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Bowie Is Dead

He died in his own bed in New York City, two days after his sixty-ninth birthday and the release of his twenty-seventh studio album, Blackstar: his personal requiem and his ‘parting gift’ to the world. The announcement, made on his official social media accounts, was unemotional and succinct:



10 January 2016: David Bowie died peacefully today, surrounded by his family after a courageous eighteen-month battle with cancer. While many of you will share in this loss, we ask that you respect the family’s privacy during their time of grief.



‘Very sorry and sad to say that it’s true,’ wrote his son, the BAFTA award-winning film maker Duncan Jones, on Twitter. ‘I’ll be offline for a while. Love to all.’



Disbelief and denial consume. We are arrogant in our ignorance. We didn’t know that he was terminally ill. They’re saying it was liver cancer, but isn’t that usually secondary? Wouldn’t his primary have been lung? We speculate, pointlessly. Not even Brian Eno knew before it happened, and he worked with Bowie for decades. ‘It was a complete surprise,’ Eno admits. Artist George Underwood had no idea either, and he’d been David’s closest friend since they were eight years old.

‘It’s very difficult when your best friend dies,’ George laments from his sofa on the day, tears running behind his specs. ‘I feel completely in shock.’ He will be more composed, and more forthcoming, when I spend the day with him.

In other news come warnings of a brutal snow bomb poised to unleash chaos on this scepter’d isle, this earth of majesty, this seat of Mars . . . this England1 – bringing the worst weather for more than half a decade. We had five years left to cry in. We never knew.

Leonardo DiCaprio is royally eclipsed, despite his triple Golden Globes triumph for The Revenant the night before, pointing to first-ever Oscars success ahead. The historic global summit of all thirty-eight national Primates of the Anglican church, in Canterbury, to discuss their division over the acceptance of gay clergy, is ignored. Yet these three headlines seem pertinent to the revelation that the immortal Starman, the godfather of freaks, the saviour of outsiders, alternative thinkers and sexual vacillators, the dispossessed, the young, the past-it and the never-will-be dudes, has flared, flickered and gone out for good. Hot tramp, we loved him so.

The grief is tsunamic. Twitter and Facebook are in meltdown, as are millions of fans. In Manhattan, they clamour at the doors of 285 Lafayette Street, the apartment block topped with the penthouse where David dwelled in luxury with Iman, his former supermodel wife of twenty-four years, and their fifteen-year-old daughter Lexi.

In Berlin, the devoted gather on the street outside David’s former home, Hauptstrasse 155 in the Schöneberg district, to contribute their candles and flowers. Others head for the Hansa Tonstudio on Köthener Strasse near Potsdamer Platz, where he recorded during the Seventies.

In the Netherlands, queues converge at the entrance to the Groninger art museum, where the ‘David Bowie Is’ touring exhibition is on show.2 The museum responds by offering a book of condolence for fans to sign, and by throwing open its doors on a Monday, when it is normally closed.

In Los Angeles, the bereft create a shrine around Ziggy’s star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. David’s plaque, which sits opposite 7021 Hollywood Boulevard between Paula Abdul and Faye Dunaway to the east, and Pierce Brosnan and Fred Allen to the west, is obliterated by lit offerings and cellophaned florals, toy aliens, cigarette lighters and tiny bottles of Jameson’s Irish whiskey. A questionable gift, this last, given that David had been teetotal and a member of AA (the alcoholics’ support network, not the Automobile Association) for many years. Fans shuffle about garlanding glitter into the air like fairy dust, and playing Bowie tracks on iPhones. Why did they come?

‘He’s helped make me a lot more confident and OK with embracing my weird,’ offered one.

‘He allowed me to accept myself and who I really wanted to be,’ wept another. They speak for many.



In Newcastle, New South Wales, the faithful convene to post messages on a mural of Bowie in the guise of the Goblin King from the 1986 movie Labyrinth. David made promo videos in the Australian state, including the memorable piece for 1983’s ‘Let’s Dance’. It was shot in far northern Carinda, a tiny town with a population of fewer than two hundred. Its only hotel was used as the location, and is now a destination of pilgrimage for Bowie fans. During the shoot, remembers director David Mallet, the locals were less than happy about it.

‘David hadn’t been in the public eye for two or three years when we made this video,’ he says. ‘He’d been writing and being a bit of a recluse. So it wasn’t a comeback, but the first thing that people had seen for quite a while. It was a total change musically, for Bowie, and a total change for all of us making videos. It was one of the earliest that was made on 35mm film.’

It had been Bowie’s idea to shoot the video in Australia.

‘The record was clear and crisp and right in front of you. And I thought, this needs clear and crisp film, not old video tape. So off we go to Australia, where the light is fantastic, and we come back with “China Girl” and “Let’s Dance”.

‘The scene in the bar in “Let’s Dance” was genuine local people in their bar at ten in the morning. They hated David Bowie, and they hated us horrible Nancy boys making a film, so much. Although in the film, they look as though they are bopping away and enjoying it. In fact, they were completely taking the piss. It was all David’s idea, and it was basically to do with some Aborigines going on a sojourn, a walkabout. And ending in Sydney, a big conurbation, that was the premise of it all.’

David’s affinity with Australia was established. He bought a lavish apartment in the Kincoppal waterfront complex at Sydney’s Elizabeth Bay, which he kept for ten years, only selling it after he had met and married the former supermodel Iman.

In London, we take him at his word, and we dance: in the street, into the night, and all the way home come dawn. A couple of thousand flock to Brixton’s Ritzy cinema for a gathering arranged via Facebook, with instruments, speakers, food, booze, ‘and most importantly, love’, for an impromptu knees-up in the rain. It’s an ocean of emotion. Daring revellers boogie atop red telephone kiosks, while rousing choruses are raised by the tearful throng.

A soaring ‘There’s a Starman, waiting in the sky!’ is captured by both television cameras and radio mics, and repeated endlessly over the internet and on the airwaves. Opposite the underground station, near the corner of Tunstall Road, a huge, colourful mural of not-quite Bowie’s face by Australian street artist James Cochran becomes the focal point, where fans display the requisite nightlights and blooms.

Down in Beckenham, Kent, where David created Camelot within the moth-eaten Gothic splendour of Haddon Hall, where he launched the Free Festival and founded the Arts Lab back in the Sixties, the tributes are more modest but no less heartfelt. More tapers, more tulips, deposited on the pavement in front of chain restaurant Zizzi. Once a High Street pub, it bears his tribute plaque, erected by Copers Cope Area Residents Association and the Noble House Pub Company:

DAVID BOWIE

ROCK MUSICIAN

LIVED IN BECKENHAM

& LAUNCHED HIS CAREER

IN THE THREE TUNS

1969–1973



This is where the wistfully remembered Arts Labs were held. ‘Zizzi Stardust’, quips one worshipper as he stoops to examine the tiny red telephone boxes, faded album covers and hand-penned notes that the fans have left there. An elderly lady in bottle-green knitwear and trainers recounts the story of a ‘local lass’, Mary Finnigan, ‘who lived with David here in Beckenham all those years ago, and who loved him, and who kept it a secret for a long, long time, but who has now written her own little book about it all.’ Inside among the ghosts, diners eat at tables etched with Bowie song titles and sassy artworks, on the very spot where their idol played an elementary ‘Space Oddity’ when he was an Absolute Beginner.

