad worked so hard I barely saw him for the first few years of my life. Most of the day-to-day upbringing my mum did alone. When I was born, she also developed epilepsy, so the strain on her must have been enormous, but I was blissfully unaware of the hardships she was going through. Part of that is probably just down to me being a child, but my mum endured a lot throughout her life and yet never made it a burden for the family. She was incredibly strong in so many ways.

Most of my dad’s early jobs were driving. He drove buses, lorries, coaches, vans, all sorts of things. Many of my early memories involve sitting in between my mum and dad in some vehicle or other. I have one clear memory of us running out of fuel on a foggy night out in the country somewhere and watching my dad walking away, disappearing into the dark night with a petrol can in hand. Sitting there with my mum waiting for him to come back was one of the most nerve-racking experiences of my young life.

My mum was always telling me stories of my dad’s upbringing. One time she had gone to his house early on in their relationship and was waiting for him in the front room when he suddenly burst through the wall, having a fierce fight with one of his brothers. The walls were made of asbestos, and they had hit it so hard they’d shattered it and gone straight through. My dad once told me that as a kid he and his brothers had gone out and dragged home a fallen tree trunk, placed one end in the fire in their house and set it on fire. They would slide the trunk further into the fire as the end burnt away. They couldn’t afford to buy wood or coal to burn. Mum said this was why my dad was so determined to work hard and do what he could for us, so that we never had to live the way he had.

Things got a little better for us when we were able to move out of the shared house and into a council house – 53 St Anne’s Avenue, Stanwell, Middlesex, a three-bedroom semi, became our new home. A three-bedroom semi felt like a palace to us. Strangely enough, Lionel and his family moved into number 55 right next door. Our garden backed on to the playing fields of my school, Town Farm, so getting to school was easy.

The British government began a study of all children born in England, Scotland and Wales between 3 and 9 March 1958. About 17,000 children in all, including me. The National Child Development Study has followed us throughout our lives and, along with other similar studies, has been able to help build a greater understanding of how our experiences as children affected how we turned out as adults, how different areas of our lives, such as health, wealth, family, education and employment are linked, and how these aspects of life vary for people from different backgrounds. Essentially, how our natural abilities can be affected by environment and upbringing. I loved being a part of the study, to be honest. It made me feel special, although I think that was more to do with the way it was explained to me by my mum. She told me it was for gifted children, which wasn’t true. For me it just seemed like regular questionnaires, cognitive assessments, clinical assessments and other measurements. It was through these extra tests and assessments that it was discovered I had an above average IQ – in the gifted level, apparently. That may have been why Mum said it was for gifted children, of course. Whatever, it made Mum and Dad very happy.

Although I was considered bright at school, in my pre-teen years I was also pretty shy, reluctant to take part in anything that would put the spotlight on me. School plays, reading out loud, anything like that were a nightmare for me. I did have my fair share of confrontations, though. A short temper coupled with an absolute lack of patience with stupidity or ignorance saw me in fights more than once. I took offence too easily at times. One time someone called my cousin Garry ‘Spider’, which seems an incredibly childish thing to be angry about now. Garry didn’t hear but I did and that was enough. I punched Spider man in the face, and he immediately opened his mouth and started crying. His broken Spangle sweet fell out, which seemed pretty funny to me at the time. Within seconds Spider man’s friends got involved, so I had to make a run for it. I was running as fast as I could, but my wellington boots were too big and kept slipping off. Luckily, as I ran out of the school gates, my dad was waiting for me, and I dived into his car safe and sound. It really was lucky. My dad hardly ever picked me up from school, as our house was so close.

When I was seven, my dad’s brother John died. I remember seeing my dad cry for just a brief moment, something I’d not seen before and have never seen again. Soon after that John’s children were sent out to various family members to look after, and one of them, Donovan, came to us. I can’t truly remember the ins and outs of what went on back then, but Donovan was in a sorry condition when he came to us, so my mum and dad decided to adopt him. It took a while, but eventually Donovan became John, and John became my brother, whom I have loved with all my heart from the day he arrived. I’ve heard so many comments over the years about how I must have been jealous of a new baby coming into the family, or how I must have resented him, going from being an only child to having a baby brother. I never had any of those feelings. Not one. Ever.

After several years in St Anne’s Avenue, we moved again, this time to 615 London Road, Ashford, Middlesex. But this move meant a great deal to my mum and dad. This time we were moving not to a rented house, but to one they owned. All my dad’s hard work, all my mum’s sacrifices, had come good. They were now homeowners. Although I wasn’t too aware of what that meant at the time, I recognised that it was an important step for them, and I knew they were proud.

It was here that I met two boys that would become lifelong friends, although things started badly. Nicky and Garry Robson lived in the next street, so, according to kids’ law, we were enemies. Our meetings were usually a series of threats and shoves until one day we just started giggling at the pointless stupidity of it all, and that was that. Friends for life. It was Garry who many years later would trace around my face on a single cover and come up with an outline that would become the most recognisable Numan symbol. Nicky would become an award-winning video editor and helped me out more than once during some of my leaner career years. Nicky eventually emigrated to the USA and wrote a book about the experience. I actually bought a copy when I made my own move to California in 2012, without realising at first it was the same Nicky Robson whom I’d grown up with.

