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About the Book

‘You get a few – very few – moments in your life when suddenly something happens and you know immediately that things will never be the same again. I had such an epiphany. I was thirteen on an undercover schoolboy mission to explore Soho, when we heard some killer music coming out of a club. What I found in there altered everything I felt and knew about myself, and about my future. It rearranged my very DNA.

The band playing on stage completely blew me away. The atmosphere and energy were just incredible. I would never have thought it possible, but suddenly I couldn’t care less about the West Ham youth team or becoming a footballer.

This was rhythm blues as it should be played: rich and strong and loud and powerful. It seemed to touch my very soul. I wanted to be a part of it. Yes – the drums. They were the foundation, the rock for this thrilling, explosive racket. That was my future settled, then: I was going to be a blues drummer…’

Well, that’s how it all started. But the future held crazy, unimaginable fame and undreamt of adventure for David Essex. From Godspell to EastEnders, it’s been an amazing life. And here is the full, incredible story – in his own words.
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INTRODUCTION

FROM JESUS TO EDDIE MOON

The writer F Scott Fitzgerald said there are no second acts in American lives. I guess I must be lucky I’m British, then, as I reckon by now I have been through acts two, three, four and five and must be on the encore.

I recently spent five months on EastEnders playing that lovable rogue with a dark past, Eddie Moon. It was a privilege to be part of one of the biggest shows on British TV and I had a fantastic time making it. People seemed to take to Eddie, and I guess for a lot of people under thirty, that will be what they think when they see me now: Eddie Moon.

For people a little older than that, however, it is a different story entirely. They may well focus on one of my many incarnations in the past. Maybe they will remember me as Jesus, or at least his human form on earth, when I first emerged from obscurity in the musical Godspell all those years ago.

They might, however, prefer to think of David Essex the singer and songwriter, the pop star with the mop of gypsy curls who enjoyed a string of chart-topping hits and who for a while seemed to be on the front cover of Jackie magazine every week. I know for some folk, I will forever be the smiling waif who sang ‘Rock On’ and ‘Hold Me Close’.

Maybe others will always see me as Jim MacLaine, the angst-ridden anti-hero of the movies That’ll Be the Day and Stardust, the working-class boy who longed to be a rock star and found fame and fortune only for them to destroy him. Jim seemed to leave a mark on a lot of people: he certainly left one on me.

I’ve been told by some people they will always think of me as the iconic revolutionary, Che Guevara, who had so much impact when I played him on stage in Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Evita. And for a few, I will always be the amiable lock-keeper with a dodgy past from TV show The River.

I think I have had quite a life – or quite a few lives – to date. I have written West End musicals, scored ballets and even (don’t laugh) starred in a ninja action movie. And that’s before we even mention the pantomimes, a novelty single and a Carry On film (yes, really) in my early years.

So a lot happened before I spent a while as Eddie Moon, and now feels like the time to reflect and tell my life story. I think it’s a fairly extraordinary tale, and it began in a post-war East End district that was every bit as poor as Walford: a place called Canning Town.
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YOU CAN TAKE THE BOY OUT OF THE EAST END…

OVER THE YEARS, people have made a lot of my relatively poor background and impoverished upbringing, but it never felt bad to me. As a kid, what you know is all you know, and my life always seemed fine and dandy. I could not have had two more loving parents, and when I think back, I remember a very happy childhood.

I wasn’t quite a war baby but I wasn’t far off. I made my first appearance on 23 July 1947, at a maternity hospital in West Ham in the heart of the East End. Forceps were involved. I was a bit on the light side, at six pounds four ounces, and was yellow with jaundice, so I can’t have looked all that good.

I wasn’t David Essex in those days, of course. I was born David Albert Cook, to my two loving parents, Albert and Olive – not that anybody ever called her that. My mum was a petite woman, very beautiful and full of life, who looked a bit like a doll and so went by the nickname Dolly, and that was what everyone knew her as.

The three of us were very lucky to be around. My parents had an eventful war. My dad, who worked on the docks when London’s Docklands really was docklands, had been conscripted into the Royal Artillery when hostilities broke out. He was stationed on the big guns in Dover, and got posted up to Sunderland for a while.

My dad had to get a twenty-four-hour pass to marry my mum and it was the luckiest thing he ever did, in more ways than one. He turned up at the church on the back of his brother George’s motorbike as my mum waited for him in her BHS wedding dress. My dad’s battalion set sail for Norway without him: they got blown out of the water, with no survivors.

