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      FOREWORD BY 
WILLY RUSSELL

      
      Perhaps we should begin by giving thanks to that civil servant who once refused to allow a young member of his staff to go
         off and sing in Scandinavia.
      

      
      One day someone might raise a statue to this particular stickler for it was he and his refusal to allow her to take unpaid
         leave that got the goat of a gangling girl, giving her the kick she needed to get the hell out of the civil service and do
         what she was born to do – sing. It really isn’t too farfetched to imagine that had it not been for such a kick we may well
         never have heard of Barbara Dickson, singer and actress: she has never chased celebrity or stardom, never needed fame, never
         for one second lived anywhere near Planet Barbara. In an age where we – the once proudly reserved and restrained Brits – now appear to chase fame and flaunt naked ambition with the same wanton abandon as the American
         cousins we once mocked for doing so, it is genuinely refreshing to be reminded that, for Barbara, it has always been work
         that comes first. Everything else, all the nonsense of celebrity, fame and stardom is not what Barbara does – merely a result
         of it. Never aloof or remote from the attentions of her fans and admirers, she accepts such attention and affirmation as enthusiasm
         not for what she is but for what she does.
      

      
      A few years ago I asked Barbara if she’d contribute some backing vocals to an album of songs I’d recorded. How preposterous
         is that sentence! I asked Barbara Dickson to sing backing vocals! Given the limited quality of my singing voice (truly, an acquired taste), for me to ask Ms Dickson to sing mere backing is about the equivalent of Bob The Builder asking Sir Christopher Wren to go on the hod! Of course, Barbara being Barbara,
         she didn’t hesitate to say yes and so we arranged to do the recording in a small studio close to Barbara’s Lincolnshire village.
         Having set aside a couple of days for this, we then did little but watch and marvel as Barbara proceeded to nail everything
         quite beautifully in considerably less than a couple of hours, leaving plenty of time for me to then accompany her on the
         real business at hand – a shopping tour of the town where, from fishmongers to greengrocers, wine-merchants to grocers she
         was uniformly greeted not as ‘Barbara’ or ‘Ms Dickson’, but as ‘Mrs Cookson’. I’d always known Barbara to be one of the rare
         ones who somehow managed to achieve the right kind of balance between being known and being oneself. But, more than ever, that shopping trip forcefully brought home to me how this
         woman, who has admirably earned the right to some significant pride in her achievements as both singer and actress, has every
         bit as much genuine pride in being the woman, the wife and the mother.
      

      
      I don’t doubt for a second that Barbara would have lived a rich, fulfilled and varied life even if the headlights of fame
         and success had not been shone on her. That, though, would have been our loss. And along with giving thanks to that civil
         servant, perhaps we should also give great thanks that Mrs Cookson will sometimes take a night off, put up her feet and take
         a well-earned rest – leaving it to Barbara Dickson to do the business.
      

      
      Willy Russell

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      BUTTONS AND BOWS

      
      One fine summer’s day in 1949, in Dunfermline in Fife, a postman on his round in Chalmers Street, just off the High Street,
         heard singing drifting on the breeze. As he listened he recognised the tune – it was the song ‘Buttons And Bows’ from the
         film The Paleface, a popular comedy western starring Jane Russell and Bob Hope released the year before. As he kept walking he realised it
         was coming from Mrs Jessie Dickson’s house. It didn’t sound to him like the radio or a record and, strangely, though he could
         clearly hear the melody, he couldn’t make out any of the words.
      

      
      Finally, the postman traced the source: to his astonishment, the music was not coming from the house at all, but from a pram
         in the garden, where the bairn strapped inside was happily singing away. This, according to family legend, is how baby Barbara
         Ruth Dickson, not quite two, made her public singing debut. By all accounts, though I did not know any of the words, I was,
         reassuringly, pretty much in tune.
      

      
      I have always wondered if the story might be ever so slightly of the shaggy dog variety, but my mother always insisted that
         this was exactly what happened and that, from the very beginning, I loved music and loved to sing. Although I do have to point
         out that it was also my mother who claimed that I was a very calm and sweet child and absolutely no trouble at all. Which,
         considering that for the rest of my life ‘calm’ and ‘sweet’ are probably the last two adjectives you would use to describe
         me, does give you pause for thought.
      