Garry and I had very similar tastes in music and spent many an evening talking about fame and fortune and all the things we were going to do when we grew up. Before that, though, I had a different set of friends, boys from my own street. We were all mad fans of The Monkees, so we put together what we laughingly called a band and started doing ‘shows’ in people’s houses up and down the street. We were called The Monkee Juniors, and our show consisted of putting on a Monkees record and miming enthusiastically to one song. On a good day we’d earn enough money to get some chocolate from the corner shop. I didn’t realise it at the time, but it was perfect practice for when I would eventually appear on Top of the Pops many years later. My friend Chris insisted on being the handsome singer Davy Jones, and as I had a guitar, still with string attached, I was Mike Nesmith. The real Mike Nesmith used to wear a green bobble hat, without the bobble, so my mum made me one just like it. I think it added to my performance.

The first thing I ever bought with my own pocket money should have been a Monkees album. I’d wanted it for ages, but when I got to the record shop, I saw a country album by Hank Williams Junior. I knew my mum liked country music, so I bought that instead and hurried home. She cried when I gave it to her, and I saw how much it meant. Not the album itself, but the thought behind it. It seemed such a small thing, but it was the first real present I’d ever got for her, and she treasured it for years. It was also a lesson for me in the power of kindness and how making someone else happy makes you happy as well.




Chapter Two

1970

In my final year at primary school, I sat my Eleven Plus exam. The Eleven Plus decided who would go on to the grammar school and who would go the secondary-school route. Grammar-school education was generally seen as being for the brighter children, but I’m not sure it worked that well in practice. I think the year I took it only eight of us got through to grammar school, so Mum and Dad were very proud. A first-rate education followed by a steady job seemed a certainty, and it must have felt good to them, parenting job almost done so to speak. Things were definitely going in the right direction. Many years later, though, I read reports from my primary school and found that I was considered rebellious with a vivid imagination, and that I was strong-minded. I was surprised at that. I really didn’t think I’d done much to be noticed at all, and I certainly didn’t see myself as rebellious.

I started grammar school in Ashford, Middlesex, in 1970 when I was twelve. I wasn’t looking forward to it. I would be one of the youngest in the school, and I felt small and insignificant. Nervous of being bullied, nervous of the teachers, nervous of the unknown. My cousin Clive had been at the school for a few years already, so I at least had someone there whom I knew. I hoped he would look out for me. As it turned out, it wasn’t too bad at all, and I settled in fairly quickly. Everything was bigger, of course – the school itself, the older children – but I found my feet soon enough.

Around that time, my dad bought a go-kart, a 210 Villiers. We drove it around a track at the back of Blackbushe airfield in Camberley a few times until I blew a hole in the engine. I didn’t know how to change gears, so I went round in second gear for a few laps until I revved it to death. Undeterred, my dad sold it and bought a single-gear 100cc go-kart, mainly for me, I think. I loved it, and we went to tracks every weekend for a while. I eventually got my competition licence, but I wasn’t really interested in racing other people. I only cared about improving my own times, beating myself. I was fearless in that little kart, though, and had some spectacular accidents. I loved becoming at one with the machine. After my disaster with the Villiers, I took far greater notice of what was happening. Machines talk to you, and if you listen carefully, they can tell you a great deal about how they feel. They usually tell you a problem is coming, and if you’re listening, you’ll have time to do something about it. Years later, when I was flying planes, that mechanical sympathy would save me more than once.

I joined the Air Training Corps when I was thirteen, I think, 94 Feltham Squadron. I’d assumed that you would get to fly in aeroplanes fairly often, but I was in it for nearly a year and only flew once, so it was somewhat disappointing. We did do lots of marching, though, and I even fired a gun once. Mostly the time was spent building a go-kart. I obviously had nothing against go-karts, but I joined the ATC because I liked aeroplanes, and aeroplanes seemed to a have very little to do with what went on there. No one else even seemed that interested in them. While I was a member, I went on an adventure to get the Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award. In groups of three, you had to hike across a moor for a day or two, navigate your way from checkpoint to checkpoint, camp overnight, cook your own meals over a campfire, that sort of thing. As luck would have it, it was the wettest weekend of the year, so the conditions were pretty harsh. I remember one of the other boys had taken a shine to my mum and talked endlessly about what he wanted to do to her. We got electrocuted climbing over a farmer’s fence, made even more unpleasant by being soaking wet, but eventually finished at the right place. I’d lied about my age as you had to be fourteen to enter, and I was still a few months away from that. Funnily enough, I never did receive my Bronze certificate . . .