This wasn’t the only close call my dad experienced: the Germans scored a direct hit on his gun nest once, but he escaped with just a burn. As for my mum, living in the East End, she was exposed to the full horrors of the Blitz. One of the many times that the sirens sounded, she and her sister ran to a local school. They were turned away because the basement was full and fled to the tube station. The bombers scored a direct hit on the school.

Another time, Mum was walking in a country lane in Kent with her sister and niece when a Messerschmitt appeared in the sky and started machine-gunning them. They tried to escape down a manhole but couldn’t get the cover off so ran to a nearby house and banged on the door, screaming, with the pilot still firing at them. How can a human being do that: try to blow up two women and a little girl? Luckily, he gave up and flew off.

Remarkably, Albert and Dolly came out of the war in one piece, except for a bit of damage to my mum’s hearing, and set up home in a rented one-bedroom flat in Redriff Road, Plaistow. They were keen to start a family as soon as possible. Mum says she always knew she would have a boy and she was always going to call him David: maybe her gypsy roots gave her this inkling.

My mum was one of seven kids and her dad, Tom Kemp, was a gypsy. On her wedding certificate, it gave his job as ‘Travelling Tinker’. When he first came over from Ireland, he moved around the country and made saucepans. Sadly, I never met him: he died before I was born.

Tom had been married before, to a gypsy woman. When she died and Tom married my nan, Olive, his first wife’s mother came over from Ireland and stood outside Nan’s house, cursing her. Dressed all in black, she waved a silver sovereign necklace at her door and said she would never have a penny in the world. Co-incidence or not, that’s just how Olive senior’s life worked out.

From my parents’ accounts, I was a happy baby and toddler and spent my time pouring my food over my head and falling over. The problem was that our Plaistow landlord didn’t allow children in his flat, so Mum and Dad decided to move out and put our names down for one of the high-rise council flats that were replacing the bombed terraces of the East End.

This left us with nowhere to live in the short term, so we went to stay with my mum’s sister, Aunt Ellen, her husband Uncle Bob and my cousin Rose in Canning Town. Their council house had a small garden and they were gracious hosts but it was cramped with all of us there, and even though I was only two years old, I think I sensed we were in the way.

My dad was back on the docks by now, and every day my mum would take me out in my second-hand pushchair to get us out from under Aunt Ellen’s feet. We’d walk around Rath-bone Street Market in Canning Town, a hubbub of stallholders and shoppers that felt like the most exciting place in the world, or take our ration book to the butcher’s to get a few scrag-ends of meat.

This routine went on for a year, with the council showing no interest in offering us a home, so my parents tried to force their hand. After a brief family conference, it was agreed that Ellen and Bob would ‘order’ us to leave, and my dad would tell the authorities that we were homeless.

This plan backfired in a major way: the council put us into a workhouse.

I say workhouse, but a lot of people would call it a nuthouse. Forest House in James Lane, Whipps Cross was an institution for the homeless and the mentally ill. There was no room there for my dad, so he had to stay with his sister, Ivy, in Barking and pay the eighteen-bob-a-week rent for Mum and me to share a poky, curtained cubicle with a single bed and a cupboard.

Forest House was full of women and kids in the same desperate situation as us, crammed into tiny living units and all sharing one kitchen. Sixty years on, I can still picture the pink roses on the cubicle curtains, and remember the harsh smell of hospital antiseptic that lingered around its long cream corridors.

Forest House seemed massive to me, and as a wide-eyed kid I found it fascinating. It had a surreal, almost fairy-tale air. Troubled inmates trudged the corridors, singing to themselves. I got to know a few of them. One man asked me one morning if I would like some conkers, and returned that evening with a coal sack of them.

Another man asked Dad during one of his nightly evening visits if he would like him to fix his broken watch. He took it away and returned it in a hundred pieces, confessing that he ‘didn’t know how to fix them ones’. Yet Forest House had its dark side: I can remember one thrashing inmate being restrained as he had an epileptic fit.

My mum and I would have breakfast every morning at seven and clear out for the day. We’d walk around nearby Wanstead Flats or get the bus over to my nan in Stratford. These journeys could be a problem. As a toddler, I had blond ringlets, and Mum and I couldn’t go anywhere without some old lady stopping us to coo over how ‘sweet’ I was. A shy kid, I hated this attention and normally reacted by bursting into tears.

Our six months in Forest House were an adventure for me, but I could sense sadness in my parents, and that period was awful for them. Once we had left, we never discussed it. The one time that we did, my mum confessed she had thought of jumping off the fire escape by our cubicle and ending it all. She said she would have done, if she hadn’t had me.