      
      I had arrived on 27 September 1947 in Dunfermline Maternity Hospital – which, sadly, no longer exists – one of the many millions
         of baby-boomers born immediately after the war and in the same year as a host of wonderful fellow singers and musicians including
         David Bowie, Gerry Rafferty, Emmylou Harris and Sandy Denny. Not a bad vintage, 1947. And on the very day I used my vocal
         cords for the first time, two other well-known entertainers also made their first appearances: across the Atlantic in America,
         the shy and retiring Meat Loaf, best known for Bat Out Of Hell; and, closer to home, in the town of Crieff in Perthshire, one of our most popular actors and star of Local Hero, Denis Lawson. Coincidentally, thirty-seven years later, when I won the 1984 Society of West End Theatre award for Best Actress in
         a Musical for the role of Mrs Johnstone in Blood Brothers, it was Denis who was named Best Actor in a Musical for Mr Cinders. We even had our picture taken together for the first time.
      

      
      In 1947, a world away from the West End stage, my parents and I were living with Jessie Dickson, my granny, and Uncle Bob,
         my dad’s unmarried brother, in Chalmers Street. Granny had been born Jessie Forgie, into a farming family from Bannockburn
         near Stirling – scene of the famous battle in 1314 involving Robert the Bruce and the English king Edward II, who ended up
         going home to think again. Granny Jessie and her husband, James Dickson from Penicuik in Midlothian, just south of Edinburgh,
         had nine children: David, Willie, Bob, Ella, Jim; twins Douglas and Mabel; Alastair, my father, and Muriel. My dad remembered
         a family visit, as a young boy, to a sister of Granny Jessie’s who had moved to California and married a coalmine owner. It
         was not as epic a journey as you might imagine since this was not California, USA but California the mining village in Stirlingshire.
         If my father had hoped for a taste of American opulence he wasn’t completely disappointed: the family was met at the station
         by his aunt’s clan, who came to pick them up in an impressive Model T Ford. My granny was transported to her sister’s home
         in style, but as there wasn’t enough room for anyone else my father and his brothers and sisters could only watch the car
         gliding off into the distance and follow on foot.
      

      
      Grandpa James worked for Prudential Assurance and he and Jessie had lived in Elgin in the north-east of Scotland for a while
         before settling in Dunfermline where Grandpa had been promoted to superintendent. The Dicksons occupied the large flat in
         Chalmers Street where I spent the first months of my life. Despite my grandfather’s position at the Pru, they were not what
         you would call well-to-do – even in those days nine kids was a lot of mouths to feed – but they were certainly not poor. Just
         ordinary, hardworking Scottish folk.
      

      
      When my father was born in 1915, his eldest sister, Ella, who was no more than eight herself, was often given the task of
         looking after the new baby. This would cause my dad great embarrassment in later life since his second sister, Mabel, who
         always liked a laugh, took great pleasure in bringing up the family story of my dad, as a wee boy, calling out from the bathroom:
         ‘Ee-ya, vipe my bum!’ David, the eldest, was fifteen. A year later, still two years under the official age, he lied about
         how old he was and joined the Gordon Highlanders to fight in the Great War. His was the famous regiment immortalised in the
         music-hall song:
      

      
      A Gordon for me, a Gordon for me 
If you’re nae a Gordon, you’re nae use tae me.

      
      A photograph of Uncle David, resplendent in his uniform, kilt and Glengarry bonnet, took pride of place in the ‘best room’.

      
      Only a few months afterwards, at the Battle of the Somme, he was shot in the stomach and died of his wounds. He hadn’t even made it to seventeen. My granny received letters from the
         chaplain and from one of David’s officers at the Front, moving memorials of a young life tragically cut short. My cousin Bob
         has the originals to this day. The picture of David in his uniform remained in the best room, which was only ever used for
         special occasions, high days and holidays, or when people came to visit. The photograph was in a copper frame made by my Uncle
         Willie, when he was an apprentice at Rosyth Dockyard, the Royal Navy base a few miles from Dunfermline, in remembrance of
         his older brother.
      

