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			ONE

			Do I Look Ill To You?

			Lemmy lit a cigarette, blew smoke in my face and put it like this: ‘I was born at eight o’clock in the morning – an only child. My father left when I was three months old. You can see why! He was a vicar in the Church of England, a padre in the RAF during the war.’ His mum was ‘a librarian for a while. She was a TB nurse for a while.’ Working with pregnant women with TB who had deformed children. ‘There was one born with a beak instead of a face. Fucking awful! She was so freaked out she couldn’t do it no more.’

			I begged him to stop. ‘You’re going too fast,’ I complained.

			‘Either that or you’re going too slow,’ he sniffed.

			It was a miserable dark afternoon in November, the rain lashing down outside, and we were sitting in his room at his London hotel. It was the late Nineties, cusp of a new century, and I’d recently stopped working as his PR and returned to music journalism. I’d been told, on the quiet, that Lemmy was gravely ill. That he’d been in hospital and now it was only a matter of time. It was decided I should interview him over several hours, get his life story down before it was too late. I had interviewed him many times before over the years, and I would interview him many times more in the years to come. There had also been those innumerable occasions when we had simply talked, at gigs, at parties, in hotel rooms and bars around the world.

			Yet never quite like this. When we finished it would be long into the evening. I would be ready to crash. Lemmy would be ready to go out. I was supposed to transcribe the hours and hours of tapes, put it all together, but I never did. Weeks went by and he didn’t die and my life took other turns, and so the tapes stayed in a file in my office, following me around wherever that happened to be for the next several years. Until I finally got around to writing this book. And then he did die and it stunned me, even though everyone knew he was desperately ill. I had just finished transcribing the tapes when I got the news. We had been due to speak a few days before Christmas. But he was ill and it was his birthday and I thought it would be better to leave it until the New Year. And . . .

			When I’d knocked on his door that day it had been with a serious face. He took one look at it and growled, ‘Oh, fuck off! Let me guess. You’ve heard I’m about to kick the bucket, right? Well, it’s not fucking true.’

			Was it true he’d been ill, though? ‘Yes, that part’s true.’ And in hospital? ‘Briefly, yes, in Germany. But it was a scare, that’s all.’

			I must have looked doubtful. ‘Look,’ he said, gesturing to the whiskey bottle on the table, ‘fix yourself a drink and sit down. Do I look ill to you?’

			Well. That was hardly a fair question. He’d looked like shit for most of the years I’d known him. Except for when he went to live in Los Angeles, in the early 1990s, when he’d suddenly acquired an unlikely suntan. And taken to wearing speedos. He’d even become clean-shaven for a (short) while, and talked only half jokingly of ‘doing something about’ his thinning hair. Living in LA, he said, ‘means we now have the technology’.

			The desultory whiskers soon returned, however, albeit dyed black, and he’d taken to wearing a hat. This was something of a relief. Lemmy was not the kind of rock star one would ever wish to see ‘reimagined’ by a Hollywood stylist.

			As he reaffirmed for me that day, ‘I’m not dressing up, no. What you see is what you get, man. I’ve only got one pair of pants and I’ve had them for twenty-five years, and nobody knows that. They think I get new pairs but I just paint the holes in my legs black.’

			This last may or may not have been true. Or more likely had been true once upon a time, in the early days of Motörhead, before the money and the fame and the people in the band’s office he would routinely send out to buy him his white boots, his whiskey and his cigarettes. Before he developed his tendency, in the words of his former manager Doug Smith, ‘to be quite camp at times’. Doug was thinking of the time he’d turned up at Lemmy’s Edgware Road apartment to find him kitted out in full American Confederate uniform.

			‘I said, “What the hell are you dressed up like that for?” He just looked at me and said, “Yeah, it’s great, isn’t it?” And that’s how he went out that night.’

			But before one gets carried away with the idea of Lemmy sharing a Quentin Crisp-like theatricality, it’s worth mentioning that he’d ‘acquired’ the uniform from an ‘accidentally broken’ glass display case in Texas during another typically piratical Motörhead tour. ‘I thought, great, that’s another gig we’ll never be able to go back to,’ sighed Doug.

			But back to that day in London as the two of us sat there, huddled over a coffee table on which stood Lemmy’s Jack Daniel’s and Coke and his Marlboro Red cigarettes. I sat there looking closely for signs that it was over. That the story I’d been told was truer than he had wanted anyone to know. But while it was true he was now greyer around the muzzle, his belly beginning to ease over his ornate belt buckle, his eyes still held that twinkle, his mouth as sharp and funny as ever. His brain whirring away like a rat on a wheel.

			‘Do you want some of this?’ he asked, unzipping one of the pockets in the arm of his black leather jacket.