It was just as bad for my dad. He was a proud man, and felt he had let us down. He came from an even bigger family than Mum as the youngest of thirteen. His father, a stern Victorian Scotsman from Glasgow, never called him by his real name, Albert: he called him ‘One Too Many’. What a great ego boost that must have been!

Dad was a very smart man – if he hadn’t come from such a poor family, I reckon he would have gone to university – and beneath his East End bravado and bluster, he was sensitive. His torment came to an end in the spring of 1951 when the council finally kept their word and gave us a prefab in Hooper Road, Custom House. It even had a garden.

Our new abode might have looked like a Nissan hut but to us it was paradise. Mum and Dad painted and decorated the inside, Dad turfed the garden, and at three years old I finally had my own bedroom. The docks were at the end of the street, and I loved gazing up at the ocean-going liners that towered over the terraced houses.

My dad vanished to that mysterious place every day. Now and then he’d take me along and his burly workmates would ruffle my hair and ask me, ‘You all right, son? I can tell you’re a little Cooky!’ It made me feel ten feet tall. I watched them unloading cargoes of New Zealand lamb, smelled the oils and spices and gawped at the Indian and Chinese sailors walking around. It all felt so alien and exotic and I always assumed that I would work there one day.

Dad was my best friend and my hero and I couldn’t have been happier in Hooper Road. The day’s highlight was Dad coming home from work and, after we’d had tea, taking me out on the crossbar of his bike. We’d pedal for miles around the East End, soaking in the sights and sounds, me always urging him to go faster.

My world fell apart at Christmas 1951 when Dad contracted tuberculosis. He had been getting weaker for a while and had become less keen to take me out on the bike, telling me he was tired, but on New Year’s Eve he gave in to my pleadings and we set off. We hadn’t gone far when he had a violent coughing fit and turned back. By the time we got home, he was coughing up blood.

As the ambulance took my dad away, I felt as if my life was ending. He was twenty-eight and a doctor told him he was going to die. He didn’t, but he spent three long months convalescing at the Victoria Chest Hospital in Hertfordshire. The house felt empty without him.

It used to take Mum and me a whole day to get to Hertfordshire and back to visit him, on the days she wasn’t working as a pub cleaner. When we got there, we couldn’t go near him because TB is so contagious. I can still picture the big photo of me that Dad had by his bed. I used to envy the photo, and wish that I were sitting there instead.

While Dad was still away I began my school career, at a nursery in Canning Town called Dockland Settlement nursery school. On my first day, as Mum let go of my hand and said goodbye, I felt nervous and intimidated. As an only child I hadn’t been around other kids, and suddenly there were thirty of them chasing around, screaming and snatching toys off each other. I held back, stayed quiet and watched the chaos around me, but after a couple of weeks as an awkward outsider, I made a few friends.

The main distinguishing feature of Dockland Settlement was that its headmaster was the Reverend David Sheppard, the former England cricket captain who went on to be the Bishop of Liverpool. Reverend Sheppard was a lovely man who took an interest in me, mainly because he thought I might be decent at sport. He always told my mum he thought I was a bit special, which she obviously loved – but when he said I was good at football or cricket, I wished that Dad were there to hear it.

Dad finally came home from Hertfordshire and it was wonderful to have him back, although the tuberculosis had left its mark. He didn’t have the strength and energy that he had before and he looked older. He wasn’t well enough to go straight back to work so spent the first few weeks convalescing.

This change was hard on Mum. She was a vivacious, vibrant woman who loved dancing but now Dad couldn’t join in and had to just sit and watch if they went out. The TB also put paid to any prospect of me having a brother or sister. I was OK with this, having never known anything different, but Mum would have liked more kids.

The good news was that we were about to go up in the world – literally. The council gave us a new flat on the third floor of a Canning Town low-rise, Avondale Court. Compared with the prefab, this was luxury. It had two bedrooms, a lounge and a kitchen, and a balcony that overlooked a playground. I would play football down there, and if I scored a goal, I could look up to the balcony for Dad’s thumbs-up acknowledgement.

I lived in a lot of different places as a nipper but Avondale Court was the one that really felt like home. I used to love gazing out from the balcony and seeing the Docklands cranes – sadly, now all gone – and two massive milk-bottle-shaped chimneys on the horizon, belching out white smoke. Dad told me it was the local power station, but secretly, and poetically, I figured they were cloud-making machines.