Back at school, some of the classrooms looked out over the school field, and in the distance you could see Heathrow Airport. This was a problem. As my time at the school unfolded, I found it harder and harder to concentrate, and I would drift off looking at the planes coming and going. I still wanted to be a pilot, but the idea of a musical career was also really beginning to take shape. I spent more time daydreaming, with thoughts of being in a band or flying airliners around the world, and school started to feel more like an obstacle than a necessary step towards adulthood. I became intolerant of authority when it was applied badly. I became difficult. My school work began to suffer, as did my behaviour, and at one point I was taken to see the headmaster, who pointed out that in his twenty-one years of teaching I was the most disruptive pupil he’d ever had to deal with. I was actually proud of that at the time, which shows just how childish I still was. Horrified now of course. I was showing off, causing trouble, not doing the work. I discovered that the strictest punishment the school would give was Headmaster’s Detention after school, or ‘Bod’s Own’ as we called it, and if you didn’t go, they just gave it to you again, so you didn’t go again, and nothing actually happened. There was nothing to stop an idiot being an idiot, so there I was, in full flow. I was also becoming interested in girls and sex, and that definitely added another layer of teenage bravado and anxiety to the mix.

I was put on Headmaster’s Report for most of my third year, when I had to have a report filled in on a sheet by the teachers after every lesson. It eventually got so bad that I was made to change class and had to redo the entire third year. I was considered arrogant and troublesome. Doing a year again was meant to be a humiliating wake-up call. It was definitely humiliating, but, unfortunately, it didn’t wake me up to my stupidity. My behaviour continued to slide ever downwards. To be fair, I think the school gave me every chance they could. I obviously upset a lot of teachers, and some of them decided I wasn’t worth the trouble and our relationships deteriorated badly. With some it became openly hostile. But, the school did recognise that there was something more going on than just the standard behaviour of a wayward teenager and they recommended I see a child psychologist.

My interest in music had been growing stronger throughout all the turmoil at school. I’ve never been sure whether that interest was driven by an enthusiasm for music itself or the lifestyle it could bring. Both probably. I was a big T-Rex fan by now, and Marc Bolan always seemed to project a life of rich glamour – increasingly, I wanted that life. The kids at school, probably prompted by their parents, were talking a lot about what they wanted to do with their lives, and the options seemed relentlessly boring. With the exception of becoming a pilot, nothing seemed exciting, nothing offered the life I was looking for. But a rock star? They seemed to have everything you could ever wish for. More and more my thoughts were turning to what I needed to do to get the life I wanted, and more and more school was getting in the way.

At home I constantly wrote poetry and short stories. I was not a social child at all. I had a few friends in the street – and Garry and Nicky, of course – but I was just as happy, if not more so, being alone, when I could dream my dreams and make my plans. I’d started to write songs, or bits of songs, but very much poor attempts at the sort of thing Marc Bolan was doing. My mum and dad had by now bought me an electric guitar, an odd one, if I’m honest, and I was spending a lot of time not exactly playing it but plugging it into a variety of effects pedals and making noises. I was, even then, more interested in the sounds that instruments could make than I was learning scales and becoming proficient as a player.

My cousin Richard, several years older than me, had a beautiful Rickenbacker guitar, and for a while I spent a lot of time with him. He introduced me to lots of obscure music I’d not heard before, and he taught me a few more chord shapes which was fun, but I just wasn’t that interested in learning how to be an accomplished musician.

Marc Bolan used to play a guitar called a Gibson Les Paul, so that became top of my wish list. At that time, I didn’t realise that lots of companies made Les Paul-shaped guitars, so when I saw one advertised for just £37, I told my parents, and they agreed to buy it for me. I travelled to Shaftesbury Avenue in London with Garry Robson and was surprised to see it had Columbus written on it and not Gibson. The man in the shop explained that Columbus was an offshoot of Gibson, and that’s why it was cheaper. Underneath, he said, it’s a real Gibson. Total liar. It only cost a tenth of a real Gibson because it was only a tenth as good, and not one splinter of it was anything to do with Gibson. I still loved it, though.

I’d started dying my hair, even got a spiky haircut that was meant to be like David Bowie’s, but was far from it, in truth. It dawned on me that I didn’t have the gaunt, angular face I wanted; I tended to look more like a peanut. It was quite a setback to my rock-star dreaming. I had my ear pierced by a clearly bored man in a shop in Staines high street when I was fourteen. He didn’t ask which ear, just sat me down on a chair pushed against a wall so only my right ear was facing him, and that’s the one he pierced. Then the older kids at school decided that if you had your right ear pierced you were gay, although you weren’t gay with the left pierced apparently. I’m not gay, not that it matters, but it caused a few more confrontations, which didn’t help my situation at school. The hair dye didn’t help either.

My troubles at school were obviously a huge disappointment to my mum and dad. I’m sure my argument that I was going to be a pop star so school didn’t matter felt as stupidly unrealistic to them then as it does when I say it out loud now. I can’t believe how patient they were, and kind. They didn’t let me get away with anything, though. I was told off and punished often for what I was doing at school, but they never put down the dream itself. The attitude was always that being a pop star would be great, but, just in case it didn’t work out, I should still try hard at school while I was there.