Over at ‘Bec Rec’, the park on Croydon Road, the gates have been left unlocked for the night, allowing fans to enter and pay their respects at the bandstand where he performed in 1969. The gig was later immortalised in his song ‘Memories of a Free Festival’. The next day, Bromley Council announces its plans to ‘redouble’ its efforts to make the renovated Victorian bandstand a ‘fitting and enduring tribute’ to the late icon’s memory. This bandstand being the only one of its kind in the country, it is worth saving in any case, regardless of any latter-day rock heritage. A ‘Bowie’s Beckenham Oddity’ event is announced, for 13 August. We scribble it into our diaries, of course. But will we be there?



The BT Tower displays a glowing electronic tribute, as it tends to on momentous occasions. Notice boards on the London underground are scrawled with expressions of hero-worship penned by commuters. Pubs all over the country, and bars and hotels around the world, play his music round the clock. And there is a wonderful, unprecedented send-off from the media. Television schedules are panic-overhauled, in order to present wall-to-wall pundits pontificating on the so-called icon and his legacy. Radio schedules are hastily reconfigured, entire shows given over to no-chat back-to-back tracks. The print press cranks into ebullient overdrive, publishing Souvenir Editions!, Exclusive Pull-Outs! and Candid Photo Supplements!, of the kind usually reserved for deceased senior Royals. The Times produces a fabulous wrap-around cover, the Guardian a twelve-page supplement, and the Independent eclipses the lot of them with a brilliant editorial tribute. Cynic-hack-me recognises these as primarily commercial opportunities: less a case of giving loyal readers a keepsake to treasure, more a cold-blooded cashing-in of a chance to flog more newspapers. But once a hack, always a hack. I join in, responding to a commission from the Daily Mail to contribute a spread on the David Bowie I knew.

The overwhelming outpouring of grief over Bowie is described in some quarters as ‘out of all proportion to the loss’. It is ‘unprecedented’. Is it? Are we being drama queens? Our hero’s death may well prove, in time, to be reminiscent of JFK’s in 1963, in that we’ll all remember exactly where we were when we heard of it. Will we? I don’t remember Kennedy’s death, but I was only a child. I do remember John Lennon’s assassination in New York, the closest comparable event that I can think of. To this day, I never leave the city without making a detour to the Strawberry Fields memorial in Central Park.

I remember Diana, Princess of Wales – in whose presence David performed at Wembley Stadium on 13 July 1985, for Live Aid. The tragic Paris car accident that claimed her life, her boyfriend Dodi Fayed’s and their driver Henri Paul’s on 31 August 1997, was when the UK lost the plot on a titanic scale. I took my newborn son Henry to Kensington Gardens, and photographed him in his baby carrier among the bouquets. What a crass thing to do, I cringe now at the thought. We watched Diana’s mourn-porn Westminster Abbey funeral on television along with nineteen million others, succumbing to grief as her brother, Earl Spencer, delivered his provocative eulogy condemning the Royals. We wept at the sight of Elton John bashing out on the piano his hastily reworded ‘Candle in the Wind’, which became a best-selling farewell to the princess, as ‘Goodbye, England’s Rose’.

I found it difficult to comprehend at the time, and I still do, the mass hysteria that ensnared us. The collective taking-leave of senses and the intensity of our mourning rendered us temporarily insane. But was that genuine mourning, or was it sentimentality? Seduced by the media into sorrow that we had no right to feel – Diana was not in our lives, she was not our sister, daughter or mother, she was a photograph, a news bulletin, no more accessible than a character on EastEnders or Coronation Street – we questioned our ‘heartbreak’ only when it dawned on us that our anguish had faded as fast as it had flared. We rarely speak of her today – other than, perhaps, in the context of Kate’n’Wills. We’ve ‘moved on’.

The legacy of the self-styled People’s Princess is primarily imagery. Beyond the endless ‘iconic’ photos, the outfits, the shoes, the hair-dos and the Harbour Club membership, what did she achieve? No offence intended. But the heir and the spare aside, her odd meander among the landmines and getting hands-on with AIDS victims was the size of it. She left no music, no film, no art for us to cherish, to remember her by. To continue to enjoy. Bowie, like his friend Lennon, left so much. Does our grief for him seem more justified? At risk of wrath, I must say that it does to me. Bowie’s death is our own death, in some respects. It marks the loss of our youth, of all our yesterdays, of our wildest dreams.



There is no funeral for David. Not even a private ceremony. No fuss. He would never have wanted that. His body is cremated on 12 January in New Jersey. It is revealed that he wanted his ashes scattered in Bali, ‘in accordance with the Buddhist rituals’, and also in the Catskill Mountains north of New York City – where he loved the air, the light and the countryside, where he recorded Heathen, and where he owned, in Ulster County, what turned out to be his favourite of the many homes he had owned during his lifetime. His will, a twenty-page document filed under his legal name, David Robert Jones, declares his estate to be worth approximately $US100 million. He left their SoHo home to his wife, along with half the remainder of his wealth. His forty-four-year-old son Duncan would receive twenty-five per cent. His daughter Alexandria, fifteen, is left twenty-five per cent, along with her father’s Catskills retreat. $US1 million goes to Marion Skene, Duncan’s childhood nanny, whom he long regarded as his ‘second mother’. $US2 million is the sum left to David’s long-serving Girl Friday Coco Schwab, together with shares that he owned in Opossum Inc. Incredulity breaks out among fans all over the internet when it is discovered that the company has zero public disclosure, cannot be found trading in any market, and presents no public accounts. Some do the inevitable mad thing and start conspiracy theories, suggesting that it’s all a sign, and that their hero must still be alive. Get a grip.



On 15 February, the 58th annual Grammy Awards are held at the Staples Center, Los Angeles. Numerous dearly departed are honoured, Bowie above all. Lady Gaga’s ten-hit mash-up tribute to him takes the unofficial biscuit as Best Circus Cabaret. What a laugh. What was producer Nile Rodgers thinking? Maybe he wasn’t.