Every Sunday my nan, Olive, would get the 69 bus over from Stratford to see us. I used to love her visits. She’d swear like a trooper and roll her own cigarettes and she always brought me sweets. I had to sing for my supper, though: she’d say, ‘Come on Dave, do a show!’ and I’d sing stuff like, ‘What a mouth, what a mouth, what a north-and-south.’

Back in the world of education, I ended my innings at Reverend Sheppard’s nursery and graduated to my first proper school – Star Lane Primary. If my arrival at Docklands Settlement had fazed me, Star Lane gave me no problems at all. On my first day, as terrified infants sobbed around me, I bade my mum a cheery farewell and marched straight in.

Maybe I sensed that I would be blissfully happy there. Star Lane was a typical massive old three-floor redbrick Victorian school, with two playgrounds and, importantly for me, a huge playing field for sports. I loved the place from the second I set eyes on it until the day I left.

I guess a school is only as good as its teachers and Star Lane had some excellent ones. The headmistress, Miss Hood, was an inspirational figure. All the kids loved her. She saw something in me and was always very supportive, and in turn I always wanted to do well to impress her.

I spent a blissful time at Star Lane playing and learning the three Rs. On summer afternoons, the staff would line up temporary beds under the playground trees for the kids to have a nap, and I would lie there daydreaming, watching the branches flutter in the breeze and hearing the lorries rumble past on their way to the docks.

I enjoyed my classwork too. We had a very charismatic English teacher, a Welshman called Mr Lloyd, who weaved spells in his rich, redolent accent and could control a class by force of personality rather than with a cane, unlike some teachers. His love for his subject permeated through to us.

Yet for all Mr Lloyd’s noble efforts, English was not my first love. That was sport and, in particular, football. Star Lane had two PE teachers: an elderly gentleman called Mr Dunlop and another Welshman called Mr Morgan, who would bellow at us like a sergeant major as we ran laps of the rainy playing field. Most kids thought he was a psycho, but I never minded him.

Back at home, Dad was still recuperating from his illness and signing on for sickness benefit, which he hated. The TB had left him with only half of one lung fully functioning. He longed to get back to the docks, but knowing that he would no longer be able to heave heavy cargo off ships, he sat exams and became a tally clerk instead.

Mum carried on cleaning the pub and also sometimes played the piano there in the evenings – she was quite good, in a Winifred Atwell sort of way. They would have good old East End singsongs around the Joanna, and I remember a few balmy evenings sitting outside the pub, scoffing crisps and lemonade and hearing the music drift out of the door. This wasn’t when I fell in love with music, though. That came later.

By the time I was seven, Mum was working full-time in a local electrical shop so I became a latchkey kid. Every day I would get home at 4 p.m. from Star Lane and stick my hand through the letterbox to grab the key dangling on a piece of string. I’d let myself in, munch down the bread and jam Mum had left for me, then head down to the playground to play football until my parents got in at seven. Far from feeling under-privileged, I loved it: it made me feel free, independent and grown up.

Admittedly, I might have taken this free-spirit thing a bit too far once or twice. Fireworks Night was big news around my way, with the post-Blitz wastelands of the East End being perfect for huge bonfires. Boys ran around hurling bangers at each other in firework fights. I got in bad trouble when I threw a sparkler at a girl, setting her hair alight. Secretly, I was proud of my aim: a direct hit from our top-floor balcony that would have impressed Reverend Sheppard. Well, maybe not.

But Sparklergate was not the worst of my fireworks-related atrocities. When I was about nine years old, I committed a crime for which I was never accused, convicted or punished, as a mild-mannered, easy-going East End schoolboy somehow became the dastardly Canning Town Arsonist.

The seeds of my misdemeanour were planted when I got hold of a box of coloured matches. Wandering around in my shorts and sandals one early evening, getting bored of lighting them and watching them fizzle out, I came to a piece of wasteland that doubled up as an overnight lorry park for truckers waiting to unload at the docks. There were about eight lorries there, with no drivers around.

With no particular purpose in mind, I walked around the lorries and clambered over a couple of them. I have no idea what made me suddenly remember the matches, or why I did what I did next, but at the time it made all the sense in the world for me to unscrew one of the truck’s fuel cap and throw a lit match down into the tank.

Disappointingly, nothing happened, so I repeated the experiment a couple more times before having a brainwave. Why not light one of the matches, put it back into the box and drop the whole thing into the fuel cap? Half the box would be aflame by then – how could it possibly fail?