      
      I can still picture the best room, which always seemed sad and dark and lonely to me as a child. It had the formal atmosphere
         of an Edwardian parlour with its heavy, wooden upholstered chairs – one for the lady and one for the gentleman – and an upright
         settee in the same style. You always felt obliged to perch stiffly on the edge of your seat, on your best behaviour, carefully
         holding your cup of tea, served in the best china. There was also a piano with candlesticks attached to the front. Aunty Ella
         was the pianist of the family but when I was a little older and had started piano lessons, I would sneak in to play it whenever
         I got the chance, even though it was so neglected that it was always badly out of tune.
      

      
      In another room in Granny’s house stood Grandpa’s wooden desk. Grandpa Dickson had died in 1945, two years before I was born,
         but his desk had remained in the house. It was made of oak and the drawer handles were carved with the heads of oriental beasts. I was fascinated by Grandpa’s desk and my earliest memory, from when I was about three, is of
         crawling underneath it and hiding there. It was such a safe and reassuring place. At some point the desk was sawn in half,
         for some reason, but the two pieces were never thrown out, and many years later I rescued them and put the desk back together.
         It now resides at my Lincolnshire home, though my days of seeking sanctuary there are long behind me now.
      

      
      My dad, Alastair, left school at fourteen in 1929 and found work as an apprentice grocer in Dunfermline in what was then rather
         grandly known as a grocer’s emporium. After a few years he realised that selling coffee and tea for the rest of his life was
         not for him. He was young and keen to see a little of the world, or at least some of the world beyond Dunfermline. He had
         set his heart on joining the police force but in those days, incredible as it sounds – especially in a country full of short-arses
         – you had to be six foot tall to be eligible for the Scottish police force. My father was of above average height for the
         time; indeed, at five foot ten he would have been generally considered a tall man. But even pushing his shoulders back and
         standing as straight as possible he was still two inches too short. It was a bitter disappointment to him, but he refused
         to let go of his dream. In England, he discovered, although the average height of Englishmen was not noticeably different
         from that of Scotsmen, the minimum requirement was far more reasonable. To be accepted by the Metropolitan Police, for example,
         you only had to be five foot eight. But according to Dad’s friend Danny Birrell, the place to be was Liverpool (five foot ten), and they had the best police cars in the country.
      

      
      So, at the age of twenty-two, my father and Danny, who would later marry Aunty Muriel and become his brother-in-law, travelled
         down to Liverpool and started new lives as Merseyside policemen. Although it turned out to be a shortlived career for my father,
         he spoke often of how much he loved his job with the police and remembered those early days in England as the happiest time
         of his working life.
      

      
      A year later, in 1939, war was declared and my father was seconded to the Liverpool Fire Service, at the Liverpool docks,
         to work as a fireman. It was while working here that he met Ruth Malley, a local telephonist, who had also been conscripted
         into the service.
      

      
      While the Dicksons were a fairly typical Scottish family, the Malleys were much more complicated. My mother, Ruth, was born
         in a Liverpool pub called the Dart Hotel in December 1918, one month after the end of the First World War. As I’m sure anybody
         who knows me well would be surprised to learn, Ruth came from a long line of very forceful women. Her mother, Margaret Malley,
         had been married twice: first to a Mr Wilkinson from Liverpool, a union that produced four children, and then, after he died,
         to James Malley, also from Liverpool, with whom she had two further daughters – my Aunty Ivy in 1912 and my mother six years
         later.
      

      
      James Malley might have had an Irish surname, but it seems doubtful that he had any Irish roots. Very little is known of his
         background at all as he told my Aunty Ivy that he had been adopted as a baby and we have never been able to find his original birth certificate to verify that claim. Family
         legend has it that he might have been the illegitimate son of a cotton broker from Greenock in the West of Scotland and adopted
         by a contact of his biological father’s, a rope-works manager in Liverpool by the name of Malley. Whatever the truth, Grandfather
         James was certainly brought up in Liverpool and was a Scouser through and through, with very refined manners.
      