‘Jaw-droppingly bad,’ is respected American music commentator Bob Lefsetz’s verdict. ‘Why didn’t they just hire the original, Liza Minnelli, to do this faux-tribute to a bleeding-edge artist? Medleys never work. If she’d just sung “Space Oddity” sans make-up and production, it would have been better. Who’s responsible for this? Couldn’t Nile Rodgers have said no? . . . Gaga is treated like a superstar, as opposed to someone with one hit album. Hell, this was a job for Annie Lennox, someone from the old days who’s still got it.’

‘ “Over-excited or irrational, typically as a result of infatuation or excessive enthusiasm; mentally confused”,’ tweets David’s son, Duncan Jones. ‘Damn it! What IS that word!?’

The Chic star naturally defends the performance he orchestrated.

‘I did four projects with David including his biggest by far!’ says Rodgers. ‘I think I had an amazing relationship with him. Don’t take it so seriously! . . . it’s from the heart. It gives me a musical opportunity to say hello and goodbye to an artist who changed my life.’

Days later, Gaga’s still sore . . . though not at the reviews, which Stefani couldn’t care less about. She’s still smarting from the tattoo she’d had done on her side at an ink parlour in West Hollywood two days before the show, her latest of many, featuring David’s ‘Aladdin Sane’ lightning-bolt face: ‘. . . the image that changed my life.’

Infinitely more authentic is a three-night performance from 18 February by the Losers’ Lounge in lower Manhattan: a traditional revue which honours pop stars and cult artists, led by former Psychedelic Furs keyboardist Joe McGinty at Joe’s Pub on Lafayette Street.

London has a go, and does it better. During the BRIT Awards at the O2 Arena in Greenwich nine days later, the tribute introduced by, you guessed, Annie Lennox, is dignified and complete.

‘The legacy of his extraordinary sound and vision will be loved and revered for as long as the earth still spins,’ she declares.

Accepting the Icon award on David’s behalf, actor Gary Oldman divulges that Bowie considered the hideousness of terminal cancer to have its compensations.

‘I’ve got my cheekbones back,’ was the way he told it, his close friend reveals.

The understated performance of ‘Life on Mars?’ by nineteen-year-old New Zealander Lorde is poignant. The 2014 BRIT International Female Solo Artist winner, signed by Universal at the age of twelve, was the youngest solo artist to achieve a Number One single on the US Billboard Hot 100 in twenty-seven years. Her music was heard on The Hunger Games: Mockingjay – Part One soundtrack. She is, said Bowie himself, ‘the future of music’. Her band on the night are the crème of David’s own loyal backing musicians: pianist Mike Garson, who first played with Bowie in 1972, guitarists Earl Slick (1974) and Gerry Leonard (2001), drummer Sterling Campbell (1994), bassist Gail Ann Dorsey (1995) and keyboard player Catherine Russell (2002).

‘David, you were mortal,’ concludes Oldman, fiercely holding back tears, ‘but your potential was superhuman, and your remarkable music is living on. We love you and we thank you.’

Duncan Jones approves.

On 31 March, a many-months-in-the-planning Bowie tribute gig is reconfigured as a sell-out memorial concert and staged over two nights at New York’s Carnegie Hall and at Radio City Music Hall, featuring Tony Visconti’s band Holy Holy, Cyndi Lauper, Debbie Harry and Blondie, the Roots, the Mountain Goats, the Pixies, Michael Stipe, Mumford & Sons, the New York City Children’s Chorus, and many more.

On 14 April, Prince covers “Heroes” during his concert at the Fox Theater, Atlanta, in tribute to his friend. One week later, he too is dead.

John Giddings, organiser of the annual Isle of Wight Festival, announces his intention to honour David during the 9–12 June 2016 event at Seaclose Park, at which the Who, Queen with Adam Lambert, Stereophonics, Richard Ashcroft, Iggy Pop et al perform.

‘We’re printing twenty thousand Ziggy Stardust masks, and giving all the money to the Stand Up To Cancer charity,’ John reveals. ‘I was David’s agent for thirty years. I love him.’

Glastonbury boss Michael Eavis adds that tributes will be paid at this year’s festival, 22–6 June, at Worthy Farm, Pilton, Somerset, in the presence of Adele, Muse, Madness, Coldplay and seemingly endless others, and at which David’s friend Philip Glass will perform his acclaimed ‘Heroes’ Symphony.

‘We’ll do the whole Bowie set from 2000 on one of the film screens when the stages are shut down,’ Eavis confirms. ‘It was an amazing gig, and I’m so glad he did that when he did – it was the last chance. David is one of my favourite artists of all time.’



There is far more about him than anyone can read, watch, absorb, ponder, listen to. We’re all too soon Bowie’d out. How to make sense of it all? Someone might know. I stop by the Facebook page of David’s most important record producer ever, Tony Visconti. Among much else to consider and digest, I come across this:

‘He was an extraordinary man, full of love and life. He will always be with us. For now, it is appropriate to cry.’

To cry, and to remember.

[image: ]





Local Hero

This is about a hero. A remarkable man with a most unremarkable surname. We encountered him in the least likely location imaginable: our own backyard. The media were not yet obsessed with celebrities, and his level of fame was low-key. When his star exploded on the global stage, it felt as though we who saw him first were sharing him with the world.

Hy Money introduced me to David. I knew her as ‘Lisa’s Mum’. Lisa and I were best friends at Oak Lodge County Primary School, West Wickham in Kent. Her mother Hyacinth, a self-taught musician, artist and photographer, was shipped alone to England from India at the age of eighteen, with a pittance in her pocket and a phone number. She married the first man who asked her out, and had four children. The only Asian in our staid white town – which considered itself contemporary but which was stuck in the Fifties, a bastion of bunting, Boy Scouts and Mothers’ Union cake sales – she was racially abused. When we went pirouetting through the streets dressed in the contents of Hy’s dressing-up box, other mothers shooed their children indoors.

The first time I ever played an instrument – it was only a tambourine – was in her home, at one of her soirées. Shortly after her last-born started school, Hy began taking pictures for a local newspaper, the Beckenham Record. She would one day make a name for herself as the UK’s first female sports photographer, at Crystal Palace F.C. – having fought off lensmen who complained to their union and tried to get her banned, insisting that not only was a football pitch touchline no place for a woman, but that she was ‘stealing their wages’.

Hy’s fame was a few years off when, one Sunday afternoon in 1969, she took Lisa and me to a performance by Lithuanian sitar player Vytas Serelis, at the Three Tuns Folk Club in a pub on Beckenham High Street. She was there to photograph him. This ancient Indian instrument had been introduced to the world by Ravi Shankar, she explained. When it was used by both the Beatles and the Rolling Stones on recordings, its lush, drone-y sound infiltrated the mainstream. None of which meant much to two little mates from school. Marc Bolan and David Bowie were there too, that day, but they could have been anybody.

