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Once upon a time. A long long time ago.

When time wasn’t of the essence.

When time waited for no man.

When time wasn’t money.

Time just flew.

Time took a cigarette.

Time was an irrelevance.



Time, gentlemen, please.



Time flies like an arrow.

Fruit flies like a banana.






INTRODUCTION

I’ve been asked a few times over the years if I fancied writing my autobiography. But I never felt the time was quite right. A few years ago, a very nice publishing house offered me a more than fair amount of dough for the rights to my life story. They offered it on the proviso I worked with a ghostwriter. A meeting was duly set and I met this rather charming ghostwriter woman at the Bar Italia, in Soho, one sunny morning to see if we could get on.

The publisher told me she was the best-selling ghostwriter around. Over coffee we had a nice chat and she was taking notes, but as the conversation drew on, I noticed her pen hovering motionless between the less juicy bits. I could tell, unsurprisingly, she was searching for the more sensational end of my market. It turned out the reason she was cited as Britain’s most successful ghostwriter was that she’d penned the hugely best-selling David Beckham biography. Well, no disrespect to the great man, or the writer herself, at that time a monkey could have written a best-selling book about old Golden Balls.

*

Well, for me, what tipped me over the edge into thinking now is the right time was a set of converging circumstances.
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On the eve of my fiftieth birthday I was standing on the balcony of an old music hall in Wapping called Wilton’s, one of the last of those great palaces of working-class entertainment, surveying a room full of friends and foes who’d come from all over the world to join me on this auspicious occasion. I was having the party the night before my actual birthday as the venue had already been booked on the night by Marc Almond.

Wilton’s is an amazing place. Just over a century ago the writer and theatre critic Henry Chance Newton said that ‘without its Palaces of Variety and its Music-Halls, living London would only be half alive.’ All of which makes it rather surprising that today just a handful of these places survive. So here I am surveying the scene on the eve of my fiftieth birthday, having a toast to Mr Wilton and his magical music hall, and it’s beautiful just looking round the room. Even my cheapest friends have dressed the part. It’s a room full of Victorian dandies, all top hats and mutton chops and girls of every shape and size bursting out of bodices left, right and indeed centre. And you don’t get many of them to the pound, missus!

The crazed, the lunatics and the thieving toerags had all turned up, and even people who aren’t in Madness. Boom boom. It was brilliant.

Anne (Bette Bright), my lovely wife, much to my surprise, had organised a whole music-hall show. There were sand dancers dressed as Egyptians dancing in hieroglyphic fashion. A burlesque singer, dressed, albeit briefly, as Vera Lynn. A pearly king making a ladder out of a rolled-up newspaper, whilst singing:


Oh it really is a wery pretty garden,

And Chingford to the eastward could be seen,

Wiv a ladder and some glasses, you could see to ’Ackney Marshes,

If it wasn’t for the ’ouses in between.



Lee Thompson, Madness sax player extraordinaire, did a tremendous Max Wall routine. He actually came on the Tube in the full outfit. Clive Langer, Madness producer, and his son Johnny, performed a stirring version of ‘My Old Man’s A Dustman’. My two lovely daughters, Scarlett and Viva, in giant nylon bee-hives, came on singing ‘Sisters’.

At the end of this fantastic night a giant birthday cake, I mean huge, was wheeled into the middle of the stage, and bang, out of it leapt this gorgeous woman as a finale to the show. I thought, Phwoah! I’m taking her home tonight. Ooh missus. It was my fiftieth birthday after all. It was my wife, Anne. It was a truly unforgettable night.

So there I was the following morning, on my actual birthday, lying in the bath, amongst the bubbles and ducks, mulling it all over. Feeling somewhat worse for wear but deeply content. Thinking about all them faces I saw at the party. People I grew up with on the council estate. People I went to school with, my family, my two lovely daughters all grown up and moved on, but only to within walking distance of our fridge.

*

Like a movie of faces floating past. People I’ve known since they were kids, whose lives splintered and fractured in a million different directions. Poets, painters, criminals, fruit and veg wholesalers, record company executives, dealers, dustmen, butchers, gardeners, lawyers, accountants, cocktail waiters, social workers and of course the band. The band Madness.


Mike (Barzo) Barson (Mr B)

Lee (Thommo) Thompson (Kix)

Chris Foreman (Chrissy Boy)

Cathal Smyth (Chas Smash)

Daniel Woodgate (Woody)

Mark Bedford (Bedders)



So many memories attached to each and every one of those faces I’ve known, on and off, down half a century.
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Scarlett and Viva, photobooth stool at its highest



When BANG, I hear a terrible crash, and I turn round to see my favourite cat, Mamba, lying motionless on the bathroom floor, surrounded by shards of glass. What’s happened here? Has he been fired through the window?