On the school’s recommendation, my mum took me to see a child psychologist, a Dr Vorster. I spent many a session with him. He seemed to have a permanent cold and would hawk up phlegm every few minutes, spit it onto a tissue and then deposit said tissue into a bin next to his desk, where I was sitting. It was pretty gross, to be honest, and massively distracting. We discussed my behaviour and a whole range of other things that presumably he felt might be playing a part. Eventually he admitted that I needed more specialist help and referred me to St Thomas’s hospital in London. My memory is that we went to the child-psychiatry department, but I can’t be sure. I was seen by a lovely lady doctor who specialised in children with issues like mine. Unfortunately, I saw the trips to St Thomas’s as little more than a way of getting out of school, so I paid scant attention to what was said at the time, which I very much regret now. But I do clearly remember that it was at one of those sessions she mentioned Asperger’s syndrome for the first time. I was put on two drugs, Nardil and Valium, which I stayed on for about a year. I’ve since read that the diagnostic criteria for Asperger’s weren’t really arrived at until several years after my trips to St Thomas’s, so I’ve always been unsure about claiming that I was ever officially diagnosed. I’ve just always accepted that I have it. Again, my memory of that period is far from complete, but I have a strong feeling that my mum was not pleased with the Asperger’s verdict, that she saw it as a slight on her parenting skills. It wasn’t, of course, but I think any suggestion that I had mental-health issues was not taken at all well by her. I don’t think we went to many more sessions after that, but I did keep taking the drugs. They kept me calm. My explosive temper was kept very much in check while I was on them, which was a good thing, but they didn’t seem to be the real answer to my behaviour issues.

Peer pressure is a very powerful thing, never more so than when you’re a teenager, but for some reason, almost certainly due to my Asperger’s, peer pressure has never really touched me. I am not swayed by any feelings of shame, or guilt, or a need to belong, nothing. When my friends would say you can’t hang out with us if you don’t smoke, I would move on. If they said you can’t hang out with us if you don’t drink, I’d move on. Whatever it was, if I didn’t want to do it, I didn’t. I don’t do dares. A dare is just doing something stupid to amuse other people. Why would I want to do that? To belong? I don’t need to belong. I dare myself. I set my own challenges. Challenges that have meaning, that have purpose. I was therefore something of a loner. I followed my own path. I did things because I wanted to, or needed to, all part of a longer journey.

I sipped an alcoholic drink once, didn’t like it, saw no reason to persevere. I was witness to so many horrible examples of why drinking at a young age was not a good thing, or cool, that I had no interest in trying to ‘get a taste’ for it. Same with smoking. A kid at school used to smoke, in the most exaggerated way, and he always looked to me like a little boy trying desperately too hard to be a man. It looked pathetic, and I never wanted to look desperate like that, to pretend to be something I wasn’t. Actually be the thing you want to be, don’t pretend.

During my last year at the grammar school, a careers lecturer made the point, incorrectly as it turned out, that ‘for those of you that dream of being a pilot, only one in a thousand ever achieve it’. The school had around a thousand pupils, and I was not the most academically accomplished, not by a long way, so with that terribly inaccurate career statement still ringing in my ear, I abandoned all thoughts of becoming a pilot. As far as I was concerned, the only thing left for me was being a pop star, and school had just become an even bigger obstacle.

For a while, after the Asperger’s revelation, I became very interested in trying to understand more about how the mind works, mine in particular. I read various books about mental-health issues and, wherever possible, tried to find connections between the way I behaved, or felt, and the conditions I read about. I think part of it was a genuine interest in trying to understand what was going on, but a part of it was also a desire to simply believe that I was different. I wanted to be unique. It seemed necessary. I read about a thing called the disembodied self, a condition that means people are able to adopt an entirely different personality from one day to another. I tried that for a while and genuinely felt that I could do it. I would decide each morning what my personality was going to be for that day and be it. I wonder now, of course, if anyone else ever noticed, but it felt very real at the time. I also wonder why. What was the point? What was I hoping to achieve, whether I was successful or not? I tend to think it was just one rather odd way of trying to figure out what my personality really was, because I do believe it can be shaped, up to a point, while we’re still young.

At the end of my second try at the third year, I was expelled from Ashford Grammar and moved to Stanwell Secondary School, where, quite by accident, things got off to a very bad start. On my first day, trying to set a good impression, I arrived early and was one of the first into the assembly hall. I noticed a row of chairs at the back and genuinely thought it was a first-come-first-served situation so sat down on a chair. But no, I’d committed a grave offence and was promptly marched away and given the cane. Before my first lesson had even started! Every thought of keeping a lower profile was abandoned, and my time at Stanwell was a disaster from day one. But, this time, I don’t feel I was entirely to blame. Caning me, when I clearly had yet to learn the rules, was simply the school making a statement that they would take no shit from the newly arrived troublemaker. I understand their thinking now, but back then it was the worst thing they could have done and virtually guaranteed my time there would be filled with problems. My resistance to what I saw as unfairly handled authority, even at school level, became stronger. For example, the school uniform required a white shirt but, on one particular day, I didn’t have a clean one. Not my fault. I chose the closest I had, a pale blue shirt, and went to school. During assembly, a teacher shouted at me, in front of everyone, ‘Look at the state of you, boy.’ I took great offence at that. I was clean, my clothes were fresh and ironed, and his comment seemed an insult to my mum, who made sure I at least arrived at school tidy. What made it worse, the teacher doing the shouting looked like a crumpled ragamuffin. So, with temper flaring, I replied, ‘Fuck me, look at the state of you,’ or something like that, and I was caned again. Sometimes, though, I was treated harshly through no fault of my own. As an example, our computer studies teacher failed to show up for one lesson, and the deputy headmistress came in and told us to get out our maths books. I raised my hand and told her it was a computer studies lesson. I honestly thought I was being helpful, but I got caned for that as well.