David co-founded the Beckenham Arts Lab at the Three Tuns soon afterwards. Lisa and I progressed to different grammar schools. David and fellow local musician Peter Frampton were suddenly in the news, and we were all thrilled about that. My new classmates and I set out to discover where David lived, which was in Haddon Hall, an imposing Gothic mansion on Southend Road, Beckenham. We took to door-stepping him and his new wife Angie there after school. Angie bestowed many signed photographs, for which we were always exceedingly grateful, but the best thing she ever did for us was to be out one day when we called.

That was the day when David answered the door in a lemon-silk, embroidered kimono, clutching a bottle of black varnish with which he was painting his nails. He was using a cocktail stick for want of a brush. That was strange enough, but then so was the colour. Black nail polish wasn’t common back then. We were into shades of mauve and lilac at the time, but of course we couldn’t wear it to school. He invited us in for tea, and was mortified to find that they were out of milk. We sat cross-legged on the floor and talked about ghosts, ‘Space Oddity’, his hopeless acting career and UFOs.

The first records I bought were not Bowie’s. I didn’t wake up to the pop charts until 1970. The first-ever single I got with my pocket money, from Woolworth’s on West Wickham High Street, was ‘Down the Dustpipe’ by Status Quo – which BBC Radio 1’s star turn, Tony Blackburn, couldn’t stand. Several months later, with my birthday-card dosh, I invested in ‘I Hear You Knocking’ by Dave Edmunds, which John Lennon said he loved, so we knew it was good. I also bought ‘When I’m Dead and Gone’ by McGuinness Flint, and T. Rex’s debut, ‘Ride a White Swan’. Singles cost about seven shillings, pre-decimal: 35p. LPs were just under £2.00. Great Britain went metric a year later.

My first LPs were Bridge Over Troubled Water (Simon & Garfunkel), Fog On the Tyne (Lindisfarne,) and Wings’ Wild Life. I saved up to buy records from the music department in Medhurst’s, a large store on the Market Square at the top end of Bromley High Street, which is now a branch of Primark. David used to buy his records there, too. You could try them before you bought, in special listening booths. Top of the Pops on Thursday nights, BBC1, was unmissable: it’s all we talked about in the playground the next day.

We all saw David Bowie perform ‘Starman’ on Top of the Pops on 6 July 1972, of course – but we were less than blown away by it. Although that specific appearance is widely proclaimed to have been the definitive performance, a turning point in popular music, the moment the ‘whole world’ changed . . . it didn’t seem such a big deal to us. It’s because that Top of the Pops performance of ‘Starman’, the one with Bowie and his guitarist Mick Ronson coming on to each other only five years after homosexuality between consenting males over the age of twenty-one had been decriminalised, the one about which entire tomes have been written, was not ‘The First Time’.

I’m not the only one who remembers watching it: Bowie and the Spiders from Mars performed ‘Starman’ on Granada TV’s Lift Off with Ayshea on 15 June 1972. Tragically, ITV deleted the master tape, but surviving photos suggest blatant flirtation between Bowie and Ronson on the day.

Many have expressed doubt, down the years, that this performance ever happened, because there remains no physical proof of it. But those of us who saw it beg to differ. A glimpse of the images is all that is needed to determine the differences between this and the later Top of the Pops rendition. In Lift Off, Bowie is strumming a brown (not his blue) acoustic guitar. Drummer Mick ‘Woody’ Woodmansey is wearing a different outfit, and has not yet lightened his hair. And there are giant, hexagram ‘Star of David’ stars in the ‘sky’ behind the band. In Tibetan lore – David had at one time been obsessed with the Buddhist religion and culture – this is the star of the ‘origin of phenomenon’.

Marc Riley, former guitarist and keyboard player with Mancunian post-punk rockers The Fall, who went on to become a plugger, alternative rock critic and BBC radio presenter, remembers the show clearly. It obviously had more impact on him than on me: ‘. . . on came this . . . thing, with his weird mates,’ he remembers. ‘I was absolutely gobsmacked. My gran was shouting insults at the TV (which she usually saved for Labour’s Party Political Broadcasts), and I just sat there agog. I was experiencing a life-changing moment. I know it sounds ridiculous, but it really did knock me for six.’

The Top of the Pops performance came three weeks later. ‘For the second time in my life,’ recalls Riley, ‘I was transfixed by a bloke in a quilted jumpsuit and red leather boxing boots! There’s no doubt that Bowie’s appearance on Top of the Pops was a pivotal moment in British musical history. Like the Sex Pistols at the Lesser Free Trade Hall in Manchester in 1976, his performance lit the touch paper for thousands of kids who up till then had struggled to find a catalyst for their lives.’

But there was no extreme playground reaction at the Ravensbourne School, Bromley the next day. Not after either performance. I have no recollection of anyone in our gang mentioning ‘Starman’ in the context of ‘turning point’, or a life-ch-ch-changing experience, or of it being ‘when the Seventies truly began’.

Besides, Marc Bolan had been camping it up on telly for well over a year by then. It was Bolan performing ‘Hot Love’ on Top of the Pops who originally took our breath away. Marc was so beautiful, you could barely bring yourself to look at him. The glitter under his eyes was a simple touch of style, a gimmick, but it seemed so profound and meaningful at the time. When he tucked his curly electric guitar lead down the back of his trousers for one of the Top of the Pops performances of ‘Get It On’ (July 1971), we fantasised that the power source must be his bum. 

I reckon that ‘Starman’ performance on Top of the Pops is extolled to such a degree simply because the footage still survives. Ever since the show in question was initially re-screened (during the early Eighties?), music experts and culturalists from here to Boswell, Indiana (the ‘hub of the universe’) have been queuing up to wax lyrical about how it changed their lives, whether or not they saw it themselves at the time. I decided it might be interesting to ask Nicky Graham, former Spiders from Mars keyboard player turned music business mogul, who actually played in that legendary Top of the Pops performance. I wondered whether he remembered any immediate reaction to Bowie and the Spiders’ appearance, rather than the hysteria that came years later. His answer, here in this book, is a surprising one.

So 1971 and 1972 belonged to Bolan. ‘Hot Love’, ‘Get it On’, ‘Jeepster’, ‘Telegram Sam’, ‘Metal Guru’, ‘Children of the Revolution’: we couldn’t get enough of him, just as he couldn’t get enough of himself. 1973 was the game-changer, when music started consuming my life. Out went Bunty, Jackie and Girls’ World. In came the Melody Maker and the New Musical Express. Up in the loft went the Thunderbirds, the Sindys and the outfits my mother had sewn for them. In the bin went the moth-eaten gonks and unkempt trolls. In came vinyl. I swapped my Lady Penelope pink Rolls-Royce for a record player, and my National Health ‘Joe 90’ specs for coloured contact lenses.