He looks perfect, there’s no blood coming out. But I sort of know he’s dead, I just can’t believe it. Hold on a minute – the glass shelf above the sink’s gone. Maybe he jumped up on it and it broke. But cats can’t die from a fall of four feet. Cats got nine lives. Cats can fall from eight-storey buildings, I’ve seen it on YouTube. But there he is, lying motionless on the floor. Maybe he just didn’t have time to right himself from such a short fall. Maybe he bashed his head on the sink on the way down.

But I just can’t believe it. My Mamba dead on my fiftieth birthday? The cat that caught eight mice in one day. The cat that saw off the horrible cat from next door that used to come in our house and spray on my shoes. The cat that used to climb up the ivy at the front of the house and knock on the bedroom window when he wanted to come in!

He was my best mate.

I get out of the bath, dripping, and feel his pulse. I feel his chest – he’s definitely getting colder. How can you do this to me, God, on my fiftieth birthday? Now I’m not gonna go on about pets. It’s a bit like people going on about their babies. Mine’s the prettiest, cleverest, etc. …

But I did love that cat.

We’re having a load of people around for dinner that night, including my kids. I don’t want to ruin the evening by telling everyone that the cat’s dead, and I’m half hoping he’s not. So I spend the entire night running up and down stairs to the top bathroom in the forlorn hope he’s only been concussed, that somehow he’ll wake up and stroll off. But he doesn’t.

The following morning I break the terrible news. There’s wailing and gnashing of teeth. Real sadness; he was a real character. We follow the usual procedure of trying to find poor old Mamba a vacant plot in the pet cemetery that is our back garden. Amongst the other cats, mice, gerbils, hamsters, rabbits, guinea pigs, the lizard and that goldfish that have come and gone through our house over the decades.

I even get my daughter’s boyfriend round for a bit of moral support. And to help with the digging. He was a big old cat.

He’s buried with all the usual formality, it’s sad, we all loved him. His big brother Voodoo looking down from the roof of the garden shed. After the funeral and a short wake in our local pub I’m off to see my mum. I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to her at the party. I jump in a black cab and direct the driver to Soho. After a couple of minutes the driver turns and says: ‘Here, Suggsy. You all right mate? You look a bit glum.’

I explain.

‘Well, actually it’s my fiftieth birthday today. I know it’s only a number, but it’s sort of just hit me. I haven’t really thought about it before. Fifty years, half a century of my life, gone!’

‘You don’t want to worry about that, son, I’m fifty-two, look at me.’ He glances in the mirror and carefully runs two fingers through his comb-over quiff, while I take in the back of his fat bald head.

‘Yeah right. Well, to tell you truth it’s not just that. My two lovely daughters have just left home, which has left a big hole in my life.’

‘What! Couldn’t wait to see the back of mine.’ He drives on.

‘Right … Well … OK … What’s really tipped me over the edge, and it might sound a bit stupid, but my cat died this morning.’

There’s an awkward silence. The cab slows and pulls into the kerb, and I hear what distinctly sounds like sobbing, crackling through the intercom.

‘My cat, Bubbles, died last week … I know exactly what you mean, mate.’

We get chatting about how I ran up and down stairs to see if Mamba was still alive. He tells me his Bubbles got run over in the street and he had to carry him in the house in a bin bag. And everyone in the street’s asking: ‘What’s in the bin bag?’ And telling me this sets him off again.

He tells me his next-door neighbour’s a vet, and the vet says to him: ‘Are you sure it was dead?’ and he says he thought it was, but he’s buried it now.

The vet says: ‘Well, if you’ve buried it, even if it wasn’t dead, it certainly is now.’

And that’s it. That’s what gets me going. I’m fifty. Life has changed dramatically since the kids left home. They’ve been at the centre of our lives for twenty-five years. I’ve suddenly found I have got time to reflect on my own life, now I’m not so busy with theirs. But it’s Mamba’s sudden death that’s really done it. He’s buried now.

Fate and chance, never knowing what’s round the corner. My whole life has been directed by so many quirks of fate, chance encounters that could have led me down so many different paths. It was often that close. That close to people, that close to success, that close to disaster.


We were that close, it was scary,

We were that close, I couldn’t tell you.

Ready for love, we were that close,

To getting it right, or crashing and burning.



Skidding on the surface, with the brake jammed down,

Slow motion sliding, head-on … we were that close.

Remember them summer days, when we took whatever came our way,

Getaway, hey, but not too far, took a spin round in your broken-down car,

No one else could know, what we done and seen,

No one else could see, it’s all a hazy dream.



I spent quite a lot of time on my own as a kid, being an only child of a single parent. Mum worked long hours in the clubs of Soho. And I got used to, and still enjoy, my own company. When I first met the rest of the band, in my teens, they were all very independent characters. A number of whom shared a similar background. A group of very strong-minded individuals. A band of loners. Joining the band and rehearsing in Mike’s bedroom in Crouch End of an evening, was, for me, a great alternative to running round the streets causing trouble.