The thing that did bother me was the disappointment I saw in my parents when I was expelled from Ashford Grammar and the worry that my continued troubles at Stanwell caused them. I had been the bright shining star going towards a bright shining future when I started at grammar school, and I’d ruined it. Their pride in my grammar-school place had turned to a quiet embarrassment, coupled with a real concern about how I was progressing. But even through all that disappointment, they allowed me to talk endlessly about my pop-star future, although I doubt they shared my confidence that it was guaranteed to happen. Looking back, the way I used to feel about it, speaking about it with such confidence, is a little embarrassing now. Today I’m far more aware, as my parents probably were back then, just how incredibly unlikely it is to ever achieve chart success, number 1 especially. But I think when you are younger, you do tend to look at your future as an endless opportunity, where all things are possible. I know I did. Again, I thank my parents for that. They made me feel that anything was possible – you just had to try, have faith in yourself and persevere.

I made regular trips into London, usually with Garry Robson, to hang out in music shops mostly, look at gear, buy tickets for shows, that sort of thing. On one trip we had a scare that has stayed with us our entire lives. We always travelled on the Underground, as we were still too young to drive – a bus to Hounslow and the Piccadilly line train from there into London. Usually we’d get off at Piccadilly Circus and spend the day walking up and down Shaftesbury Avenue and around that general area. As a rule, the front and rear carriages of those trains tended to have fewer people on them, so that’s where we’d aim for. One day we’d done just that, so as we got off at Piccadilly and started to make our long way up to the street exit, we were two of the last in that stream of passengers. As usual, we were excited and chatting to each other intently about teenager things, not really taking much notice of the people around us, just following the people ahead. I was aware of a group of girls behind us, who seemed to be the last people off the train – the bulk of the passengers were up ahead, and there was an old man directly in front of us. Everything was normal. There was nothing at all to indicate something strange was about to happen: no creeping coldness; no hairs standing up on the back of your neck. Nothing. As we reached the top of a long escalator the old man in front, who I was vaguely aware was dressed with more than a hint of the 1940s about him, including a hat, turned left. Garry and I turned left, still thinking we were following the flow of passengers from our train. But no. Within a few feet, ten at the most, we came hard up against a wall. No way through, no old man. For a moment I was startled, and my attention was now fully on what had happened to that man. I turned to Garry and said, ‘Were you following the old man in the grey coat?’ ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Where did he go?’ In the few seconds it had taken us to turn, stop and talk, the group of girls behind us had got off the escalator, turned right and were now out of sight, and we were suddenly quite alone and terrified. Without a word we ran and didn’t stop running until we burst out of the station into the daylight and noise of Piccadilly Circus.

Ghost stories are two a penny, and I have no doubt that mine is no more believable to most people than others are to me. I really don’t care. I have no interest in whether it’s believed or not. I know what happened. I have a witness who saw exactly the same thing, and our conviction has never wavered. The only thing that has changed over time is that my memory of it has now become more a memory of the story of it, rather than the moment itself. For example, at the time there was nothing unusual in any way about the man apart from his slightly outdated sense of dress. Now I only see him as grey. True, he was wearing all grey at the time, but now I see grey skin, and I know that wasn’t the case. It had a huge effect on me. I’ve used the image of that man on many occasions, including on two album covers (Dance and I, Assassin) and elsewhere.

During the period I was at Stanwell, my mum and dad bought me a Gibson Les Paul. Not a copy, a real Gibson Les Paul. I remember driving to a shop called Tempo’s in Ealing with my dad and choosing it, a strikingly good-looking guitar with a sunburst finish. As I recall, my dad paid £395 for it, which was a fortune. I was the envy of all my friends, many of whom played and had their own dreams of a career in music. One such friend, Gary Stevenson, who would later become a world-class music producer, was reading a book called The Gibson Story, which included a bit about guitars called ‘Seconds’. These were guitars that, apparently, played perfectly well but had some cosmetic defect. I’ve never actually read the book, but that’s what I was told. ‘Wouldn’t it be funny if your guitar was a Second,’ he said, laughing. As soon as school was over, I rushed home to check, confident that my guitar was perfect in every way. A Second had the number two stamped on it at the top of the neck, after the final varnish. I checked mine over carefully, and, I couldn’t believe it, found a very clear number two right there. It actually made me love it all the more. My beautiful guitar was a reject, imperfect. I spent hours going over every square inch of it, but I didn’t find any imperfection. I still have that guitar forty-five years later. I still tour with it and use it on my albums, and I have never found any manufacturing imperfections. It has a thousand other imperfections now, of course, as it’s toured the world more times than I can remember. Broken in half, rebuilt, split, rebuilt – it’s had a hard, hard life, and I absolutely love it still, more than ever. That guitar is the only thing I’ve ever owned in my entire life that I couldn’t bear to lose.