I expected a pretty flame to shoot out of the fuel pipe and then gently subside but my fiendish plan worked beyond my wildest dreams – or nightmares. As the matchbox hit the petrol tank, a twenty-foot flame shot out of the pipe – whoosh! The tarpaulin caught fire, and suddenly I was gawping at a towering inferno on wheels.

I turned tail and ran for my life, probably quite literally. Bang! The lorry exploded in a way I had only ever seen in Hollywood movies and the fireball consumed the lorry next to it … and the one next to that. As I raced the quarter-mile home, the noises of explosion after explosion followed me, and clouds of black smoke filled the night sky. ‘Are you all right?’ asked Mum, as I tumbled, panting, through the doorway. ‘Yeah,’ I lied. ‘We were just having a race.’

Jesus Christ, what had I done? For the next week I lived in terror of being exposed as the local schoolboy pyromaniac, but as days passed with no comeback I realised that I was going to get away with it. My heart missed a few beats when that week’s Stratford Express led with THE CANNING TOWN ARSON ATTACK but thankfully the police didn’t widen their search to include butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-their-mouths little local boys.

It must have been thirty years before I finally dared to tell my mum the terrible truth. One day when I was visiting her, I asked her, ‘Do you remember that big old lorry fire by Harry the Barber’s when I was a boy?’

‘Yes, it was terrible – imagine someone doing that!’ she replied.

‘Mum,’ I told her, ‘it was me.’

Understandably, she was horrified. ‘Why did you do that, you bad boy?’ she asked.

‘I just wanted to see what happened,’ I admitted.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Yes, I suppose you did.’
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GETTING IN TROUBLE AND BLOWING BUBBLES

THEY SAY THAT childhood holidays are one of the best times of your life and you never forget them. I reckon I would agree with that. My parents and I didn’t have many conventional, two-weeks-by-the-seaside, bucket-and-spade type holidays, but we did something that will live in my memory for ever: hop-picking trips to Kent.

In the mid-fifties, hop-picking trips were an institution for the women and children of the East End. They got you out of the Smoke for a few weeks, let you earn a little (very little) bit of money, and were a working holiday for people who couldn’t afford to go away otherwise. My mum and nan loved them, and so did I.

Once when I was five, we had gone on a strawberry-picking holiday in Norfolk. For some reason there was a party of monks on our campsite who took a real shine to me. Weeks later, when we were back in London, two monks turned up on our doorstep and told my mum: ‘We have seen something special in David. Would he like to follow the path that we have taken?’ Mum was puzzled and impressed, but decided against packing me off to a monastery, rather to my relief.

The hop-picking trips were fantastic, though. Mum would pack our bare necessities and we would jump on the back of a lorry with a load of other families and head off for the depths of Kent. At that age, having hardly left east London, heading beyond the Blackwall Tunnel was an incredible adventure. Rolling through the villages and the acres of countryside, singing songs and waving to everyone we saw, was all too exciting for words.

Our destination was a village called Rolvenden, near Ashford. Once we arrived at the farm, with its motley collection of barns, huts and cowsheds, we would be given a hut – well, basically a shed – and a mattress, plus hay to stuff it with. Everyone shared a washhouse. Maybe Forest House had been good training for this.

The hop-picking jaunts may sound now like something from Victorian times, but they were amazing, enabling my naïve, impressionable young self to experience so many new things. I saw stars for the first time, in skies clear from the obscuring murk of the industrial East End. Cows were also new to me, as was falling asleep on a hay-smelling mattress under a gently flickering oil lamp as the adults sang around an open fire.

I say that I loved hop picking, but I must admit I didn’t pull my weight when it came to the actual labour. I left my mum and nan to gather the bushels, much preferring to run around, climb trees and generally go wild in the country, including setting my new personal best for the high jump when I leapt a five-foot fence to avoid being gored by an irate bull.

The weekends in Kent were best because my dad and the other men would all come to visit, and we’d have impromptu football matches out in the fields, go fishing and sit outside pubs till late at night. Even at the time I knew these days were idyllic and now, nearly sixty years on, I can still recall how special they were.

Hop picking was also a chance to hang out with some of Mum’s gypsy relatives, who would be doing seasonal work on the farms. Uncle Levi entranced me. He was a handsome and very charismatic swarthy man with jet-black hair, twinkling blue eyes and spellbinding stories. He told me that the most important things in life were being healthy and appreciating sunsets and nature. He seemed impossibly exotic and glamorous, and I guess he was a bit of a street philosopher.