I am often asked why I think it is that Madness are still as popular thirty-odd years on and, apart from the obvious fact that we had a lot of hits, I think it’s because we have always ploughed our own furrow and have rarely, if at all, been in fashion. That gave us an independence from the fickle business of show. And given that in the early days there’d be ten or more of us and our friends, often a lot more, on the road together, we could create our own crazy world, style and sound, which for some peculiar reason still resonates today. And I honestly feel that amongst all of our great achievements, the greatest is that we are still friends today.

*

Well, eyes down, boys and girls, here goes. After a few half-hearted attempts over the past few years, what is left of my befuddled memory is now down in black and white. Of course I have written before, and have always enjoyed writing, it was one of the few things I was any good at, at school. In fact, apart from art, the only thing I was any good at.

I’ve written another book, about London, called Suggs and the City, and jolly good it is too, but I did that with a lot of help from the people who worked with me on the Disappearing London TV series.

And of course I’ve written songs, loads of them.

Writing a good song isn’t easy, by any means, but the discipline is completely different. You’re more often than not collaborating with other people, and to be perfectly frank if you get a couple of good lines for a song, real good ones, it’s a productive day.

But this book-writing lark is quite a different fish. Hours and hours in front of a laptop, and if like me you have the brain of a deranged butterfly, it’s more than a small challenge.

Trawling through the backwaters, searching through the undergrowth (amongst the used condoms and syringes of life). To the furthest corners of my unruly mind, for a minute nugget of info that may unlock another long-forgotten anecdote and help in the almost impossible task of trying to piece together the mostly unfathomable nonsense of my life.

I’m very grateful for my life, for many reasons, not least the opportunities it has given me to meet some of the most incredible characters. Without whom I would be as naught. And to be honest it’s not all there, maybe I’m not all there, and factually it may not be completely correct, but I do hope that these snapshots give you some sense of how Graham McPherson became Suggs.

To infinity and (one step) beyond!




CAVENDISH MANSIONS

‘Cavendish Mansions’, thundered the bearded Victorian philanthropist, to the crowds of excited townsfolk, on a bright spring morning about four million years ago. His watery eyes glittering, he cuts the billowing yellow ribbon and throws his top hat in the air. Signalling tumultuous cheering, the flutter of ticker tape and hats of every shape and size flung skyward. Hordes of semi-naked children and ragged men and women, fresh from the Clerkenwell Workhouse, flood into the courtyard. Covering their heads from the falling hats and clutching shiny brass keys they crowd up the various stairwells and into their posh new abodes.

It must have looked pretty smart back then, through the great arched entrance into the courtyard and eight floors of shining red brick Victoriana. Bright white window surrounds on every floor.

I wonder what Mr. Bearded Philanthropist would have made of it today. Unspoilt, all original features. Fixtures and fittings untouched by regular maintenance ever since. En-suite toilet off tiny kitchenette, sink and ascot. Mum asleep on her bed in the living room and me in the bedroom. He probably would have approved, unfortunately the rest of the world had moved on somewhat in that time.
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Mum was working in a bar in Soho and she didn’t get back till late. She was out for the count. I slipped past her bed and straight into the gas rebate stacked neatly on the table, three cardboard 10ps, a couple of Chinese coins and two pounds fifty. I took thirty pence, four fags from the packet of Player’s Navy Cut and headed out. The landings were open to the elements. The stairs were deadly, completely worn down. Smooth and hard as marble. Only drunks or babies could survive a fall down these.

We lived on the seventh floor. I gazed out over the balcony across the rooftops of my kingdom. Wet and grey, and winter. Down in the courtyard Tiger and my best mate, Andrew Chalk, who everyone knew as Chalky, were kicking around a soggy leather football, to no great avail. Chalky was born on Halloween and I was born on Friday the thirteenth. A right little pair of nightmares we were too.

Bong! The ball slammed into the enormous metal bins that lined the outside wall.

‘Go on there, Jeoorjie Best!’

‘Piss off … come down and play!’ exhorted a puffing Chalky.

It’s almost impossible to get an exciting game of football going between two players, but when one of them is Tiger (who’d just come over from America and hadn’t really got the hang of ‘saccer’) it never gets going. His mum and dad were even more American. I’d no idea why they were here, I think it was something to do with Speakers’ Corner.

I gingerly slid down the rest of the slippery steps and out into the courtyard. The ball squirted in my direction and I booted it as hard as I could. Jesus, the soggy thing was like concrete, and even though I didn’t connect properly I felt like I’d broken my foot. I sliced it at a right angle smack against a basement window and down into the area.

The area was about five feet deep and three feet wide and ran like a moat around the entire building. Maybe it was something to do with the war. Although who or what we were being protected from I could never work out. Maybe it was to keep us in.