			‘No, thank you!’ I hurriedly replied. The short days and endless nights of wanting to have ‘a taste’ of Lemmy’s industrial-strength amphetamines had long gone for me. I was in my forties and simply couldn’t hack it any more. He was in his fifties and had no intention of stopping. Ever.

			Didn’t he ever worry what that stuff was doing to him after all this time?

			‘Do I look worried?’ he said, using the razor edge of a switchblade to dig out enough to fill the nostrils of a baby elephant.

			He sat back and lit another cigarette, had a sip of his drink, and settled his sleepless gaze on me. ‘You sure you don’t want one?’

			I don’t remember the first time we met; he seemed simply to have always been there, buried deep in my subconscious: the bad man on the motorbike, come to steal your chick and fuck you up. The crazy bastard in the bald jeans and dirty hair and mirrored sunglasses that looked like two black eyes.

			Mr Skull & Crossbones. Dr Swastika. The place at the crossroads where rock first met roll.

			I first encountered him in the spring of 1972, playing with Hawkwind on the Portobello Road. Outside near the arches, on the green. Down the end there where all the Hells Angels hung out. Looning around on his bass behind the beautiful girl with the face-paint and torn mini-dress. He stuck out because he looked so much more fiendish than the carnival of freaks cavorting around him. But then you saw all kinds of strange scenes on the Portobello back then . . . Guys with guitars and feathers in their hair, some chick yodelling along begging for pennies . . . Some cat with a long beard everyone called Jesus you could get quid-deals from . . . Another guy selling bootlegs, selling chillums, selling the dream that this was somehow another planet you had landed on . . .

			Then when ‘Silver Machine’ was a hit that summer the biker-looking guy in Hawkwind was on the cover of the NME and I learned his name: L-E-M-M-Y. Weird. But then so were Ziggy and Iggy and Ozzy and Alice. It was the age of far-out crazy-named glam rockers and everyone was getting ready for the day we would lift off to the moon. Then there was the girl who danced with them, with the breasts and the face and the legs: Stacia. Let all the children boogie . . .

			Some years went by and the Hawkship crash-landed. Lemmy had gone. So had Stacia. So had everyone we had known and spaced out to back then it seemed. We were living suddenly in a new age of violently anti-hippy punks and while it was okay to admit you’d done acid it was definitely not okay to suggest Hawkwind might have once had something to do with it. Or that long hair used to mean something.

			You would still see Lemmy, on the Portobello Road, a heavy presence pulling at the one-armed bandit in Henekey’s. You saw him at Damned gigs, at Johnny Thunders shows. Pictured in the music papers hanging out with Sid and Nancy at the Speakeasy. Yet he never cut his hair. Never changed his look, his vibe, his whole don’t-give-a-fuck deal.

			And, of course, there was his new band, Motörhead. I’d heard them on a John Peel session sometime in 1978 doing their version of ‘Louie Louie’ and they sounded nothing like Hawkwind – who were positively languid by comparison – and more like Lemmy: raw, spiky, take-it-or-leave-it. ‘We were more like a punk band than a heavy metal band,’ he recalled. ‘I always said that. We had longer hair, obviously. But if we’d had short hair we’d have fit right in as a punk band. Playing very hard, very fast, very short numbers.’

			By then I was working at Step Forward Records, just off Portobello, and somehow Lemmy and I had taken to saying hello. Step was punk. New Wave. The bleeding edge. And of course run by old hippies. Lemmy was ‘all right’, I was told. But his new band was ‘rubbish’.

			The people that said that though were typical-for-the-times punk sheep. They would never have had the nerve to say it to his mottled, speed-gaunt face. Lemmy had a certain nightrider charisma that could incinerate people like that. So that while the Step Forward gang would be in the pub fussing over Mark P. or whoever, plotting their next move in the punk revolution, I would find my attention drawn to the devil in the dark, playing the fruit machine, solo, over there away from everybody else, an Iron Cross about his neck.

			In the pub, he’d always let you buy him a drink. Always wonder if you had any speed. The biggest shock was seeing him queuing in the bank one afternoon, just like a normal person. These were still the days when you could write one of your own cheques to ‘cash’ and the bank would hand over the lolly. Assuming you had it in your account or the woman behind the counter didn’t check. One look at Lemmy, though, and they always checked for everything. Not just in the bank.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Kilmister, but you don’t have sufficient funds in your account.’ The whole bank could hear the old biddy giving it to him. His back stiffened. He grabbed his chequebook, wheeled around, angry, a bit embarrassed.

			He saw me. Came straight over. ‘Can you lend me a quid?’ he said. ‘You’ll get it back, don’t worry.’