Back in London, life in Avondale Court was pretty good. Mum and Dad gave me a fair amount of freedom, but I knew if I stepped out of line, they would come down on me. They rarely hit me, although one morning, when I let my hamster out of its cage instead of getting ready for school, my mum saw red and chased me around the flat trying to whack me with a cane from the clothes dryer.

There again, the hamster fared far better than another pet, a mouse named – and how original was this? – Mickey. Mickey had a bump on his tail so my mum told me to take him to the vet. The vet gave him one look, told me to hold him still, put a big needle into him and killed him. I was traumatised for days.

In the evenings I would chase around the neighbourhood with friends from school, playing in the ruins of houses destroyed in the Blitz or in old bomb craters. My real passion, though, was football. From the end of school to bedtime, I virtually lived in the playground beneath our flat, honing my skills in never-ending kickabouts.

By the age of ten, I lived and breathed football and nothing else mattered. I would have played 24/7. My dad rarely lost his rag with me, but he did one night when he called me in for my tea from our balcony. We were playing ‘Next goal wins’ but the next goal was proving elusive. Dad had run me a bath, and after tiring of waiting endlessly for me, he eventually marched down to the playground, picked me up, carried me upstairs and threw me in the bath fully clothed.

It was my obsession with football that led me to make a decision that impacted on my academic carer, and not in a good way. As I began my last year at Star Lane, the dreaded Eleven Plus exam loomed. Everyone knew what that meant: those who passed entered the hallowed portals of the local grammar school, the gateway to a bright and privileged future. Failures were doomed to become factory fodder in a bog-standard secondary modern.

I had been an A-class student throughout my time at Star Lane and so was viewed as a shoo-in to sail through the exam – but things weren’t that straightforward. There was a major complicating factor. On the all-important sports side, the grammar school majored in rugby, while at the state secondary it was football all the way, meaning they had a far better team.

Now, 99 per cent of people would feel that education and the career it could lead to were way more important than getting a game in the school soccer team, but that wasn’t how I saw it. By the age of eleven, I was sure that my future lay as a professional player with a local team – West Ham United or, at the very worst, Leyton Orient. I couldn’t let this ambition be jeopardised by anything as daft as rugby. As I pondered my options, I hit on what Baldrick from Blackadder would doubtless characterise as a cunning plan.

My chance to put this plan into operation came in the Eleven Plus maths test. In the exam room, the maths teacher, Mr Milner, moved among us with the question paper then told us to turn it over and begin. I took a cursory glance at the detailed questions about long division and fractions, ignored them, and carefully drew a picture of that spinach-loving comic-book hero, Popeye. It wasn’t even a good picture. In fact, it was crap.

My Eleven Plus failure thus came as no surprise to me but was a major shock to my parents, who had been proud of my decent academic record to that point. Loyally, they blamed it on my teachers and the failures of the state education system. I never had the bottle to tell them what I had done.

I was sad to leave Star Lane but not nearly as sad as I was when I realised what awaited me. Shipman County Secondary School, where I was to waste the next four years of my life, was to prove the archetypal dead-end, no-hope secondary modern. Forget about getting an education – you were happy just to get through the day in one piece.

Shipman County didn’t have a uniform, unless you count the jeans, leather jackets and steel-toe-capped boots that all the boys wore. I was nervous on my first day, walking into school with an older lad, Mike Newell, who lived downstairs in Avondale Court. Mike abandoned me as soon as we got in the gate, to preserve his street cred. I can’t say I blamed him.

The school had a local reputation as a violent, under-achieving hellhole, and gazing around the playground, the first thing I noticed was how huge a lot of the boys were. To a pocket-sized nipper like me, they looked like fully grown men. A lot of the girls looked pretty well developed too, but that was another matter entirely.

I survived my first week making new friends and trying to stay out of the way of the playground bullies and apprentice tasty geezers. Shipman County, and West Ham as a whole, had produced a stream of boxing champions, and I didn’t fancy a future as a human punchbag. I also drew the short straw in the classroom seating plan, being stuck with a boy called Trevor who smelled of old biscuits and had a constant river of snot cascading from his nostrils.

After a few days, I was seriously questioning whether sketching Popeye was the best idea I had ever had, but at least one part of my plan worked out. We played football every Friday afternoon, and the sports teacher took note of my ball skills, honed night after night in the playground under Avondale Court. After our first kickabout he picked the team to represent the school. Number 6, the left half, was Dave Cook.

I couldn’t have felt more proud, and my dad was just as chuffed when I got home and told him the news. The first game was the following morning, and I headed off to our home ground, the romantically named Beckton Dump, my red-and-white-squares shirt and black shorts tucked under my arm. I knew most of our opponents, Pretoria: they had been at Star Lane with me.