I climbed resignedly over the railings and down. It was dark and spooky and no one liked going down there. Every twelve feet or so a bridge to one of the stairwells ran overhead and plunged the whole thing into complete gloom. It was knee-deep in years’ worth of newspapers and rubbish, and as I kicked through the debris looking this way and that for the ball, one of the basement windows behind me burst open.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. It was one of the mad old geezers of which the flats had more than their fair share. Most probably driven mad by the smacking of soggy footballs against their windows.

‘Want yer ball?’ he said, none too kindly, making moves to climb out of the window. He had a face like the dad from Steptoe and Son, only with fewer teeth. He was wearing a red and white striped bobble hat and looked ominously sprightly for an old darzer. With one hand on the sill he leapt through the window and landed in the rubbish, grinning maniacally. He was about ten feet away, and the ball was in the space between us. I was weighing up the chances of grabbing it and running, when he suddenly hopped forward and from behind his back produced a Second World War bayonet.

The drizzle drizzled, and I backed away. ‘Here, take it easy,’ I mumbled. ‘Want it, dooooyer, yer Jerry bastard.’ He lunged; I stumbled backwards and fell into the rubbish. Through a closing curtain of chip wrappers I saw him lift the bayonet above his head with both hands and plunge it down.

AAAAAAAHHHHHH!!! BANG! HISSSSssss. He’d killed the ball, stabbing it to death. ‘Oi, you old bastard,’ shouted Chalky from above. ‘Leave it alone. He still thinks he’s in the trenches!’

I scrambled to my feet, the MOG (mad old geezer) brandishing the ball on the end of his bayonet, grinning, toothless and victorious. I turned and ran, churning through the knee-high rubbish. ‘Go on, English Tommy,’ shouted Chalky, laughing. I scrambled round the corner and out of sight, frantically looking for a way out. As I waded forward the rubbish in front of me was mysteriously jumping up and down. I scooped off the top layer to reveal a pigeon flapping around, unable to fly. With the fate of the hissing football still fresh in my mind I scooped it up, stuck it through the railings, and clambered up. The MOG had given up the chase.

The pigeon had a broken wing, and a plume of feathers sticking out the top of its head, like it had been got by a cat. I carefully picked it up and wandered round the corner to see Tiger and Chalky leaning over the railings, still ranting and raving at the MOG who’d already gone back inside with his prize.

‘The guy is crazy,’ said Tiger, in his stating-the-obvious American kind of way. ‘Yeah, and that was a good ball,’ ranted Chalky. ‘My ball, you old bastard! I’m gonna get you for that, you old git!’

‘Never mind your effing ball, he nearly killed me!’ I said.

‘What the hell is all the noise?’ shouted Mrs Pirimaldi from the window above.

The Pirimaldis lived on the second floor and owned the newsagent’s over the road. There were seven of them.

‘It’s Saturday morning, you bloody hooligans. A day of rest. Have some flippin’ consideration. Some of us have to work the rest of the week.’ And BANG, down came the window.

On each landing of the Mansions there were two flats, and somehow Mr Pirimaldi had contrived to get both of them allocated to him. On the inside, unbeknownst to the council, he had knocked them through. He had installed a cupboard in the hole with doors at the front and back, in case the council came round. This cupboard didn’t lead to Narnia, just to the second half of their illegally enhanced council flat. They had the most palatial pad in the whole building, and two front doors. Whenever I knocked for Alex, the eldest son, I never knew which one would open.
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SOHO

‘I must have been eighteen or nineteen. I was working in Manchester for a chap, they called him Bill “Man Mountain” Benny’, Mum said.

‘He was a wrestler and gangster. I sang in his clubs. Sometimes four in one night. I had a good voice. I had a great voice. Got “Best Jazz Newcomer” in Melody Maker. Eighteen. Eighteen! I was young, I was naïve. Bill used to slobber over all the girls. But I stood up for myself. The clubs were full of gangsters. I was going out with a burglar at the time, although I didn’t find out till later. They were amazing times, they were amazing people, they really were.’

And she laughs.

‘They found Bill naked on the dance floor of one of his clubs. Dead. He’d had a heart attack. There was this terrible screaming for what seemed like an age, before they discovered the poor girl trapped underneath him. They had to get a winch to get him off her!

‘I even sang at the Blue Angel Club in Liverpool, where Cilla Black and The Beatles used to come after sessions at the Cavern. The carpet there was so sticky the house band stayed for thirty years. One night this really nice fella starts chatting to me and he gives me his card. Says I’m too good for Liverpool, said I should try my luck in the bright lights of London.

‘You should have seen his face when I knocked on his door in Soho.’

‘So what? That was my dad?’

‘Noooo. That’s when I got a job at the Colony Room Club.’

There’s a lull in the conversation and I hear myself say, ‘Mum, what did happen to Dad?’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘Er … anything?’ He left when I was a baby, is all I knew.

She looks at me for a second.