			I pulled out an old green note. He looked at it. ‘Or two, if you’ve got it . . .’

			I pulled out another one, handed it over.

			‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I owe you.’

			It was months before I saw him again. I’d been sacked from Step Forward and was now writing for Sounds. There had been a music press coach trip to see Motörhead play at Friars in Aylesbury and with nothing better to do I was on it. Oh lord. The bus had been tricked out with bloody slabs of meat hanging from cleavers, blow-up Barbie dolls in every other seat, and the hospitality run by a handful of barely clad biker chicks led by the overpoweringly sexy and scary Motorcycle Irene, who virtually pushed drinks down your neck while offering you speed, downers, dope, lit joints, whatever turned you on, fuckhead.

			When we got to the gig it was so loud some of us pulled the tips off cigarettes and stuffed them in our ears. It didn’t work. What worked was abandoning yourself entirely to the filthy noise. The review I wrote said something of the same. The next time Lemmy saw me he gave me my two quid back and bought me a drink. Then he flared his nostrils and suggested I follow him to the toilet. I thought, ooh, coke, cool.

			Fool. It was always speed with Lemmy. Always. Up all night every night. He’d even written a Motörhead song about it, early on, just in case there was ever any doubt: ‘White Line Fever’. It would not be his last.

			Over the many years that followed Lemmy and I always seemed to bump into each other. For a couple of years I worked as a PR at a company called Heavy Publicity, around the corner from Motörhead’s management office in the Great Western Road. Lemmy was always in there, ordering people around. ‘Staying on their case’, as he put it. Lest they forget for a trice that Lemmy and Motörhead were to be the very centre of their universe.

			His manager, Doug Smith, hired Heavy Publicity to work for The Damned and Hawkwind, whom he also managed. It was always Motörhead I coveted though. They just seemed more fun. But by then they were reaching the peak of their fame, Top of the Pops regulars, music paper darlings. They didn’t need help. Not that I could see.

			Even after the shit came down in the mid-Eighties and the original band broke up and Lemmy found himself fronting new, more musically proficient, but infinitely less characterful or successful Motörhead line-ups, Lemmy’s own personal fame continued to flourish on TV and in films. High-profile cameos that kept the image alive even as the record and ticket sales began to dry up.

			I went to visit him at his place in West London, and it was filled with all the usual Lemmy detritus. Airfix models of Second World War aircraft, half-eaten cheese sandwiches, books and records and bottles and ashtrays, all strewn about the place like a crime scene – and the beginnings of a serious Nazi memorabilia collection. ‘I’m just fascinated with the whole phenomenon,’ he explained as I studied a very heavy, very impressive-looking dagger. ‘Hitler was the first rock star.’

			It was also the first time he told me the story of going to see the doctor and being told not to quit drugs. ‘It was when that Keith Richards thing broke, about his blood change.’ He said that Doug Smith had decided he was ‘gonna clean us all up and make us solid citizens. So he took me down to Harley Street, to a private doctor, and he took a blood test. And we went back a week later for the results and he said, “Whatever you do don’t give him whole blood, it will probably kill him!” My blood at the time had evolved into some sort of organic soup – all kinds of trace elements in it.’

			I laughed of course as I always did at Lemmy’s funny stories. He was a born storyteller. As the years went by, he told me versions of this story again. And each time I laughed, the story getting better with each telling.

			And yet, when I mentioned this story, in passing, to Doug just a couple of weeks after Lemmy’s death, he looked at me astonished. ‘Absolute bullshit!’ he chuckled. ‘I told you he was a terrible liar.’

			I laughed again. Who knows if it’s true? Lemmy had told that story so often he probably ended up believing it himself. Lemmy was always his own best mythmaker. But he spoke the truth, too, and far more often. Certainly more than any other rock star I knew.

			He was also surprisingly sensitive. When my mother died in 1986, he took me aside to offer condolences. He spoke to me quietly for several minutes, put his arm around me, and told me things I didn’t yet know about life – and death. Another time, backstage at the Donington festival in 1988, he offered me counsel on how to dress when I appeared on TV. He’d been watching my Sky show, Monsters of Rock, he said. ‘You’re good, very funny. I like it. But you need to grow a bit of facial hair. Dirty yourself up a bit. It’s more rock’n’roll and the birds will love it, you’ll see.’

			I did as I was told. Lemmy had spoken.

			A few years later, when I learned he’d moved to Los Angeles, I was not surprised. LA was then the capital of the hairy-arsed rock world. ‘Most bands want to go and tour America,’ he had once told me. ‘I’d like to go and just do a tour of LA. Just round and round for ever.’