      
      If James’s background was nebulous, Margaret’s was just as much of a mystery. Granny Malley’s maiden name was Howarth but
         she never spoke about her childhood or her family or where the Howarths had come from and when she died, we could find absolutely
         no trace of her birth certificate, either. A longstanding family story had it that Granny Margaret’s mother, Great-Granny
         Howarth (I hope you are keeping up), was not actually of English stock but the daughter of a Jewish Polish cavalry officer
         called Wolki who had sent his family to Liverpool for safekeeping when she was a child. It was in Liverpool that my great-grandmother
         then met and married a Mr Howarth and where Margaret, Granny Malley, was born in 1874.
      

      
      For years my mother’s side of the family accepted as gospel that they were of East European Jewish descent and I was excited
         and proud to have such an interesting history. The mystery of Granny Malley fuelled my interest in genealogy and when I was
         older I began to look more closely into my family tree, but could never find any confirmation of the story. It was only recently,
         and thanks to the mother of a good friend of mine, that I uncovered the truth. Great-Granny’s maiden name had not been Wolki, and she was
         neither Polish nor Jewish. It was the rather less exotic Wookey, a traditional surname from Somerset (not to be confused with
         the Wookiees of Star Wars fame). The Wookeys must have tired of the local Cheddar and moved to Merseyside. Sadly, that put paid to the Jewish-Polish
         legend.
      

      
      James Malley was by all accounts a lovely man, very cultured and affectionate. He was a licensed victualler, and owned the
         pub where my mother was born. A middle-aged widower with no children from his previous marriage, he adored the two young daughters
         who had burst into his life when he had probably long given up any thought of having a family. He also loved music and was
         a fine piano-player. My mother would often reminisce about watching her parents at the piano at home as a little girl in the
         1920s, trying to join in while they sang popular songs of the time, which they’d heard at the Music Halls. ‘Only A Bird In
         A Gilded Cage’ was one she particularly remembered. She always talked of her early childhood as a happy time. If the Malleys
         were not well off, they were relatively secure. But after a business partnership went wrong in 1925 they began to feel the
         pinch financially and then, in 1930, the family’s comfortable, stable life was abruptly ended when James Malley died.
      

      
      My mother was only eleven, and the death of her father had a huge and lasting impact on her. It was not a period on which
         she liked to dwell, but what she did tell me about it was enough for me to realise how terribly hard it must have been. Now Granny Margaret was a widow for the second time and
         had to bring up my mother with little income beyond her widow’s pension of ten shillings a week.
      

      
      There was not a lot of money or work around in the Liverpool of the 1930s. Day-to-day life was tough and keeping their heads
         above water became all that mattered. At the end of the day, my granny would often go to the market to buy whatever food was
         being sold off cheaply to put that night’s tea on the table and as for clothes and shoes, they would have to be mended again
         and again and worn long after they had been outgrown.
      

      
      My mother was a bright child, but there was never any prospect of her being able to stay on in education beyond fourteen –
         it was essential that she started earning money as soon as possible. She once told me that she and Ivy had had their names
         down for Notre Dame, the prestigious girls’ school in Liverpool, but after her father’s financial circumstances had changed,
         that was completely out of the question. Instead my mum got a job as a machinist in a factory before becoming a telephonist,
         eventually being conscripted into the fire service.
      

      
      She was twenty-four when she met my father and soon they were courting – to use that wonderful word that conveniently covers
         all possible romantic behaviour, whether innocent or illicit, without going into detail. The early stage of their relationship
         was not without its difficulties. The war still had several years to run and my father began to suffer from a series of increasingly
         debilitating throat infections that were not helped either by his work as a fireman, where he was constantly soaked to the skin, or the fact that
         he continued to smoke. There were no antibiotics then to properly clear up the infection and each time my father was afflicted,
         it became more virulent.
      

      
      Perhaps his ill health brought my mother and father closer together, perhaps they were always meant for each other. Whatever
         the case, within a year they decided to get married. The wedding took place in 1943, back in Scotland at Dunfermline Abbey,
         a Church of Scotland kirk on the site of the original magnificent twelfth-century abbey, burial place of many early Scottish
         kings and queens, including maybe the most famous of all, Robert the Bruce.
      