‘He was jazz mad. I met him in a coffee bar just round the corner.’

‘In Soho?’

And she starts to tell me stuff she’s never told me before.

*

The ‘wicked lady’ heroin destroyed him. He had so much potential. He was passionate about music, about jazz, but even more passionate about photography. He used to work in a photography shop in Hastings. They’d lend him the cameras, and he’d take arty pictures around town.

He worked as a smudger on Folkestone beach down the road, to make ends meet, but he had greater ambitions in photography.

‘Hold on a minute, Mum. You knew Dad was a heroin addict?’

‘No, not until after we were married. We started living together very innocently. But I came back from work one day and found him with a needle hanging out of his hand. So I took it out, broke it, and poured all his stuff down the sink.’

‘He ended up in Tooting Bec asylum. He tried to inject himself with paraffin.’

‘Mum, what?’

‘Look, I fell in love with him. He was the nicest man I’d ever met. He was a very talented, funny, bright man. He was a beautiful person. He was just like you.’ I was stunned not by the heroin but my Dad was a ‘nice man’.

‘He turned up when you were probably twelve years old. He’d got out of the asylum and wanted me to help him stay out. I went to see the doctors. They said there was nothing I could do for him. I am afraid I could not afford to have him back in my life with you to bring up.’

*

The sixties Soho that Mum arrived in from Liverpool was an extraordinary place, perched on the edge of Covent Garden fruit and veg market, where the pubs opened at 5 a.m., and the magic of theatreland, filled with tinsel, glitter and greasepaint. It was a run-down area and the rents were cheap. You could find queues of musicians carrying their instruments heading to the Musicians’ Union in Archer Street, looking for work in one of the big bands. Gangs of sailors on a big night out. Girls in feather boas making their way from the working women’s hostel to one of the big shows. Coffee bars that stayed open all night. In the sixties drinking hours were highly restricted and gambling and homosexuality were illegal. Small, discreet, so-called members’ clubs were springing up all over Soho.

The Kismet, where my mum worked for a period, was one of the more famous. It was also known as ‘Death in the Afternoon’. In fact George Melly was asked by a friend, when opening the door to go in, what the strange smell was. ‘Failure, dear boy,’ he said, as he swept down the stairs.
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Having made sure the pigeon was safely in the cardboard box in which I’d hidden him on top of the cupboard in my bedroom, I headed up west to get some money off my mum for tea. She was working in the Colony Room, bang in the middle of Soho. What went on in the Colony, as they say, stayed in the Colony. They just seemed normal to me, my mum’s mates.

You could be anything you wanted in there, anything except boring. The place was run by Muriel Belcher, a redoubtable old Hungarian bird, who shrieked and swore at every new customer. She didn’t care if you had no money, but if you were boring you were out. No questions asked.

I got off the bus and walked down Denmark Street. I love Denmark Street. It’s where all the music shops are and you can get any kind of musical instrument. It’s also where songs are written, and sometimes you’d hear the strains of a piano and the voice of some young hopeful drifting out the window. It was also known as Tin Pan Alley. The story goes that in the olden days budding songwriters filled every floor, and so that their competitors couldn’t hear a new hit composition they were playing on the piano, they’d employ a kid to stand under the window, in the street, and bang a saucepan to drown it out.

I stopped for a coffee at Bar Italia. Going there as a teenager in the mid-seventies was a real treat, proper coffee with froth, cocoa, the lot. I sat outside and watched the world go by.

And what a world! Man, you wouldn’t even get this stuff at the pictures. Maltese fellas standing about in ground-length camel-hair coats smoking cigars. Girls milling on the corner in stilettos and tatty fur jackets – ‘That was never caught, it gave itself up’ – chatting and laughing loudly, eyelashed eyes out for tricks. Old chaps in bowler hats and rain macs ducking in the doorway of a shop that just says ‘Magazines’. Blond-haired teenage boys, about my age, wearing lipstick, heading for Piccadilly.

Aldo, the owner, came out, put his espresso down and sat next to me. ‘How’s it going, son?’

‘Not bad, Aldo. How’s yourself?’

‘You know, times are hard, son, but we’re doing OK.’

Everyone knew Bar Italia did more than OK. Cash business, small denominations, it was the envy of every trader in Soho. But they worked very hard for it, it was open twenty-four hours a day. Aldo’s dad was interned during the war. Yeah, they just came one day, made him take down the sign and took him away to a camp on the Isle of Man. Aldo’s got pictures of it, his poor old man up a ladder taking down the Bar Italia sign, and then to the fucking Isle of Man. No wonder he felt angry.

One of his uncles ended up in a camp built on Peckham Rye Common. Eight Nissen huts with a fence round them in the middle of the park. But the security didn’t last long. When the locals realised there was more fun going on in the inside than the out, they left the gate open so the Italian POWs could come and go as they pleased. More importantly, the locals could get a bit of what the interns were cooking up from their vast and well-tended allotment.