			It was the women, he said. Having lived and worked in LA myself by then I knew what he meant. The rock’n’roll gals of West Hollywood always looked and behaved as if they had just stepped out of a Mötley Crüe video, and some of them had. There had always been women, though. ‘I’ve just never been able to find a girl that would stop me chasing all the others.’

			But there was something else. For Lemmy, sitting as the famous leader of Motörhead at one of the half-moon booths at the Rainbow – the notorious Sunset Strip club where Led Zeppelin had first fed on groupies – was infinitely preferable to standing still at the fruit machine of a pub in Ladbroke Grove, the last surviving recognisable member of a band many people in Britain now assumed had broken up years before.

			‘Anyway, you can’t go back,’ he said. ‘You get trapped in a time warp. I still get kids going, ‘Hey, Lemmy! “Ace Of Spades”, man!’ I say, “You’re not old enough to fucking remember it! What are you talking about?”’

			The real attraction of living in LA for Lemmy was that he would now be treated in the way he had always felt he should be, with the utmost respect. And overindulgence. Motörhead may not have sold many records in America but the reverence in which they were now held by acts that had sold millions there, not least Metallica and Guns N’ Roses – most especially, the way their leader had been anointed as the biggest, baddest, mutton-chopped, mole-faced, speed-freaking daddy of them all – meant Lemmy’s shadow never stood taller than it did when he was busy being who everyone else at the Rainbow thought he should be, whatever the so-called truth.

			As Stacia told me tearfully just now, speaking over Skype, ‘His real family was his fans. Lemmy had such a genuine connection with people. They loved him. He knew it and loved them back.’

			 It was a love matched only by his disdain for what he saw as the cringe-inducing fakery of the rock star life. As he put it, most rock stars, ‘seem to think they’ve descended from the son of heaven. Fucking walking around . . .’ Adopting an airy-fairy voice: ‘“Nobody leaves this room until we find David’s glove!” It’s fucking terrifying. They seem to think they have a message for “the kids”. Mostly, they haven’t. Cos if you think that, you obviously haven’t got a message for anyone. Or the message is: beware.’

			This then is a book both about the man I knew and the rock star the rest of the world thought it knew. There’s some bullshit in here, as there is in any telling of a true story. And there’s some tears, which there always must be wherever there is laughter. And noise. Lemmy really wasn’t like the others. He wasn’t ‘crazy’ like Ozzy. Or ‘cool’ like Slash. He was about the music but by the end of his career he was far beyond even that. Lemmy was a Great British eccentric. In the same way that Jeffrey Bernard or Peter Cook were, both of whom also lived dissolute, alcoholic lives, beloved of strangers and yet a stranger to many of their real friends.

			As for the way he looked back on his own life: ‘Well, you know, hindsight’s 20-20, isn’t it? And that’s the trouble with it, it isn’t true what you see when you look back. When you look back you only see the good bits because your brain blacks out the bad bits to give you a break. I’m sure we’ve all fucked up every year of our lives and had a good time every year of our lives. I’m not into looking at pinnacles. I like to look at the life as a life. And I’ve done pretty good, really. Nearly all of my dreams have come true, there’s not many left. Most people, they never get one dream come true, so I’m pretty lucky, and I’m happy with that. Anyway, you shouldn’t look for perfect. If you get “very good”, you should be fucking on your knees thanking somebody.’

			I am thankful to have known Lemmy. He may have sung about not wanting to live for ever. But the facts of his life will enthral for many generations to come. This book pays no favours in attempting to demonstrate just why that is. The good, the bad and the purely Lemmy – as he always wanted it to be. Begun in life, finished in death. Imbued with his bloody-minded spirit and unexpectedly gentle touch. God’s speed old friend . . .

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			The Watcher

			Born to lose. Live to win. It was Motörhead’s catchphrase and, in the minds of his fans at least, Lemmy’s personal credo. Yet like all such braggadocio its roots lay in far less certain emotional terrain.

			A war baby, born in Burslem, Stoke-on-Trent, on Christmas Eve, 1945, Ian Fraser Kilmister came into the world with a perforated eardrum and whooping cough. So weak was he that the midwife on duty advised his parents to request an emergency christening for fear he wouldn’t survive more than a few days. But survive he did, already defying the low expectations of those around him. Nevertheless, he didn’t meet his real father until he was already Lemmy, a 25-year-old speed freak living in an Earl’s Court squat. ‘He was a horrible little fucker, bald with glasses,’ he told me. ‘They separated when I was three months old, then later divorced.’

