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Once upon a time. A long long time ago.

When time wasn’t of the essence.

When time waited for no man.

When time wasn’t money.

Time just flew.

Time took a cigarette.

Time was an irrelevance.



Time, gentlemen, please.



Time flies like an arrow.

Fruit flies like a banana.






INTRODUCTION

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

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

*

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

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

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

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


Oh it really is a wery pretty garden,

And Chingford to the eastward could be seen,

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

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



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

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

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

*

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


Mike (Barzo) Barson (Mr B)

Lee (Thommo) Thompson (Kix)

Chris Foreman (Chrissy Boy)

Cathal Smyth (Chas Smash)

Daniel Woodgate (Woody)

Mark Bedford (Bedders)



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



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

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

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

He was my best mate.

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

But I did love that cat.

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

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

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

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

I explain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


We were that close, it was scary,

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

Ready for love, we were that close,

To getting it right, or crashing and burning.



Skidding on the surface, with the brake jammed down,

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To infinity and (one step) beyond!




CAVENDISH MANSIONS

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

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

I wonder what Mr. Bearded Philanthropist would have made of it today. Unspoilt, all original features. Fixtures and fittings untouched by regular maintenance ever since. En-suite toilet off tiny kitchenette, sink and ascot. Mum asleep on her bed in the living room and me in the bedroom. He probably would have approved, unfortunately the rest of the world had moved on somewhat in that time.

[image: ]

Mum was working in a bar in Soho and she didn’t get back till late. She was out for the count. I slipped past her bed and straight into the gas rebate stacked neatly on the table, three cardboard 10ps, a couple of Chinese coins and two pounds fifty. I took thirty pence, four fags from the packet of Player’s Navy Cut and headed out. The landings were open to the elements. The stairs were deadly, completely worn down. Smooth and hard as marble. Only drunks or babies could survive a fall down these.

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

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

‘Go on there, Jeoorjie Best!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[image: ]

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

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

‘SPECIAL STARRING ENGAGEMENT OF

KELLY & GILLETTE

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

ALICE| FONIAINIH EAU MISS CARRIE VER

urlesque Artiste

AValuable LADYIS GolliTDHWATc H
" ST CONTADROM &

P= HIGHLAND DANCERS .

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






ops/images/title.jpg
That Close





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

e clapten g
Te awdiance Lemt

lows. ,

v wf b wa o)

e
e 14 all m bazy desen

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






ops/images/f0005-01.jpg





ops/images/9780857389541.jpg
That Close






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





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

G €
v =

T





ops/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