Pretoria’s best player was Frank Lampard, who lived opposite Avondale Court and often joined in the after-school kick-about. Even at that age, Frank was special, and it was no surprise that he later went on to become an icon at West Ham, playing more than 550 games in an amazing eighteen-year career before becoming assistant manager to Harry Redknapp. (He is also, of course, the father of the Chelsea and England midfielder, Frank Lampard junior.)

Even with a future England international in the opposing team, Shipman still managed to edge the game 4–3, and thus began a period of my life when weekends were the be-all and end-all for me. I would play for the school every Saturday morning. Dad would be working overtime on the docks so could never come to watch, but he would get home the same time as me and I would furnish him with a full match report as he cooked us bangers and mash from Taylor’s, a local butcher’s that I knew for a fact made the best sausages in the world.

After lunch, on the weekends they were at home, I would head off to watch West Ham. Funnily enough, the Hammers weren’t my first team. As a nipper, I was smitten with Wolverhampton Wanderers because I loved their nickname, Wolves, and their Old Gold shirts. I must have been the only little boy in the East End running around in a Wolves shirt. It got a lot of suspicious looks: quite right, too.

Yet Wolves was a passing fancy. West Ham was love. I would feel my heart beating faster as I jumped on the bus or walked the two miles from Canning Town to Upton Park and merged in with the crowds of people all thronging in the same direction. By the time I got to the ground at 1.30 p.m., a full hour and a half before kick-off, there would be thousands of blokes, mostly dockers, in flat caps queuing to get in.

Football grounds were all-standing in those days, and once I’d got through the turnstile I would find myself stuck at the back, but the crowd took care of the kids and would pass us down over their heads until we were right at the front with a fantastic view. Everybody smoked, and I can still picture the hazy clouds of blue smoke that hung over the terraces. It was all part of the atmosphere of that magical place.

West Ham was a good team to watch in those days. Most of the players came from the East End. The great Bobby Moore, who went on to captain England to the World Cup in 1966, was just coming through from the academy team, as was Geoff Hurst. An Irish international, the gentleman Noel Cantwell, was a giant in defence alongside John Bond. The forwards were Vic Keeble and John Dick and our veteran goalkeeper, Ernie Gregory, looked about sixty years old to me.

It was my Saturday afternoon fix and I couldn’t get enough of it. I remember walking home giddy with happiness one day after we beat Blackburn Rovers 8–1. It felt like our players were one of us: I would sometimes see them having a bacon sandwich and a fag in McCarey’s café opposite Upton Park.

Back at school, Shipman County felt more like a Borstal than an educational establishment. The headmaster, Mr ‘Ding-Dong’ Bell, was a strange man with no inspirational qualities, and most of the teachers were just plain lousy. Nobody stuck around: an endless stream of temporary or supply teachers took one look at the place and headed for the hills, horrified.

After Star Lane, which I had loved, Shipman was a horror show. It can’t have been easy for the teachers because I have to admit that we were a rebellious bunch, but in truth we had nothing to stimulate us. We didn’t study art, music or anything creative, and a bleak mood of edgy indifference permeated the school.

We had science lessons, for a while, but even these stopped after the ‘Gassing of the Bees’ scandal. Our science teacher, Mr Dines, known to us for some reason as Daddy Dines, brought in some of his pet bees for us to see. He was proud of the way they would fly out through a small hole in their glass case, somehow locate some pollen in the urban sprawl of Custom House and return to the glass hive with their spoils.

Mr Dines showed us the queen bee and her workers and then made the mistake of turning his back. As he headed towards the blackboard, a couple of the boys inserted the rubber tube from a nearby Bunsen burner into the hole, fastened it in place with chewing gum, and turned on the gas. By the time Daddy Dines returned to the case, his precious bees were in a lifeless pile at the foot of the hive.

Mr Dines went completely crazy. Thinking back now, he may have been having a nervous breakdown, but at the time we could only laugh as this tall beanpole of a man, not unlike John Cleese as Basil Fawlty, leapt on a chair waving his cane and began yelling at us: ‘Who gassed my bees?’ He totally lost his mind, smashing desks and test tubes as the kids ran for cover. A few of the more sensitive ones were crying.

The classroom had descended into mayhem, but this doesn’t explain why one of the boys then set fire to a broken chair (and can I make one thing clear: this was NOT a repeat performance by the Canning Town Arsonist). The fire alarm bells sprang into life and we all sprinted for the safety of the playground chased by a gabbling Mr Dines, who by now appeared to be verging on the certifiable.