			The only reason Lemmy – a name he later swore was given to him at school, though he never explained why, while most of us who knew him always understood it to be an abbreviation of ‘lend me a quid’, which seems far more likely – agreed to the meet was because his father had ‘started writing letters to my mother saying “I feel bad about the boy”. He probably couldn’t even remember my fucking name, “the boy”.’ They met at a pizza parlour around the corner from Lemmy’s squat. Lemmy told him he needed money to buy a new amp for his band, even though he wasn’t actually in one at the time. His father suggested paying for driving lessons instead. ‘He offered to pay for a course for me to become a commercial traveller. I said, “It’s a good thing the pizza hasn’t arrived yet, it’d be your new fucking hat,” and I walked out. I never saw him again.’

			Did he ever discover why his parents had split up so soon after his birth? ‘Who knows why people split up? Dirty knickers on the bathroom shower rail once too often, these things get huge, don’t they?’ He grinned as he said it but it’s clear Lemmy’s origins remained a mystery to him throughout his life. Moving with his mother to his maternal grandmother’s place in Newcastle-under-Lyme and then soon after to Madeley in Staffordshire, he spent his formative years alone, the only child of a single mother in a post-war world where household goods were kept to essentials and entertainment was of the make-your-own variety.

			As an only child, said Lemmy, ‘You grow up learning to be alone, which a lot of kids that grow up in large families never learn. They’re never alone so they never reflect much. You can’t think can you if someone’s trying to hit you with a cushion. There’s always something going on. Whereas if you’re an only child, especially with a working parent, I used to be on me own all day.’ He became ‘the watcher’, he said, ‘taking it all in’. But that was good, he said, because ‘it teaches you how to be alone and not have it bother you. A lot of people can’t be alone. It freaks them out. And I could be alone from now on and it won’t bother me at all. Because I know who I am and I’m my own best friend. It’s a great gift.’

			Indeed, it was this aloneness – this ability to maintain his own time and space whatever social or professional situation he found himself in – that would come to define Lemmy for those that knew him. For someone who spent practically every night, when not touring, either out at a gig, or in a club or pub or party of some sort, for someone renowned for always being courteous to all-comers, no matter how obnoxious, Lemmy had a permanent aura about him of separateness, of never really being part of the crowd, of maintaining his own peculiar focus, whether on a slot machine or a book, or giving attention to whatever pretty face had just appeared on his radar.

			He was a great talker who knew how to tune out of any conversation that didn’t interest him. It wasn’t just fools that were not to be suffered. It was anything that didn’t quite work for him. And if that left him alone quite, the last man standing, that was fine by him. He preferred it that way, actually.

			‘He’s always been very comfortable in his own skin,’ says Stacia, ‘because he has always known exactly who he is. Most people don’t know that. But Lemmy did.’

			He was ten when his mother remarried and moved the family to the tiny town of Benllech on the island of Anglesey in North Wales. George Willis had been a professional footballer before and after the war, an inside forward for Plymouth Argyle in their title-winning Third Division South team of 1952. George was a widower with two kids – a boy and a girl, both older than Lemmy – from his previous marriage. ‘I suddenly became the downtrodden younger brother instead of an only child. But I was still an only child really.’

			George willingly offered to become Lemmy’s stepfather – turning Ian Kilmister into Ian Willis, which he remained known as for the next ten years – but there was a snag. ‘My stepfather wanted to marry my mother and he was Catholic, devout, you know, really into it. So he wrote to the Vatican for dispensation. And they sent back this thing that said [he could] only marry my mother if they proved me illegitimate. That’s the Church for you, to send a child through his life with a stigma. Wonderful people the Catholic Church, very big on guilt. That’s how they survive.’

			To his would-be stepfather’s credit, though, ‘he told them, “Excommunicate my ass” – and they did! He wouldn’t obey them and they hate people that don’t obey them. Sons of bitches. It’s not religion, it’s just politics and control.’ It’s interesting to note, though, how vengeful Lemmy felt about this incident in later life. For someone who had made his reputation as one of the most celebrated outsiders in rock, he never forgave the fact that in the eyes of the Church he grew up illegitimate, excluded from the norms of polite, God-fearing society. Interesting, too, to discover that his original name for Motörhead was Bastard – until an appalled Doug Smith talked him out of it.

			That was about as exciting as life got in those days, though. According to Lemmy, Anglesey ‘was pretty well wasteland, you know? Even today it’s pretty fucking rural.’ His idea of escape was ‘being a train driver. Things kids think about. You don’t know what you want to do until you start doing it. I didn’t know I wanted to be a guitar player until I started doing it.’ Nevertheless, he said, ‘I learned about myself more between . . . well, adolescence is pretty much the most intense soul-seeking years. But I was pretty well set by the time I was eleven. But then of course women happened and it all went to hell. It teaches you other things.’ He laughed that laugh, part devil-may-care, part bomb site.