It was all happening. Edward Heath was in Number Ten, and Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal dominated America. We joined the EEC, which later metamorphosed into the European Union. My sportswriter father went to Jamaica to report on George Foreman almost slaughtering Joe Frazier to take the heavyweight world boxing title at the Sunshine Showdown. The new London Bridge opened, cue huge excitement, as did the ill-fated World Trade Center twin towers in New York – at the time the tallest buildings in the world. A year later, as part of a schools exchange programme with Stella Maris High School on Long Island, I stood with my friends on top of the South Tower in the breathtaking Top of the World observatory, never imagining what would happen there twenty-seven years later.

Significant singles that year were Tony Orlando & Dawn’s ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Old Oak Tree’, Sweet’s ‘Ballroom Blitz’, Elton John’s ‘Crocodile Rock’ and Roberta Flack’s ‘Killing Me Softly’. Elvis Presley’s TV special Aloha From Hawaii via Satellite (which my Auntie Ann loved) was the first worldwide telecast by an entertainer. It was viewed, perhaps perversely, by more people than had watched the 1969 moon landings. Bowie’s chum Lou Reed was bitten on the butt by a fan during a gig in Buffalo, New York.

These were the factoids I relished, recording them for posterity in exercise books – for an entire year in purple and orange mirror-writing, with self-penned Spirograph patterns down the sides. Virgin Records launched, with Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells. Queen released their debut, eponymous album, its stand-out single ‘Seven Seas of Rhye’. The Who brought out Quadrophenia, and Roxy Music were everywhere and nowhere baby, with For Your Pleasure, and that exotic Amanda Lear creature on the front. Woman? Man? Bird? Plane? Who knew? David did, he was sleeping with it, despite being married to Angie. It was not for us to judge.

Bowie collapsed with exhaustion at a concert in Madison Square Garden (‘Gimme your hands!’), and in May played the first-ever rock gig at the Earls Court Exhibition Centre. I didn’t get a ticket, but I was at Hammersmith Odeon on 3 July, for the retirement of the Spiders. I’ve read all manner of outrageousness about that one in recent times. If fans really were cranking the shank and fellating total strangers in scenes of gay, bi and hetero abandon all over the auditorium, it wasn’t coming to an aisle near me. Perhaps, like so much else in those days, it went over my head.

I have a list in the back of my purple diary from that year, of the albums I got in 1973. As well as the Beatles’ Red Album and Blue Album (I came to the Fab Four party late), I bought Aladdin Sane, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars and Hunky Dory. All Bowie’s, and in that order. I also bought Red Rose Speedway and Band on the Run by Wings, my other great love at the time. For Bolan, it was as good as all over by March 1973, when he released his single ‘20th Century Boy’. I chucked him for Bowie, and never looked back. Not until I wrote his biography in 2012.



David was our epiphany. People like him didn’t exist in the semi-detached, net-curtained, knitted-doll-toilet-roll-cover world. Had it turned out that he really was from a parallel universe, I doubt that I would have been in the least surprised. He was twenty-three, still a boy, and yet married. Mortal, flawed, a scrawny chancer, and yet apparently enchanted. He was friendly enough. A little indifferent. He preened and he postured. His attitude was very ‘look at me’. He sat around nattering and giggling, rolling and popping his lips as if having just applied lipstick. He picked at his cuticles, flicked his hair, batted his eyelashes, hugged his knees. Perhaps he was even posing as one of us, mirroring the behaviour of gawky tweenage girls. Trying us on for size, seeing what quirks he might pilfer.

He seemed slightly ‘off’: a ‘bird of paradise with a broken wing,’ I wrote later. ‘Perfectly beautiful, except for the awful teeth.’ I was on the fence, that’s for sure: did I think deep-down that I ought to disapprove? That must have crossed my mind, because I also described him as ‘a ruthless fantasist’, a ‘calculating cynic’, ‘lascivious’, and ‘the worst kind of obsessive: one with a negligible attention span.’ I speculated that there ‘may well be a conscience in there somewhere’; but that, despite the image, he seemed ‘compassionate, nostalgic and home-loving’. A bundle of contradictions, then. Maybe that was just me.

Androgynous get-up and posing aside, the lasting, paradoxical impression was of how normal he was. That complicated, contradictory, cheeky, charming, disarming Bowie-by-Bromley – ‘Dave’, as he signed himself, often in red pen – I was to find, over the years to come, never really changed.

He quizzed me about my hair, mere tufts at the time, which was taking ages to grow back after surgery. I was mortified by the question, but he’d put me on the spot. I’d suffered a post-op condition called Telogen effluvium, which basically meant that my hair had fallen out from shock. I’d spent much of the previous year in hospital, then convalescing at home. My appendix had ruptured, a few days before the Easter holidays. They operated on Good Friday. Peritonitis kicked in: in those days a killer. Our vicar at St Francis of Assisi arrived at the Intensive Care Unit at Farnborough Hospital. I was not expected to make it through the night. But I survived, a freak: scarred, skeletal and three-quarters bald.

The cool girls at my new school kept their distance. I made three friends, and I know them still. David was sympathetic. He too, he said, had undergone painful surgery at Farnborough Hospital, just across the road from where my parents still live. That was after a smack in the mush from George Underwood, the school chum who remained his friend to the end. It was the punch that apparently resulted in the most distinguished look in rock. There is more to the episode, well of course, than meets the eye.

‘My cousin saw you in Margate,’ I blurted. ‘She’s still got the ticket.’ Cringe. A ‘carried a watermelon’ moment.

‘Margate!’ he grinned. ‘I’m very fond of down there. Oh, I do like to be beside the seaside! It’s that great look-out-there-nowhere-longingness.’

What on earth did that mean? I didn’t dare ask. I scribbled the phrase in my rough book as soon as I got back on the bus, but I never did find out.

‘Maybe I’ll move there one day,’ he mused. ‘It’d be a great place to bring up kids. I do feel an affinity. I have a real fondness for the old seaside schtick, all that music-hall, end-of-pier stuff. It’s very real. My nan was a nurse at the Seabathing (Hospital) on the front, before the First World War. She used to sing me little ditties. One of them was about Margate. ‘A breeze! A breeze! Who sails today the ocean’s swelling waters’,1 he mock-warbled, crooking his elbows and rocking his arms in time, like something out of Gilbert & Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore. ‘I wish I could remember how it went. My grandparents got married there, and lived there for a while.’

‘Mine still do,’ I told him. It was true. My own grandmother, Nancy Jones, worked with her brother and sister-in-law, Gladys and Glyn Powell, at their guest house on Westbrook Bay. My grandfather Emlyn ran the putting green opposite the beach, just down from Margate station.

‘I’ve potted a few balls there in my time,’ David nodded. ‘I’m such a kid, I never can resist a round of pitch and putt!’