One of the last things I sat through at Stanwell was another careers talk. This was a much more intimate affair than the one at Ashford. It was a one-on-one meeting with one of the few teachers I liked, and he asked me straight away what sort of job I wanted. I explained that I couldn’t say what sort of job I wanted; I could only explain what I wanted from it, the atmosphere I needed it to have. I wanted something that was constantly changing and endlessly challenging. Something that involved travel and excitement. Something unpredictable, fast-moving, creative. I couldn’t think of any normal job that could give me that sort of life. School seemed to be tailored towards a very limited number of opportunities. Things like accounting, banking and the like. My bedroom looked out over the busy London Road, and each morning and evening I would sit in my room and watch the traffic crawling by. I couldn’t imagine doing that day in, day out, for the rest of my life. I’m sure that one of the biggest factors that made me want to try a music career was my dread of ending up in a mundane job for the rest of my life. More than anything I didn’t want my life to be predictable. I wanted to do something where the opportunity to achieve great things genuinely existed, no matter how unlikely it might still be. I had to be a pop star.

I wasn’t expelled from Stanwell, but I was asked to leave, which I thought was pretty decent of them. I still had one more year of school to get through, so, partly to make amends to my parents, I agreed to go to Brooklands Technical College in Weybridge. I was to do a course that, when completed, should give me five O-level qualifications. So, nothing special academically, but not a complete disaster. My dad would drop me at the train station in Ashford each morning, and I would make my way to Brooklands. The five O-level courses I had decided on were English language, English literature, maths, music and another I no longer remember, but things began to go wrong almost straight away. My first day in maths started with a slight altercation with the teacher that really bothered me. As the lesson started the teacher announced, rather cockily I thought, ‘No one will know the answer to this, but what number does this represent?’ He then wrote a series of zeros and ones on the board. Binary. Now I actually knew binary, so, rather pleased with myself and thinking that this would be a great way to kick things off, I put up my hand and gave the answer, which was nineteen. I can only assume that I deflated his ego somehow, because he quickly wiped it off the board, said I was wrong and then said some things that made me feel pretty small, in front of a class of total strangers. I was both mortified and angry and never went back. It seemed to me at the time that a teacher who was more interested in looking clever, and was willing to humiliate someone to do it, than actually teaching was a complete knob, and I wanted no part of it. Something of an overreaction, of course, but not unexpected given my history.

I did my best with English language for a while. English lit was stunningly boring, and I stopped going at some point during the first term. Whatever the fifth subject was I don’t think I lasted at too long, but the one I did persevere with was music, until one particular incident. We were tasked with writing a four-part piece of music, on paper, something I was far from good at. But I could write a tune, so I was pretty happy with my offering. One by one the teacher played the various pieces of music written by the class, and then he played mine. It sounded very pretty to me. ‘You can’t have that,’ he said. I can’t remember now exactly what he thought was wrong with it, but it was something to do with the written notes on paper being unacceptable for some reason, even though he’d just played it as it was written, and it sounded perfectly OK. So I countered with, ‘But it sounds all right, doesn’t it?’ To which he replied, ‘That’s not the point.’ I couldn’t believe it. We’re talking about music, and the teacher’s saying it doesn’t matter what it sounds like. As far as I was concerned, then and now, the only thing that matters in music is what it sounds like. I realised then and there that a formal music education was not for me. Anything so wrapped up in such a rigid, set way of doing things, that ignored the music itself, was never going to work for me. So that was music gone as well. Many years later, a band mate, classically trained, told me that if I’d presented one of my number 1 songs – ‘Are “Friends” Electric?’, I think – to a musical examination board I would have failed because it would have been considered ‘unattractive’ in classical circles. Sometimes not knowing the ‘right’ way to do something is a good thing.

I enjoyed being at the college, but I wasn’t really going to many lessons after the first term, and hardly any at all in the second. My dad had been dropping me off at the station every morning so was shocked to receive a letter from the college asking why I hadn’t been attending. The letter also let him know that I hadn’t been to enough lectures to qualify for the third term, so I was out, and that was my schooling over. The sum total of my school achievements was a twenty-five-yard swimming certificate. In my defence, I can honestly say I never failed an exam, because I never took any. I seemed to fall through the cracks in the British education system. In a strange way, though, it all fed into the fact that I started my quest for pop stardom with absolutely nothing to fall back on, and so absolutely nothing to lose.




Chapter Three

1973

The first band I ever went to see was Nazareth, a heavy-rock band. They’d released a single called ‘This Flight Tonight’ that I’d really liked, but I didn’t know much else about them. I went to see them with a friend at the Rainbow Theatre in Finsbury Park, a regular venue in those days for the bigger bands of the time. I think it’s some kind of church these days. We were early so saw the full set of the support band as well, Silverhead, who I thought were brilliant. The bass player was Nigel Harrison, who would end up playing in Blondie years later, but the real focal point was the singer, Michael Des Barres. I was completely mesmerised by him, the first frontman I’d ever seen in the flesh. He had such a great voice, and he just controlled the stage. I was totally impressed. So much so that I went out the next day and bought their album 16 and Savage. Michael would go on to be the front man for Power Station at one point. I met him in Los Angeles recently when he was the host of a radio show I was interviewed on. He was lovely, great to talk to, and I was able to tell him how big an impression he’d made on me all those years ago.