			Already a regular absconder from Ysgol Syr Thomas Jones secondary school in nearby Amlwch, where he was picked on for being the only non-Welsh kid, it was only through the persistence of his female English teacher that he eventually passed his matriculation level exam at 13. ‘I was always good at English. And that’s a great blessing, you know. Reading and writing is a great blessing.’

			Reading and writing – and music. ‘We didn’t have much TV, only what we heard on the radio, which was the BBC. I got into buying American rock’n’roll records but I didn’t know anything about them. There was Radio Luxembourg but that was it. And that was very bad reception. You couldn’t really get it. I remember sitting with the radio and you’d get bits of songs but it would be another two days before you heard the beginning. Then you’d go and order it from the shop, who’d never heard of it. Three weeks later the record would turn up. This was in North Wales, which was like Alaska. There was nothing laid on, you had to order everything. You had to order the music papers too, and there wasn’t many of them, just the Melody Maker.’

			The first record he ever bought was ‘Knee Deep in the Blues’, on 78 rpm; a minor hit in 1957 for Tommy Steele And The Steelmen. The same year he started watching Six-Five Special featuring Gene Vincent, the Big Bopper, Eddie Cochran, Lonnie Donegan, Cliff Richard . . . shots of girls twirling in their dresses, showing their knickers.

			‘Don Lang and His Frantic Five – and there was eight of them! I remember that. The other one was Oh Boy!. Six-Five Special ceased to exist once you’d seen Oh Boy!. It was very atmospheric. It was all black backstage and guys in the spotlight. It was very well produced. Six-Five Special was like a kids’ show, really. Oh Boy! really wasn’t, cos you had chicks in hot pants and shit, you know? Dancing to the records. That’s what set me up for life. Because there were all these birds screaming at these guys. I thought, well, that looks like quite a good idea. Being a wallflower and an only child. My first adventures with women were dismal, you know? Hiding in my shell. But that rock’n’roll don’t half bring you out of yourself.’

			One of his earliest misadventures, he later recalled, involved a late-night foray into a Girl Guides camp. ‘I was thirteen and living in Benllech and I knew this guy called Tom who had a prosthetic arm. One night we sneaked into this Girl Guides camp and, you know, started getting down to business. So there I am bathing in the soft afterglow in some girl’s tent when, all of a sudden, I hear “Whack! Ow! Whack! Ow!” I thought, “What the bloody hell is that?” And looked out to see Tom running naked down the road with this Guide mistress belting him over the head with his own false arm.’

			A budding pubescent interest in the female form and a sudden flash of lightning called rock’n’roll happened at about the same time. A heady, inextricably bound conflation he would never allow himself to fully recover from. That and smoking followed by drinking – and then later, of course, drugs. All the things Lemmy would become assiduously tied to – famous for, in fact – for the rest of his life.

			 

			In the summer of 1957, after the exams, during what he calls ‘that dead week before you break up for the holidays’, one of the other boys at his school brought an acoustic guitar in. ‘And he was immediately surrounded by women. I thought, hmm, that’s interesting.’ His uncle played banjo and as a young girl his mother had played Hawaiian guitar. ‘She still had it hanging on the wall at home. So I took that to school. I couldn’t play it but the same thing happened, I was immediately surrounded by women, which was excellent. I thought: it works! Then I had to learn to play, to justify my position.’

			Lemmy’s older stepbrother had a friend who could play guitar. ‘He showed me the three chords and I was away: E, A and D. Like a lot of people my age, there was also Bert Weedon’s Learn to Play in a Day. Load of rubbish, of course, it took longer than that. But that was the start.’ He added: ‘I was lucky because I could always do the right hand, which is the rhythm. The left hand makes the shapes but if you can’t do the rhythm you’ve had it. Like the big heavy rock boom in the Eighties, a lot of kids learned to solo but they couldn’t play riffs to save their lives. Standing at the front of the stage in spandex soloing, kidding on they had songs. They didn’t.’

			Mainly he learned by playing along to skiffle groups. ‘Lonnie Donegan and Don Lang. The Chas McDevitt Skiffle Group and Shirley Douglas . . . Playing skiffle was easier cos it was all do it yourself. Tea chest basses, washboards, it was all acoustic. My stepbrother was in a skiffle group that was truly awful. They used to play at dances in the village hall, usual stuff.’