Margate had been a quiet fishing village until sea bathing became a popular pastime in the early eighteenth century. The landscape painter J.M.W. Turner was a regular visitor from the 1820s and more than a hundred of Turner’s works were inspired by the sea and the storms at Margate.2 By the 1900s, the town was on the map. By the early Sixties, it had acquired the saucy-postcard kitsch that epitomises the English seaside resort; the end-of-pier, fish-and-chip-ness that David so loved.

In 1965, he was the lead singer with a Margate Mod band, the Lower Third. Back then, the town was a primary destination for Mods, who would pour in en masse on scooters, especially on Bank Holiday Mondays. Brawls with Rockers on motorbikes would ensue, as they also did in Brighton and other seaside towns, which scandalised the country for a time. The Lower Third had a regular slot at a local hotel. They played nine or ten gigs throughout the summer season at Cliftonville Hall, as well as a string of other engagements around the country. Had I been a few years older, no doubt I would have seen them play. I’d spent every half-term and holiday with my grandparents in Margate since I was small. The memory shimmers with endless summers of rubber buckets, choc-ices and donkey rides on sand; of the Margate Caves and the Tivoli Park circus, the Shell Grotto, the Winter Gardens, the pier – lost to a storm in 1978 – and the penny arcade.

Run for the shadows. I fantasised for days after that visit to Haddon Hall. I dared to imagine growing up to be like him. Fat chance. I was plain and four-eyed, barely artistic, and never in a million musical. We didn’t have the money for lessons. I longed for so much that was never going to happen. Being a girl, I was most unlikely to engage in the family trade. Football had once conferred a glimmer of limelight on our Joneses. My putting-green grandfather Emlyn had once played for Everton, his brother Great Uncle Bryn for Arsenal. Uncle Cliff, a star at Spurs, had been the best left-winger on earth, in his day. They call Gareth Bale ‘the new Cliff Jones’ today. Darling of ‘the Double’ team of 1960–61, he was capped fifty-nine times for Wales. Bryn and Cliff secured the family’s place in the history books, for having twice produced the world’s most expensive player. My father Ken, a marginal pro, retired early after injury, reinvented himself as a sports reporter, became a columnist, and spent ten years on the road with Muhammad Ali. Fleet Street seemed not too far-fetched an ambition, then. Perhaps, I dared hope, it was in the genes.



After music writer Michael Watts’s landmark Bowie interview in the Melody Maker on 22 January 1972, in which our hero threw caution from the window to ‘confess’, ‘I’m gay, and always have been, even when I was David Jones,’ he became fair game. It was exactly what he’d wished for and provoked. It was now fashionable in the media to exaggerate him beyond reasonable doubt. To portray him as a sex-crazed kook and a drug-addled alien. To put unuttered (and sometimes unutterable) words into his mouth. Anything went, and everything worked. He became a superstar, and fell head over heels in love with himself, along with half the population of planet Earth.

During his extreme cocaine addiction in the late Seventies, he lost sight of himself for a while. He somehow wrenched himself from the vacant glitz of Los Angeles and relocated to the epicentre of austerity, Berlin – which he had to do, in order to survive. While a Modern Languages student on a year out, I ran into him one December in Chartier on the Faubourg Montmartre, Paris, which in those days was a budget eaterie a Jagger’s throw from my digs. Today, it is a ‘legendary brasserie’, still cheerful, though nowhere near as cheap; still feeding students and artists as well as locals and tourists. David was flat-capped, unadorned, unaccompanied, barely recognisable. He looked snivelly, on the edge of a cold. He was scoffing cassoulet and swilling vin blanc de table. I sat and had a glass with him.

‘The barnet made a comeback, then,’ he grinned. Nice pun.3 Incredible memory, too, I thought to myself. And still making a joke of everything. But wasn’t he afraid of getting mobbed, in a place like this?

‘Nah,’ he said with a shrug. ‘They don’t know it’s me.’

‘I knew it was you.’

‘You knew me before.’

‘Before what?’

‘You know. Before the madness. They’d never expect to see me in here, so they’re not looking for me, if you know what I mean. I keep my head down.’

‘And your hat on.’

‘And me ’air on. Very me, don’t you think?’

‘No.’

He doodled houses, trees, starbursts and wings with a black Bic on the paper tablecloth. I wish I’d kept it. I have the menu, at least. I noticed that he was a southpaw, cack-handed like me. It was another thing we had in common (and probably a ‘sign’: which everything is to a teenager, when every emotion is through the roof). He chain-smoked Gitanes, removing one from the packet with his teeth, lighting it with a match, sucking down a few drags, tapping the ash into a tin ashtray before grinding the half-smoked fag there, and lighting another. He held them the way lefties hold pencils, or like a bookie, with his fingertips – the burning end facing into his palm. Why?

‘This was how you knew which were the Nazi spies in the old war films. And you knew which ones were the Yanks, because they did it the other way!’

‘Why do you do it?’

‘What?’

‘Smoke so much.’

‘Habit I s’pose. It’s my mum and dad’s fault. I used to nick theirs, and it went from there. It was the thing to do, it made you look grown-up, we thought, all us kids . . . and it was not an expensive habit, in the days when you could still buy single ciggies or a couple at a time, down the newsagents. Hard to believe now, that, isn’t it. Stupid thing is, I used to have a right go at my mother for smoking. I don’t know why I do it at all, really. You think it’s going to relax you, but it doesn’t.’

‘Do you smoke like this all day?’

‘I don’t usually start until I’ve had me breakfast.’

Smoking seemed to come more naturally to him than breathing. I couldn’t help wondering how his voice might sound without it, let alone what his breath must taste like. He’d been at some awards thing, he said, and was on his way back to Geneva to spend Christmas with the family at home in Blonay, a village above the lake near Montreux. He’d nipped to Paris to find a few presents in the Galeries Lafayette on the Boulevard Haussmann, a less than ten-minute walk from where we sat.

‘It used to have a staircase in the middle like a cruise liner’s,’ he said, ‘but they ripped it out a couple of years ago. God knows why, it was the best in Europe, must’ve been. Wonder what they did with it. Wouldn’t have minded that in my gaff. As if it would fit! Still, it’s worth going there just to look up at the dome, even if you don’t want to buy anything. Better than St Paul’s.’

He began talking animatedly about Jan Cox, an obscure American mystic whom he’d recently discovered – and about a Dutch painter of the same name, who at the time was living in Belgium.4

‘Weird, that,’ he said. ‘I discovered them both at the same time. I went looking for the one but I found the other, which led me back to the one I was trying to find in the first place. There is no such thing as coincidence. A lot of people are afraid of mystics, wouldn’t you say? In some ways, they have more to fear from painters. If only they knew.’

We wished each other a Merry Christmas . . . ‘and a Happy Blue Year.’

‘Ta-ta,’ he said, touching his cap, aping the barrow-boy. I left him standing there on the pavement in the cold as I turned to go. Like the sky, I was lachrymose.