Nazareth were good too, although I think I was just enjoying being at my first gig, feeling the crowd, the volume, the excitement of it all. I did find myself looking at other things, though, even during Silverhead. At almost every gig I went to, even now to be honest, I spend a lot of time looking at the lights, watching how they work with the music, studying how the band interact with the crowd. You can learn so much from watching other people. I learned at the Nazareth gig that a frequency exists that makes me instantly fall over. During the chorus of one particular song, the guitarist hit a note and allowed the guitar to feed back. Whatever frequency that was had an immediate effect on me, as though a switch had been thrown and I’d been turned off. It happened three times, only during that song, and never since, but each time I would go down as though my legs had vanished.

I spent a great deal of my time at home talking to my mum and dad about how I was going to be famous. They had always gently indulged me and offered words of encouragement, until one day when my dad did neither. He said, ‘Unless you get off your arse and do something about it, nothing’s ever going to happen.’ I felt betrayed, for a moment, and then realised that he was absolutely right. Dreaming about these things is all well and good, but at some point you have to start doing something about it. Dreams need to become plans. I bought a copy of Melody Maker the next day and started looking for bands in need of a guitar player. Not cool bands touring the world; local bands playing at weddings and social clubs. I still had much to learn.

The first band I joined was called Crimson Lake and I played a few tiny gigs with them, mainly in pubs and working men’s clubs. I remember the main guitar player only had three fingers and played his guitar upside down like Jimi Hendrix. I’m pretty sure I only got into the band because I had a decent guitar.

I then moved on to another band called Black Gold. Much the same thing, playing in much the same places. I hated the music, just endless cover versions of old songs like ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’, ‘Proud Mary’ and ‘Route 66’. I thought it would be useful experience, but it didn’t take me too long to realise that playing in those sorts of bands was not going to get me where I wanted to be.

I went back to Melody Maker and started to look for bands that were heading in a direction that would be more useful. I was still trying to gain experience so didn’t see any of this as a serious step on the ladder to success, but just being in a band, playing proper gigs, would, I thought, teach me valuable lessons. I was still cripplingly shy, and the thought of moving to the front and playing my own songs was still too much to deal with. I was happy to push that part of my ambition back a little for now. I finally got an audition for a band based in Woking. I turned up at a terraced house, carried my amp, pedals and guitar in, and met the two men whose band I was hoping to join. I had no idea what their music was like, but, as I say, I was just looking for experience, so at that point it didn’t matter too much. One of them seemed to be more in charge, and the other looked a bit sleepy, but they were nice. I plugged in my pedals, turned on the amp distortion and away I went. I’ll be the first to admit that the pedals and distortion hid my lack of ability quite effectively, so when they asked if I could play without all the effects, I was done for. I did my best, but I was given a very polite ‘We’ll let you know’, and I packed up the gear and left. They never did let me know, but a year or so later I was watching The Jam on Top of the Pops and there they were. I’m positive it was the two I’d met – Paul Weller and Bruce Foxton, plus a drummer. The Jam. I’d failed an audition for The Jam, and when I heard their music, I understood why. My wailing, distorted guitar sound was never going to fit.

By now I was a fully devoted Bowie fan and finally got to see him live when he played Wembley Arena on his Station to Station tour. His apparent conflict with Marc Bolan, and my loyalty to Bolan and T-Rex, meant that I was late to the Bowie phenomenon, so I missed the Ziggy Stardust and Aladdin Sane periods. By the time I’d got into him he’d already retired Ziggy and moved on. But I would get to see ‘The Thin White Duke’. I dressed up as best I could, white shirt, waistcoat, slicked-back blonde and orange hair, I even had a packet of Gitanes cigarettes in my pocket. Unsmoked, of course.

I was with a fairly big group of friends. Our seats had a great view of the stage but were on the raised level around the side of the arena, not too far from the front but not on the main floor. This made getting to the front somewhat problematic. The gig was amazing, and although my friends and I were standing up and screaming, the crowd around us seemed a tad more subdued. Eventually we badgered enough of them and they slowly began to stand and get more involved. Getting from our raised level to the floor below wasn’t that far down. I felt sure we could make the jump without injuring ourselves. The only obstacle was a fairly old arena employee guarding the balcony edge. As the main set finished and the crowd were going crazy we made our move and rushed the old man, sweeping past him and leaping from our level onto the main arena floor below. As the crowd were standing, the way through to the front appeared blocked, so we ran along the seats themselves and miraculously found ourselves at the very front, just in time for Bowie’s return to the stage for the encore. At that point in my life I don’t think I’d ever been more excited and pumped up. The band launched into ‘The Jean Genie’, one of my favourite Bowie songs, and I could barely contain myself. I threw my green glow stick at him, although for the life of me I can’t imagine why. But it hit him on the chest and then he bent down, picked it up and held it in his hand as he sang the song. I couldn’t believe it. Best thing ever.