			The teenage Lemmy’s other big inspiration came from The Shadows, ‘because they all played shiny electric guitars. I couldn’t get a Stratocaster because they didn’t exist. Hank Marvin got his sent over from the States. I remember seeing a picture of Buddy Holly on his first album sleeve, The ‘Chirping’ Crickets, with a brown Stratocaster. I thought, my god, they make them in two colours! This is big! It was like being told how babies are made. Like, wow! So ostentatious! Then of course everyone wanted one of them. But you couldn’t get one. I got a Hofner Club 50 [hollow-bodied electric guitar without sound-holes]. A two pickups job with a very small green amplifier.’ He had ‘begged’ the money ‘off me mum. She was always very accommodating, just to get back at my stepbrother and stepsister and stepfather. She loved all that intense sibling rivalry. The down payment was disguised as a birthday present, something like that, then the rest came out of my pocket money. I got that at [an instrument shop] in Llandudno, which is dust now.’ Llandudno was the ‘big city. Had more than two streets.’

			Another development occurred when the family moved up to the walled market town of Conwy. A burgeoning tourist destination on the Welsh north coast, it boasted Llandudno Junction, and even though most people there still spoke Welsh, Lemmy was delighted. ‘It was the first chance to get in touch with the outside world. Anglesey there wasn’t much chance. You could commune with the sea during a storm but that was about it.’ Talk of becoming a jobbing musician, though, was laughed off. ‘The consensus [was] “You can’t do that, it’s a mug’s game.”’ Not that Lemmy was listening. ‘Fifty years later I’m still waiting to get a real job. Which is bullshit, actually. Because this life is no bowl of cherries. This rock’n’roll thing is very hard to do and I’ve served my apprenticeship over the years, amid long periods of mind-battering fucking boredom, sitting on buses and shit. It’s no job for the fainthearted, as we’ve seen from the casualties that have fallen by the wayside.’

			When did he feel confident enough about his guitar playing to want to take it further and start to get into real-life groups? ‘I joined a group with this guy called Malvin, who was a drummer who had this terrible Broadway kit, which was like two biscuit tins on a stand. His bass drum used to roll over all the time, which was very disconcerting. We did this one gig in a basement café place where I made my debut singing “Travelin’ Man” by Ricky Nelson. That was the first song I ever sang with a band in front of people. It went down pretty well, actually. But then none of them had heard the original.’

			Had he been nervous before he went on? ‘Oh god, yeah! It was awful! But that’s the real test, being able to stand up there and do it in front of a roomful of people. Anybody can be the best singer or guitarist in the world, on their own at home. But unless you can get it across the footlights you might as well pack up and go home. And that’s what I was always good at. I was always good at selling it to people. Once I’m on the stage I can get across a certain . . . it isn’t a knack. It’s a gift.’

			Not that he realised he might have the gift yet. ‘No, no, no. I thought we were abject failures before I realised we were getting five gigs a week, you know?’ This was in his next band, which was ‘just me and this other guy, both playing guitars, we didn’t sing, just played instrumentals. That’s how I became a great rhythm guitarist, which was very good training for becoming a bass player. We used to do “(Ghost) Riders in the Sky”’ – the Vaughn Monroe version – ‘and all the Shadows’ stuff. The Midnighters was another band.’ Hard to imagine now but Lemmy doing his best Hank Ballard impression as he belted out ‘Finger Poppin’ Time’ remained a fond memory.

			It was the Shadows though that really drove home the message about having a strong image. ‘Hank [Marvin] was the smart one, he could play solos. But Jet [Harris] was the cool one, because of the way he looked. The devil boy.’ The Shadows’ drummer, Brian Bennett, ‘always looked sharp’, too. ‘He had that solo on “The Savage”, you know? I remember hearing that for the first time and thinking, fucking hell, this is it! But Jet was the cool one with that blonde hair and Fender Precision bass. The first one I’d ever seen, I think.’

			Lemmy wasn’t thinking about actually playing a bass yet, though, merely aping Jet Harris’s effortless cool. This was in the days before the Shadows took to wearing suits and bow ties and sashaying around the stage in synchronised dance steps. Check out the old black-and-white clips of the band performing their worldwide hit ‘Apache’ in 1960 and you’ll see Jet in his leather jacket, blonde Elvis quiff and long, gaunt face, wreathed in thick cigarette smoke.

			Elvis was also ‘very big news. People thought those sideburns were the work of the devil. Also, Elvis was very big on style. And Cliff Richard of course because Cliff Richard’s gimmick at one time, believe it or not, was that he never smiled. He was moody, with the sideburns and the pink jacket and the pink tie and the black shirt. And a big pompadour. He modelled himself on Elvis. A lot of that generation of guys were actors more than musicians, I think.’