This was an extreme incident but it reflected the mindset of Shipman County. Most kids felt that the teachers were all idiots who couldn’t teach them anything. I was sorry for the teachers but I also had to consider my own self-preservation. Even if I could answer a question, I knew that if I put my hand up and did so, I’d simply draw attention to myself and most likely get my head kicked in later in the playground.

The playground was where your status in the school was decided. I was reasonably popular but I tended just to keep my head down as the bullies ran riot because there was nothing else you could do. I saw some awful scenes. One boy was duffed up for wearing brown winkle-pickers. Another lad, Peter, told his postman dad he was being bullied, and when his father turned up to confront the thugs, they kicked him to the ground and beat him up in front of his crying son. I found it all disgusting and very distressing.

My own key moment came in the first year when some older kids began picking on me. I stood up to them and was informed, ‘We’re going to have you after school!’ Pre-arranged fights after school normally happened on a patch of wasteland at the appropriately named Boot Hill nearby, but this was the first time that I would be a participant.

I was terrified but knew I had to go through with it or my school life would become a misery. When I got to Boot Hill with a handful of supporters, my opponent, Lenny, was waiting for me. He was an older boy with a big reputation for violence, swearing and spitting huge distances. A ring of boys gathered around us and their cry went up: ‘Fight! Fight!’

Len tried to see me off quickly, with a haymaking punch that thankfully just missed my nose and a hefty boot to my right thigh. This was it! Driven by panic, I kicked him fair and square in the bollocks and, as he bent double, connected with a lucky punch that left my hand aching. Len looked astonished and backed off, and although the whole charade was pathetic, I knew that I would be able to walk tall in the playground from now on.

It was ironic that I had gone to Shipman County purely to play football because that was the only thing that made my life there bearable. I was still doing pretty well in the Saturday morning school-team matches, and at an away game when I was twelve, there was a breakthrough that made me think my whole Popeye-based plan for sports-related world domination might pay off, after all: I got scouted by West Ham.

Their scout approached me after the match and asked if I would be interested in a trial for the Hammers at nearby Cumberland Road the following Tuesday. This was kind of a silly question. It was all I had ever dreamed of, and I spent the next three days imagining myself at Upton Park putting pinpoint passes through for Vic Keeble or John Dick to finish off.

The fateful day arrived and I got to Cumberland Road to join the thirty or so other hopefuls, all kitted up and aiming to catch the eye of the three or four coaches. They divided us into groups, and after some ball work and a short match, Terry, the head coach, called a halt to proceedings. He read out a dozen names and called those boys to him. I wasn’t one of them. So that was it. I was out!

I was sitting slumped and devastated on the grass with the other failures when to my amazement the kids that Terry had chosen all trooped off across the turf. He came back over to us, grinning. We were not the rejects: they were! Terry invited us back to train again the following week. It was official: I was now a West Ham United schoolboy player.

Over the next few weeks, I attended training faithfully and could not have found it more exciting. Some weeks, first-team players came to coach us so I found myself working with idols like Noel Cantwell, Phil Woosnam and John Bond. Mr Bond gloried in the bizarre nickname of Muffin and taught me how to send an opponent flying and then look totally innocent – a very useful skill.

My friend Frank Lampard was starting his illustrious West Ham career in the same schoolboy team as me and we became quite a decent double act. We were both left-footed, and combined well down that side of the pitch, switching and over-lapping. I felt part of the club, especially as they gave us all free tickets to the first-team home games, meaning I no longer had to part with a shilling at the turnstiles.

We played our home games at Clapton FC’s ground behind the Spotted Dog pub, and this illustrious venue was where I scored my solitary goal for the Hammers. We were playing Thurrock and as the ball reached me on the halfway line I swung a boot and hoofed it down the pitch to clear it. The opposing goalie misjudged the bounce and it just about trickled over the line. Naturally, I celebrated as if that had been my intention all along.

It’s strange, though, how your priorities in life change. Playing for my beloved West Ham, being coached by my heroes and top international players, I was living the dream, and yet I had not played more than four or five games before everything shifted. A new interest entered my life and became just as all-consuming as my passion for football, which I now allowed to fall away.

As I turned thirteen, and became aware of those perennial adolescent fixations of girls and rock ’n’ roll, I became obsessed with music, and specifically black-oriented blues music played by legendary American musicians. It was an interest that was to shape the rest of my life – and it was all sparked by an illicit trip to Soho.
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