In September 1977, he released his signature, perhaps his most famous song: ‘ “Heroes” ’. He got himself back. He divorced Angie, took custody of their child, and stayed on in Switzerland, selling their ‘cuckoo-clock house’ in 1982 and moving to the Château du Signal near Lausanne. In July 1981, when I accompanied the late DJ Roger Scott to Montreux to interview members of Queen at Mountain Studios, a drunken session at the sadly defunct White Horse pub resulted in the jam that led to the recording of ‘Under Pressure’. It appeared on Queen’s album Hot Space, and was their second Number One, and David’s third.

When Bowie stepped back into the spotlight in 1983, he looked superhuman: a bronzed and glowing, golden-haired Apollo, with not a trace of Ziggy, zombie or Duke. I got to see him on the Serious Moonlight tour. In 1984, Bowie’s Melody Maker confidant Michael Watts hired Capital Radio’s Nicky Horne, Gary Crowley and me to co-present Ear-Say, the rock magazine series he was editing for Channel 4 television. Michael and I became friends. He was with me when my father fell under a train at London Bridge in December 1992, and lost his writing arm.

The next time I saw David was in 1987, on the Glass Spider tour. It opened in the Netherlands that May, when I was six months’ pregnant with my first child. The late Sir David English, then editor of the Daily Mail, tried to disqualify me from the job, arguing that Associated Newspapers’ insurance wouldn’t cover me to fly. What’s more, he’d be surprised if the airline would agree to carry me. There’s always a way round it. I’d take the train to Harwich, an overnight ship to the Hook of Holland, and a further train to Rotterdam. Post-gig, the hacks, snappers and hangers-on would be wending our way to the Amsterdam Hilton. Christ, you know it ain’t easy.

This rebel rebel rocked up at David’s dressing-room door backstage at the Feyenoord football stadium, ‘De Kuip’, wearing one blue and one brown contact lens. When he answered the door, he met my mismatched gaze, his eyes fell to my bump, and he said, ‘You again. Very funny, shall we just do this?’ Post gig, which was a strange one, I found myself wandering the concrete corridors of the stadium alone. Reluctant to join the pumped-up throng outside, I lacked a lift back to the hotel. It was David who saw me to safety, calling for a police escort for ‘the lady with the baby’. He was involved with one of his dancers, Melissa Hurley, and had already spoken of marriage. Perhaps he was broody.

Their relationship didn’t work out. Neither did Tin Machine. He’d only wanted to re-create the magic of being in a rock’n’roll band, he said, but the moment had passed. The fans were not into it.

I saw him a few times more in New York, sometimes at Indochine, an elite French–Vietnamese restaurant on Lafayette Street close to the Astor Place Theatre. It was a favourite haunt. He ate like a bird. Drank rarely. Preferred water, and strong coffee. He was always squeaky-showered and shaven. He now chain-smoked Marlboro, still stubbing out after a couple of drags.

At the turn of the Nineties, I stayed in his house on the Caribbean island of Mustique. What had made him build his own place there? ‘A whim’, he called it. ‘I love a good cliché. The house is the most delightful cliché. And the light there is terrifying.’

I flew with my daughter Mia (as yet unborn when I interviewed him in Rotterdam) to Barbados, where a Merlyn Commander conveyed us to the ultimate destination. Mustique had been put on the map by Her Majesty’s late sister Princess Margaret and her set. His home, Britannia Bay House, was paradise: five-star everything. All ours, gratis, for a month.

David married the former supermodel Iman in 1992, and went to ground after that – or rather skyward, into a ninth-floor apartment in the Essex House Hotel on Central Park South. In 2000, their longed-for daughter was born. Becoming a father for the second time at fifty-three – Zowie/Joey/Duncan had arrived when David was only twenty-four – he felt blessed by the opportunity to redeem himself as a parent. Two years later they moved house, to a vast, glamorous apartment at 285 Lafayette Street, SoHo, with a rooftop garden and an A-list of residents, a brief stroll up the road from Indochine. In summer 2004, he took a wake-up call: the first of a series of heart attacks.

Despite increasing ill-health, it was the final third of Bowie’s personal life that turned out to be the most positive and fulfilling. He had made a fortune and he lived richly, because he could. He had found true love, which he’d longed for, having been casual about relationships in his youth. The Joneses, as they were always known, purchased an estate a hundred miles upstate in the Catskills, near Woodstock. David had recorded his album Heathen in the neighbourhood in 2001, and felt at home there. Musicians who worked with him in the twilight years report that he retained his sense of humour, remained self-deprecating, tongue-in-cheek and quintessentially ‘London–English’, and was never up himself – or only now and then, and mostly in jest. Behind the Bowie, he was still David Jones (and never did change his name by deed poll). Whoever David Jones was. Did he even know? Had his whole life been a search for an illusion? As he was fond of saying, even the act was an act. He was only ever ‘just an entertainer’.

He died on Sunday, 10 January. The news seeped out at around 3 a.m. in New York’s Eastern time zone: 7 a.m. GMT. At 07.02, I got an email from an American friend who keeps hedge-fund hours:

‘David Bowie passed away,’ she wrote. ‘How sad . . . It’s quite shocking. I didn’t know he was ill.’

Nor did anyone but the closest. All sworn. Just as he wanted. Just as he’d lived. By his own rules.



To attempt to tell his epic tale with every date, fact, location, figure and complete supporting cast would take longer to write than Bowie lived. This is not that. Neither is it a go-to manual for note-by-note dissection of his vast catalogue of songs, nor for pathological interpretation of every lyric. Nor is this the place for a roll-call of every musician he ever recorded and performed with. This hangs humbly on my memories and personal experiences of the man and his music, and on those of a handful who were once close to him. The revelations made by individuals who have said little or nothing about Bowie before, are frank, funny and heart-rending.

Millions adored him. Most never got near him. To have experienced the Bowie phenomenon up close and personal still feels surreal. I’ll always wonder about those hours spent in London, Paris, Montreux, Birmingham, Rotterdam and New York with this lost, tormented, serene and instinctive soul. He stabbed in the dark like the rest of us. But he found ways that were unprecedented of distilling the essence of life and the conundrums of the universe. His ability to express them rocked, and changed us all.
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1947–1953

He was a baby boomer: one of millions of babies born during the post-Second World War surge that occurred across the globe between 1946 and 1964, particularly in the West, which peaked in the UK in March 1947. King George VI, the father of Queen Elizabeth II, was on the throne. Clement Attlee was in Number Ten: the first Labour Prime Minister to serve a five-year term.

Atrocious timing, stork. It was a cold coming he had of it. Britain was in the grip of its harshest winter for years. Major power cuts were about to be imposed in England and Wales, due to fuel shortages caused by the weather. The BBC Television service, which had begun regular broadcasts just over a decade earlier, was suspended until well into March.