      
      The happy couple did not have much of a chance to enjoy their big day or their honeymoon. In the lead-up to the wedding my
         father had once more succumbed to a severe throat infection and, although he was able to get through the ceremony and the
         reception, that evening he had a very high temperature and fever and had to be rushed to hospital. The diagnosis was not good.
         The infection had developed into rheumatic fever, a disease that damages the heart and which at the time was life-threatening.
         My father did recover, but it took him nine months. He was only twenty-eight when he became ill and it was the fact that he
         was still a relatively young man that more than anything gave him the strength to pull through. But he was left with a permanent
         heart defect and although by 1944 he was able to return to work, he was not fit enough to go back to being a firefighter.
         He then joined the army for the remainder of the war but, again owing to his ill health, he never saw active service. He did at least get to drive Sherman tanks, which
         was not bad for a man who never learned to drive a car.
      

      
      When the war ended in 1945 my father was not considered well enough to resume the job he loved, being a bobby on the beat,
         and the Liverpool Police Service pensioned him off. He decided to return to Dunfermline and I think that my mother was keen
         to leave Merseyside. His father James had died that year and my parents moved back to live with my Granny Dickson. My mother
         viewed the move to Scotland with mixed feelings. On the one hand it meant having to leave her friends and family and the city
         she had lived in all her life for the unknown foreign land that was Fife. On the other, after a childhood and early adulthood
         that had not been without its hardships, a fresh start with my father held out the prospect of better fortune and happier
         times.
      

      
      Whether moving in with Granny Jessie and Uncle Bob at Chalmers Street was exactly the new beginning my parents had hoped for
         I am not altogether sure, but by early 1947 my mother had another new beginning to look forward to: she discovered that she
         was expecting her first child.
      

      
      She had a shortlist of three girl’s names – Lorraine, Elaine and Barbara – and when I was born she plumped for Barbara. She
         had been determined not to go with either of my grannies’ names and in fact none of the three favourites were to be found
         anywhere in the Dickson or Malley families. I asked her once why she chose Barbara. She just said that she liked it, and that when I arrived she thought it suited me better than Lorraine or Elaine. It was as simple as that. Interestingly
         though, when my brother came along four years later he was named James Alastair, James after both grandfathers and Alastair
         after my dad. But he was always called Wee Alastair, to differentiate him from Big Alastair (my dad) and, even more confusingly,
         Alastair Dickson, our cousin, who was always known as Alastair Dickson.
      

      
      I must admit that I have always thought my parents chose my name well and that I do suit being called Barbara. The name is
         Greek in origin and means ‘foreigner’ or ‘stranger’; it also has the same root as the word ‘barbarian’. St Barbara, a third-century
         Christian saint and martyr, was one of the most popular early saints. When I went to Liverpool my name was shortened to Barb,
         which I didn’t like very much. There were quite a few Barbaras around in the 1940s and 1950s and in Scotland most of us were
         addressed as Babs, whether we liked it or not. I didn’t. When I moved to Edinburgh in my teens I temporarily, and with very
         bad grace, gave up trying to correct everybody who abbreviated my name and so for a while answered to Babs, but I reverted
         to Barbara at the first opportunity.
      

      
      My performing name was always, from the very beginning, Barbara Dickson and it never even crossed my mind to consider changing
         it when I turned professional. There was, though, a worrying moment in the late 1960s when I had to join Equity to appear
         on TV. Because there was already an actress called Barbara Dixon on their books I was told I had to choose a different name,
         even though mine wasn’t spelled the same way and I wasn’t actually acting. So I just took my full name, Barbara Ruth Dickson, added a hyphen and became Barbara
         Ruth-Dickson, which was generally considered highly pretentious.
      

      
      When, a few years later in 1974, the musical John, Paul, George, Ringo . . . & Bert transferred to London, I was issued with a blue equity card that authorised me to work on the West End stage. Thankfully,
         this time there was no problem with me being Barbara Dickson the actress, Barbara Dickson the singer or Barbara Dickson the
         anything-elser, and that is how it has remained ever since. And even now, if ever you want to get my back up, shortening my
         name is usually a good way to start.
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