Aldo took a sip of his coffee. ‘Your mum tells me you got nicked last week.’ Here we go I think, everyone knows your business in Soho. That’s the irony, as it’s the place people come to for anonymity, to get on with what they wanna get on with, away from prying eyes, yet it’s really a village. Bar Italia was the post office.

‘I didn’t get nicked.’

He took another sip. ‘Mum tells me she had to come and get you out of West End Central the other afternoon.’ He put his cup down.

‘I wasn’t nicked. We were just messing about with a fruit machine, and the nonce police or whatever they’re called came in. You know, that new lot, the protecting minors from dirty old men branch, or whatever. They took us down the station for our own good. They wanna get down Piccadilly.’

‘Why’d they take you to the station?’

‘Well, from what I could make out, so’s the chief inspector could give us a lecture on the dangers of marijuana. Didn’t know what he was on about. He opens the blinds to point out a squat across the road. “See them hippies?” he says. “I know what’s growing in them window boxes. D’you understand what I am saying to you, boys? You’ll go nowhere, like them grubby hippies, if you don’t. Do you understand?”

‘We all nodded, but we didn’t, we just wanted to get out of there, obviously. What it had to do with us I don’t know. Then he spent another half-hour umming and ahhing round the delicate subject of kindly old men in raincoats with sweets in their pockets. We weren’t nicked. They just called Mum. Who had to come and get us. She took us all for an ice cream; she wasn’t bothered. The other parents went ballistic, they’d read about Soho in the papers. I’ve never felt unsafe here. I feel safer here myself than on the Tube. A packed compartment, that’s where the old bastards grab your arse.’

‘Your mum’s a good woman. She works hard. Don’t be upsetting her,’ said Aldo.

‘Honestly, Aldo, she really wasn’t bothered. It was nothing.’

‘How long you got left at that school of yours?’

‘Two years.’

‘Well, you stick at it, son, you get yourself some qualification, get some of them levels, make your mum proud.’ He ruffled my hair. ‘You’re a good kid, bright. Don’t waste it.’ He got up and went back inside.

Two butch fellas came past with a poodle. I finished my coffee, paid, and headed round the corner to Dean Street. The entrance to the Colony was a small green door. I pushed it open and went up the dingy staircase, past the giant tins of Cyprus potatoes and into the tiny club on the first floor. The whole place, floor to ceiling, was decorated in bilious green. The walls were covered in various pieces of art, from cartoons to oil paintings. Donated in return for unpaid bar bills. It was basically just a small shabby room with a toilet and telephone at one end and a battered upright piano, but full of the most incredible characters.

A thick fug of tobacco smoke hung permanently across the bar, just above my head. Mum was singing at the piano, Muriel, the owner, sitting, as always, on her throne, a stool by the door. ‘Hello, it’s little cunty’, she said, as I wandered in. Every new entrant would be greeted with a barrage of good-natured expletives. It was a rite of passage that not everyone could deal with.

A test, because the crew could get a bit rough of an evening on the good ship Colony and the conversational sea very turbulent. One poor chap wandered in one afternoon to be greeted with: ‘I don’t think you’ll find any of your friends in my bar.’ He replied: ‘But I’m here to meet someone.’

‘She’s not a pretty little lady, is she?’

‘I’ve never been so insulted in my life.’

‘On your way, Lottie, or I’ll give you a fourpenny one.’

There’s a story about Muriel, where one night at closing time she spotted four red eyes glaring at her from under the bench in the corner. It was two rats. ‘You two can fuck off.’ But being a kind woman, she explained, ‘You see I’ve called last orders, and anyhow you’re not members.’ She opened the door and the rats left without argument.

There was always a colourful mixture of characters in there, swearing good-naturedly, smoking and knocking back the whiskies. As I say, you could be anything you wanted in there, it was a haven for every kind of social misfit: jazz musicians, writers, painters, toffs, artists, poets, coppers, strippers (often still in their feather boas), gangsters, transvestites and plain old drunks. There was no need for a bouncer in the Colony, Muriel’s razor tongue would slice any would-be opponent to shreds.

But she was a kind person, the regulars were like family, she called Francis Bacon her daughter, and if you had no money it would go on the tab, until you were flush again. Whereupon you would be ordered to ‘Open your bead bag, Lottie.’

Amongst the minor villains, strippers, theatrical types, toffs and coppers you’d find the likes of George Melly holding court in the corner, the writer Jeffrey Bernard leaning on the bar getting progressively more aggressive, and one or both of the champagne-drinking painters Francis Bacon and Lucian Freud. Francis had originally been employed by Muriel to bring in gay clientele when homosexuality was still illegal. He got a fiver a punter, in those days good money.

My head just below a thick fug of tobacco smoke, which hung permanently across the bar, I navigated past a series of fishnet-clad knees. And that was just the fellas!