			Suddenly for the first time in his life, Lemmy became clothes-conscious. ‘I got my first Teddy Boy jacket in Llandudno and my mother was most disappointed. It was powder blue with very thin red stripes, double-breasted one-button. Very hot, yeah. From the Elvis Presley shop that sold Negro clothes. It was that kind of store, you know, that lots of people bought flash clothes from. I had that typical conversation. “But all the kids are wearing them, Mum!” “I don’t care what all the kids are wearing.” All of that. Everybody who has ever been an individual has started out by getting a lot of flak from their parents. It wasn’t like what they did and they hate that because it means you’ve left the nest, and parents don’t like that. You take on a personality for the first time. You’re not their child any more. You’re just another kid that’s out there on the street. You don’t run home to your mum when someone hits you. You hit them back for the first time.’

			As if to prove the point, he was expelled from school when he was 15. He showed me a scar on his finger, ‘That goes right round to the nail here. I did that on a school trip to Paris.’ He’d bought a flick knife at the Flea Market, and when he tried to snap the blade shut it chopped off a chunk of his finger. ‘It was brand new so the spring was quite good. It really bled too, I’ll tell you. Blood pumping with the heart. I didn’t know you had a pulse in your fingers but you do. And we bandaged it up with this shit and it took ages to heal because it was a big cut. Though I played guitar with it that night, funnily enough. Cos I took my guitar with me.

			‘Anyway, we get back to school, three or four weeks later, it’s just starting to heal, all scabby and fragile, when I was given two strokes [of the cane for being caught playing truant]. I put out my good hand but he wasn’t having it. Made me stick out my bad hand. Whack! He split it wide open. So I thought, right, you cunt. And as he brought the cane down again I took the cane off him and whacked him round the fucking head with it. Well, I was in a lot of pain, you know? Two strokes is two strokes, it wouldn’t have mattered where he hit you. But no, he had to hit my bad hand. A real bastard, he was. Mr Evans. Dead now. And I’m alive!’ Big laughs.

			‘And he took that to his grave, I’ll bet. That one of his kids had the nerve to whack him round the fucking head with his own cane. That must have gone very deep there. But it was just a spur of the moment thing, railing against the injustice. In fact, he probably did me a favour, because he gave me the sense of injustice I’ve been writing about for all these years.’

			How had that gone down when he came home? ‘I think they were just about ready for it,’ he said, shrugging. ‘It was just the next thing. The final disgrace.’ His only regret was that he missed out on any hero worship from the other pupils because he was immediately expelled. ‘I didn’t get to be fawned over, I was gone.’

			Forced to get a job, he became a stable boy. ‘It was quite easy, really, because I’d been working at the local riding stables during the holidays for the past five years, doing beach rides, leading people up and down the beach on horses.’ At the end of each day he would be allowed to ride one of the beach horses home at night. ‘I was very big into horses.’

			He had it all figured out, he told his parents. He would do the beach rides in the summer, and be a house painter in the winter. The latter something of a disaster when he quickly discovered that, ‘I was no good at it. Crushing boredom, you know?’ Being expected to paint ‘anything higher than four feet was too much like hard work. And you’re forever covered in specks of paint. There were two of us kids working for this terrible old village queer called – would you believe? – Mr Brownsword. Fucking Mr Brownsword! Luckily for me, he didn’t fancy me. He fancied the other one. So he was always following him up and down the stairs, watching him paint and making sure he got it right, while I was downstairs doing fuck all. Mr Brownsword. And the kid he fancied was called Colin Purvis! I am not making this up!’ Huge laughs. ‘If that was my name I’d fucking change it! Wouldn’t you?’

			Next his stepfather wangled him a job at the Hotpoint factory in Llandudno Junction, working on the conveyor belt. ‘Fucking horrible. What I did was, I had this huge machine, made a lot of noise, and out would come four brass nuts. And there’s four little sticky-up things on this platform and I had to put them on there, bolt them down, press the red button, and very slowly this thing would come down and put a groove on the sides of these four nuts. Then when it was finished, I’d have to take the four nuts off, put them into a huge empty basket, and get four more. When you got a full basket, they’d take it away. The tedium! Then they’d bring you an empty basket and you’d start again.

			‘People that run factories don’t know what they’re doing to you. It kills you. The whole thing felt fucking pointless. So I grew my hair until they fired me. They said “Put your hair in a net or you’re fired.” I said, “I will not wear a hairnet. My granny wears hairnets. Real men like John Lennon and Kirk Douglas do not wear hairnets.” So they said, “Fired.” My stepfather never forgave me, because he got me the job.’

			On the subject of hair, he recalled gleefully how when the Beatles came along in 1962 they had hair to just above the top of their ears. ‘Outrageous! I remember thinking that. It wasn’t, of course, but we were still in “war hair”. The only reason very short hair came in, I found out later, was in the First World War, in the trenches, to fight the lice and fleas. Before the First World War a lot of people had long
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