David Robert Jones was born at home in post-Blitz Brixton, south of London’s Thames, on a bitter Wednesday morning, 8 January 1947. It was also Elvis Presley’s twelfth birthday. Although clearly a vintage year for rock’n’roll – Steve Marriott, Elton John, Gerry Rafferty, Brian May, David Essex and Marc Bolan all landed that year, too – it was anything but glam.

Brixton had once been a grand, progressive neighbourhood, after the opening of the Vauxhall Bridge in 1816 connected it to central London and lured the middle classes across the river. The turn of the century brought widespread social upheaval, when the middle classes abandoned their mansions and a vast working-class population moved in. By 1925, the area was a bustling shopping and cultural centre. But then came the Luftwaffe.

Though the booms had long faded, in 1947 children still played on bomb sites that wouldn’t be cleared for years. Slums were being demolished, council housing was going up, and shell-damaged houses were flogged off for a song. In the late Forties and early Fifties, many West Indian immigrants settled in the area, and have been there ever since.

The damp rose relentlessly in the Joneses’ new home. Paint peeled, the woodwork was worm-riddled, and lino curled underfoot. Some of the windows were still criss-crossed with tape, a wartime hangover, applied to prevent glass bursting during air raids. There was no central heating: warmth came from a coal fire burning in a single grate. Like most families of their kind, they heated only one room.

David’s mother had him at home because she had no choice. There was not yet a National Health Service. That thing most taken for granted, our modern welfare state, was still more than a year away. Some mothers were lucky enough to give birth in hospital. The majority still faced the agony at home, attended by one of a brisk army of district nurses and midwives, who breezed about on bikes; or with their mum, or a kindly sleeves-up neighbour. Birth was women’s work, managed with hot water and a bar of carbolic soap. No pain relief. Picture the tin bath hanging on the wall out the back. They all had one. Fathers were banished for a smoke in the yard. Their sole responsibility throughout labour was to keep the home fire flaming, so that the placenta could be burned after birth. No frills.

A robust utility pram, perhaps second-hand, most likely borrowed, sat waiting for baby David in the gloomy hallway. He would remember that pram with a shudder in years to come. There was no washing machine or tumble drier to deal with the endless soiled towelling nappies and baby clothes, which were mostly home-made out of cast-off men’s vests and bedsheets. Laundry was washed and mangled by hand, and hung to dry in the yard or on a brass airer round the fire. Nobody had a car. Housewives and mothers walked everywhere, using prams as pushchairs and shopping trollies. There was no supermarket to nip to, long queues at the butchers’ and the bakers’ endured, and there were still ration books for most things: for bread until the following year, sugar until 1953, and for meat and all other comestibles until 1954. David’s mother was still lining up to buy apportioned food until he was seven.

The year of 1947 was one of sweeping change: social and environmental, cultural and political. After the First World War, Britain had lost her influence in industry and the armed forces. The aftermath of the Second saw the rapid decline of the Empire. The greatest global power for more than a century, it would soon be reduced to a Commonwealth. India, the jewel in the crown, was lost in 1947. Earl Mountbatten of Burma was her last Viceroy. Pakistan also gained independence. On the domestic front, the school-leaving age was raised to fifteen, and in September, the University of Cambridge voted to allow women to become full students for the first time. But freedom was not a given: only on 15 June that year would restrictions on foreign travel imposed during the war be lifted. In August, the first Edinburgh Festival of the Arts and the Edinburgh International Film Festival were launched. Princess Elizabeth, our future Monarch, announced her engagement to Lt Philip Mountbatten (the Duke of Edinburgh-to-be), and married him in Westminster Abbey on 20 November. The ceremony was watched by four hundred thousand viewers, and is our oldest-surviving telerecording.

Into all this David came, a nation on the brink of change and unprecedented development. He was his mother Peggy’s third child, his father John’s second. His parents were not married.

It’s a tangled tale. David’s father, real name Haywood Stenton Jones, was a shoe manufacturer’s son from Doncaster, a south Yorkshire market town about a hundred and seventy miles north of London. He was born in 1912, making him thirty-five at the time of David’s birth. After receiving a good inheritance in his early twenties, John hiked south to seek work in the entertainment business. His head was soon turned by Hilda Sullivan, the young singer he married in December 1933. He threw himself into making her a star. Two thirds of his investment later, his ‘turn’ was still unknown. Undeterred, he opened his own nightclub in Soho with the grand he had left, promoting his wife as the resident songbird. The venture failed miserably.

In September 1934, John became a full-time employee of Dr Barnardo’s, a London-based charity for orphaned and vulnerable children, and was made responsible for PR. His marriage to Hilda limped along, the on-off union challenged by both lack of funds and infidelity. John’s ‘Midland bonk’, an unknown Birmingham woman, bore him a child, Annette Jones, whom his wife Hilda bizarrely agreed to adopt. When the couple went their separate ways soon afterwards, Hilda hung onto the baby. John shot off to war in 1939, and in 1945 wound up in Tunbridge Wells, Kent – where he met David’s mother.

Margaret Burns, known as Peggy, was born in Folkestone on the Kent coast, seventy miles south-east of London, in 1913. Hailing from east of the River Medway, she was a Maid of Kent (as opposed to a Kentish Maid, who hails from the west). When she and John met in Tunbridge Wells, she was a waitress, an usherette, or both at the local cinema. A year younger than John, she had already had two children out of wedlock. Her first was a boy, Terence, by a Frenchman called Jack Rosemberg, who abandoned Peggy before the birth. Terry went by his mother’s surname. Her second child, a daughter named Myra Ann born nearly six years later, was put up for adoption and never seen again.

Peggy moved with her new beau to north London – to live, unbelievably, with John’s wife Hilda. In 1947, they all bought the house at Stansfield Road together. It cost £500, and was a suggested legacy for Annette. Haywood remained married to Hilda. The arrangement got complicated when David was born. After that, Hilda threw in the towel and put in for a divorce which was finalised that August. John and Peggy were married weeks later, at Brixton Register Office, on 12 September 1947. Peggy’s mother acted as witness. David was nearly nine months old.

Much has been made, down the years, of the fact that David’s birth was not registered, despite the legal requirement to do so, until he was thirteen years old. It was assumed that registration must have been overlooked, and that his parents only applied to do it more than a dozen years down the line when they found that they needed to in order to get him a passport, ‘for a family trip to France’. This is incorrect. For a start, his parents would never have been able to enrol him at any school without a birth certificate. In fact, David did have one from birth like virtually everybody else in the UK, despite his illegitimacy – still a matter of shame in those days. His parents could of course have been prosecuted for not registering him, failure to do so being a criminal offence.

My curiosity was sparked when I examined an official copy of David’s
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