It was slightly ruined at the end when I was waiting by the stage to try and get it back from the road crew when I saw one of them hand it to a girl further along. I was so angry and disappointed. I made a rather unpleasant fuss, unfortunately, and so had to be bundled out before it turned nasty. Amazing night, though. The next day I read an article in the Daily Mirror about the ‘Riot at David Bowie concert’, started by people jumping from the upper level. That was me, I started that.

It was always safer to travel in large groups when you looked the way we did. This was before I could drive, so we used the train to get about, mostly to London. Just getting in and out of the city was always difficult in those days, and violence towards us was never far away. But we were able to find a club in Wardour Street called Crackers that was safe. We even managed to persuade the club owners to start a Bowie night every Saturday, so that became a regular thing for us for quite a while. Another place safe for us, not too far from Poland Street, was a club called Louise’s. Louise’s was a gay club, but they let us in anyway. When you knocked on the door, a small flap would open, and they would look you over first before opening the door and letting you in. The way we looked caused us trouble in most places but definitely opened the door at Louise’s. It really was one of the friendliest clubs I’ve ever been to, and when that door opened it felt like a sanctuary. No violence, no threats, no insults, no fear.

Soon after I learned to drive, I went with my girlfriend at the time, Jo Casey, to see a band at the Marquee club in Wardour Street, not too far from Crackers. Jo was lagging behind me slightly, and I’d turned round to take something from her, a roll of film I think, and as I looked forward again a fist hit me in the face. He must have started to swing the punch while I was still looking behind, because when I looked forward it was only an inch away. There were about five of them, and for the next few seconds all I could see were boots and fists flying towards me. I remember thinking, So this is what it feels like to get beaten up. I’d always wondered, always been terrified of it happening, and here it was. I saw a gap and tried to run, but I ran into the side of a parked car and fell across the bonnet, with them still punching and kicking. I looked to my left and saw one of them raise his umbrella and stab it down towards my face. It was a common thing at that time for yobs to sharpen the metal points of umbrellas, and this one had done exactly that. I could see it clearly in that moment. I turned my face away, but it hit me in the side of the head and went into my ear, cutting as it went. I managed to push away from the car and ran across the road into what I’d always thought was a police station – I’d seen policemen coming out of it many times before. But when I got to the desk, I found out it wasn’t a police station at all, it was a gym. That seemed to drain all my energy and I slumped onto the desk. It was then I realised I was bleeding badly. Blood was pooling onto the desk and running down the front onto the floor.

I’m not sure what happened next, but eventually two policemen arrived, and I was taken to hospital in an ambulance. Jo was still with me, having clumped as many of the attackers as she could. I don’t know which hospital I was taken to, and I can’t remember too much about it, but I do remember I was stitched up and the doctor telling me how lucky I was. The cut stopped just a fraction of an inch from my eardrum. With that done we left the hospital but had no idea where we were, so we called a taxi and made our way back to the Marquee club. As we got out of the cab another yob on the other side of the street pointed at me and shouted out to his friends to come and give me another beating. I couldn’t believe it. From what I could see, his friends were already busy attacking someone else, so I managed to get into the relative safety of the Marquee and meet up with my own friends.

My mum and dad were very upset when I got home. I had scuff marks and bruises all over my face, my body looked battered, I had blood all over my clothes, and stiches on the side of my head and into my ear. It looked pretty bad. I remember my dad asking if I’d managed to get a punch in, but it hadn’t even occurred to me.

Then punk happened. With largely the same group of friends I went out to see The Clash and a range of lesser punk bands. We even managed to see The Sex Pistols at Notre Dame Hall in London in November of ’76. As I was walking to the gig Billy Idol shouted out and asked for directions. At that time Billy was well known in the punk scene but nothing like the huge star he would become. If I’m honest, punk music was never really for me, apart from the Pistols, who I loved. But the energy of it, the excitement, the look, the attitude, I was taken with all of it.

Not surprising, then, that from my group of friends, now expanding somewhat as we got closer to people we met through our travels in London, we decided to start our own band. The band consisted of a school friend of mine on the drums, a David Bowie lookalike on bass, a coke fiend on guitar, and me, also on guitar and singer. I was the only one who wrote songs, so our set would be made up of my songs and an assortment of Lou Reed and Iggy Pop covers. We played three gigs, the first at my old Ashford Grammar School strangely enough, another at Crackers and the third I can’t remember. Each gig the band had a different name because it seemed impossible to find one that suited everyone. I think we were called Riot, Heroin and Stiletto. Friction was part of the band pretty much from day one. At one point they grumbled because we were only playing my songs, which seemed a bit unfair, as I was the only one who had written any. It came to an end for me when I turned up to a rehearsal in Chelsea after our third gig only to hear someone else singing. I gathered I was no longer in the band.

What followed was a series of strange and unhappy experiences where I was to find out that not only was I no longer in the band, I was no longer wanted at all, even as a friend. It became horribly clear one evening when I drove round to each of their houses to pick them up. We were supposed to be going into town that night to see a band in Covent Garden. At each house I was told my friends had already left, but, strange as that was, I made my way to London to meet up with them there. When I arrived, I saw them all gathered outside the venue and went over to say hello
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