Occasionally a giant hand would reach down through the tobacco cloud and ruffle my hair, or better still proffer a two-bob coin. I couldn’t really see or hear what was going on at adult level, which was probably all for the best.

I stood at the bar and ordered a Coke – the Colony was the first place I ever tasted Coca-Cola. Coke with ice and lemon. Bill Mitchell spotted me, came over and looked down, his watery eyes and big smiling face framed in a black Stetson, which glided through the tobacco cloud like a shark. Bill was American and was the voice-over king. He had the lowest voice in the world. Every time you heard a deep voice trailing films at the pictures, it was always him.

He always wore black, head to toe. Although legend has it that when a pal of his went to pick him up from the airport in Ibiza for a holiday, Bill was dressed completely in white, even the Stetson.

‘What’s going on, Bill?’ his friend said.

‘I have no enemies here,’ replied Bill in his gravelly drawl. ‘How’s it going, son?’ Bill made John Wayne sound positively effeminate.

‘All right.’

‘You seen the new Bond movie?’

‘Er … No.’

‘It’s good.’ He pulled out a big wodge of notes – he was pissed. ‘Here you go,’ and he handed me a ten-bob note. A whole ten bob. The note was the size of a cigarette coupon in his hand and a tea towel in mine. I folded it carefully and put it in my pocket. Ten bob!

All the same, I got two bob off me mum for some chips. I was a rich man. I headed out and down the green staircase just in time to hear Muriel screeching: ‘Peanuts, Peanuts! You boring dreary little cunt. This is the Colony Room Club, not London Zoo. Now fuck off.’

On the pavement outside a wino was shouting: ‘We are living like kings, and these days will last for ever!’ He promptly tripped over and fell flat on his face. I had other issues on my mind, I had the opportunity to live like a king, albeit briefly. If I could just manage to get past the arcade on Old Compton Street and my old chum Mister Fruit Machine. ‘Must not stop at the arcade. Must not stop at the arcade,’ I repeated. I’d gone home hungry more times than I care to remember chasing the elusive three bells in a row.

I made it past the arcade and on past the Sunset Strip. The door was open and I could see one of the girls bent over while a couple of punters played bongos on her arse. Outside the French, Jenny, a dancer pal of my mum’s, was skipping about on the pavement with a glass of wine in her hand. The French was another watering hole favoured by Soho bohemians.

All the legendary Soho drinkers were regulars at the French, including Dylan Thomas who, before he went into that dark night plastered, left his one and only manuscript of Under Milk Wood under a table in the bar following a night on the lash. Amazing he managed to misplace it, as that’s where he ended up most evenings. Apparently, Gaston, the guvnor, retrieved the script and kept it safe until the grateful head of BBC radio drama came to collect it.

The French was originally called the York Minster, but everybody knew it as the French. This had something to do with the Resistance during the war. The Free French used to meet upstairs, and allegedly it was the location where Charles de Gaulle drew up his Free French call-to-arms speech. Although what use they’d have been defending Paris against the Nazis in the upstairs room of a boozer in Soho, I wasn’t quite sure.

Gaston was standing in the doorway, hands on hips and resplendent with huge curly moustache. He spoke in a broad French accent but although his dad, Gaston Senior, was definitely French, no one was sure about Junior, because his accent slipped into broad cockney every now and then. Gaston Junior, who was born in an upstairs room shortly after his father took over the pub in 1914, was a master of diplomacy when it came to ejecting troublesome customers: ‘I’m afraid one of us is going to have to leave, and it’s not going to be me’ was his signature line when such action needed to be taken.

Yeah, the new Bond movie. Why not? I had nothing else to do. I headed on down Berwick Street market towards the picture house in Piccadilly. The market was still in full swing, the stallholders calling out and advertising their wares, fruit and veg mainly. There was one fella shouting: ‘Pommygrannies! Get yer pommygrannies!’ He was holding up what looked like a big cricket ball, really red and shiny. I was intrigued. He had one split in half on the front of his barrow, and it looked like it was full of small red jewels. I bought one, it was rock hard, I put it in my pocket and headed for the cinema.

On the way I stopped for a piss in the public toilets. The white-tiled walls were sprayed with what looked like black ink, which I would only later discover was, in fact, dried blood squirted from the syringes of junkies, so as not to put air bubbles in their veins.

I tipped up at the box office and bought a half-priced kid’s ticket. I found a seat on the left of the cinema, on the smoking side. It always struck me as odd that cinemas were divided into the two sides, smoking and non-smoking, as the cigarette smoke didn’t know which side it was supposed to be on and just happily drifted about all over the place.

The lights went down, the curtains drew back, and the screen flickered into life. Bill’s voice boomed, ‘Kia-Ora, in the foyer. Now.’ A giant plastic carton of the orange stuff floated magically in the middle of the blue screen, with a really skinny straw sticking out of its tinfoil lid. I got out my pommygrannie and tried to get a nail through the skin. It was like leather. I was digging in with my thumb so hard it shot out of my hand and disappeared under the seat in front of me. Shit, it had gone down the pitched floor. Bollocks, but I certainly wasn’t about to start crawling about on my hands and knees in a dark cinema in Piccadilly Circus.

The film was good, with all the usual gear, birds getting slapped then snogged, car chases and explosions. I was really getting into it when I felt the usherette’s torch flashing in my face. ‘You paid half price,’ she hissed. ‘Kid’s ticket. You can be a kid, but you can’t be a kid and smoke. Out!’

Outside, back in Piccadilly, it was dark and raining with feet shattering neon reflections and taxi wheels spraying diesel rainbows. There was a huge flock of starlings, swooping and swirling as one, like a black cloud across the purple sky. I pulled up my collar and headed up Shaftesbury Avenue. I wasn’t mad on the West End at night, the pavements thronging with out-of-towners, all starry-eyed and wondrous. Made you wonder if they’d ever seen shops or electric light before, the way they just stood about pointing at things, filling the pavements, taking photos of nothing.

On the way back from the pictures, as I strolled up the avenue beyond the brightly illuminated theatres, to where the streets reverted to their natural dull sodium, I came to a long line of bedraggled hippies. All shivering, skinny, greasy hair, pulling their army great-coats tight with long nicotine-stained fingers. John Bell & Croyden, the chemists, was involved in an initiative to hand out free heroin to registered addicts.

One of whom, it would turn out, was my dad.




THE WALES


I remember walking for the first time

Into an open field,

South-west Wales in 1968,

I’d never seen anything so huge,

I walked, and I walked and I walked,

Toward the curved green horizon,

And the sky.



I sat down by the track,

I never felt so sure,

I lay down on my back,

Felt like nature pure,

The grass beneath my back,

The sky has never been so blue.



The sunshine and the haystacks,

Wide tall ochre sails,

Rows of potato picking,

A ploughed field in south-west Wales,



Swimming in the river through the trees,

Climbing saplings in the woods,

The bungalow my uncle built,

The weather’s ever-changing moods,



The quarrels and the cloud formations,

In south-west Wales,

The hymns and the sailing boats,

Wide tall ochre sails.



Every summer I’d go to my aunt’s in Wales for the holidays, and this one was no different. As usual, me and Mum got the train from Paddington. It was a long journey but I liked the train as I could read comics whilst eating crisps from that funny little trolley that came up and down. Eating crisps and just staring out the window, it was hard to believe there was so much countryside, miles and miles of the stuff, green fields with tiny stations that seem to be in the middle of nowhere. Who lives in these places, and what do they do? I wondered.

We changed at Cardiff Central for the second leg, which was about


























ops/images/f0002-01.jpg
“WILTONS:-
MUSIC
Af\nsuuuss 50t BIRTHDAY B

ONLY . ENTRANGE 7pm SHARP.  DRESS CODE: MUSIC'HALL
I[=="_WEDNESDAY, JANVARY 12th, 2011 ==}y

‘SPECIAL STARRING ENGAGEMENT OF

KELLY & GILLETTE

i In “FUN ON A BILLIARD TABLE."
E Ladicrous Tricks,Anics andsomersauts by MONS.BUER
PERFORMING DOG'S & IIIIIIKEYS
mmmm mmnmmwnmm
MISSIA.SIIII Gll}_.ﬁ_lal‘(‘& Lﬂn!.lﬂhl\u

ALICE| FONIAINIH EAU MISS CARRIE VER

urlesque Artiste

AValuable LADYIS GolliTDHWATc H
" ST CONTADROM &

P= HIGHLAND DANCERS .

uﬁ--xmnmu S, 1/ e G it o, 1/15; e e £ 35, 60
o Mt B, | s Ly, Lok, KA P IS bgugemtc
gkt 07711011






ops/images/title.jpg
That Close





ops/images/f0vi-01.jpg
P o '
oG o e i %‘;J{'jb %
W2 i ot Dl

e clapten g
Te awdiance Lemt

lows. ,

v wf b wa o)

e
e 14 all m bazy desen

F hannn be Sepeomt ad fro~ goo
want
poopl |l
G what e «pu% ) )
b
L b ot eoite :
R 7 e
2 ww.wt:‘cﬂ,. %
o E;; s 55?@4; Eéw bl i3, in wokiatin,
s (e ab et s s
S e Jy??w o Ji;sbﬂf;ﬂ?k
~ ladg dodiv < vemiy lotas. ME\F:L-;::A,} Gita e






ops/images/f0005-01.jpg





ops/images/f0022-01.jpg





ops/images/9780857389541.jpg
That Close






ops/images/f0014-01.jpg
(mevsisi heate”





ops/images/f0018-01.jpg
oy VS 0

G €
v =

T





ops/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





