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Prologue

TALKING TO TERRY VENABLES
DURING A NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE

For umpteen reasons, this book should never have happened. I recently turned fifty-eight, and I’m still making a living just being myself in the public eye. I’m still a Happy Monday, I’m on television most weeks of the year and now I’m writing a new autobiography. Suffice to say, none of this would’ve been foreseeable forty years ago.

You could probably argue that I’ve been rather a jammy bastard. I’ve cheated death on a number of occasions, which won’t surprise anyone who knows about my dodgy past. I’m like an extremely fortunate feline who’s used up his nine lives before he’s even left his mother’s clutches. How have I survived? I pulled it off, I reckon, from having a love of life, a bit of luck, and a determination not to die. The will to live, and to come through at the other end in one piece.

I’ve had close calls throughout my life, but the important thing is that I’ve learned from them all.

My most dramatic brush with the Grim Reaper, however, came about in a relatively innocent, law-abiding fashion in 1999.

I was in a transitional period in my life. The Happy Mondays had split up in drug-addled acrimony, and so had the band that Shaun Ryder and I had formed in the aftermath, Black Grape. The Mondays were just starting to do reunions, I was doing a bit of DJing at weekends for ready money, and finding other stuff to do to keep the wolf from my door was proving remarkably easy.

For two or three years, I had a really good job writing a column for Front magazine, a lads’ mag that had been set up to rival the mid-90s publishing sensation Loaded. All I had to rustle up was 700 words every month, and I got paid one English pound per word – 700 quid! It was good cash!

For one of the first columns, the editor put me together with this gangster fella who was a big East End debt collector and hard man, most famous for running the security at Ronnie Kray’s funeral – he even carried the coffin. He’s quite a fucking mad character. He’s got a giant painting of himself on a horse that’s rearing up, with his missus on the back, naked. I found him a likeable guy and fun to hang about with.

I wanted to go out with him in London, so me and a few of my mates from Manchester – larger than life characters, some of whom have passed away now – went up there to meet him. This geezer had a white Rolls-Royce and stuck a magnetic number plate over the legal number plate, saying ‘BAD BOY 1’ on it. We kept shouting, ‘Bad Bwoy I!’ the Rastafarian thing, and he kept saying, ‘No, it’s Bad Boy One!’ He had all these fake guns in the back of his Roller, God knows why, so we were hanging out of the windows waving these replica Tommy guns about, and we ended up getting him kicked out of all the clubs he took us to, including one of his own places, because we were snorting coke off the tables and bars.

My one mate was doing that thing to someone where you go really fast between their fingers with a knife, stabbing the table, and he actually stuck the knife right through the centre of their hand – on purpose. He’s nuts, one of them little angry men.

So I was writing this monthly column about crazy times like these, and as always I was looking for a new blag. I really fancied getting into motorbikes with it, so I suggested to Front that we have a little section in every issue where we test the latest models. They loved the idea, and we went through a period of test-driving motorbikes, which we basically got given on a free loan.

One particular month we got two Triumphs – a Daytona and a Speed Triple – two brand-new models that were about to come on to the market. The Speed Triple went to this kid who was helping me blag all the bikes, because he was actually a proper motorbike journalist, and the Daytona was for me.

That weekend, I had a DJ gig up in Scotland, so me and the journalist kid ended up doing a run up to Edinburgh to try out these new Triumphs long-distance. We had all the kit imaginable, which had also been blagged off the bike company for photo shoots and what have you, and we had waterproofs on as well because it had been raining that week.

Unfortunately, this was in the days when I was still smoking weed, and heavily. One of my mates, who for legal reasons I shall call Jim, always says that he had a really lucky escape here, because on the way up I called in at his place in Hull, to get a load of weed off him. We got really stoned together – which I can see now was not my smartest decision – and then I started getting my shit together ready to complete the journey on this Daytona.

‘Why don’t you hop on the back and come with us?’ I said to Jim, as I was stumbling about pulling my waterproofs back on.

He was looking at this monster of a bike, grinning and shaking his head.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ he replied, which turned out to be a much better decision.

On the final leg of the journey, we were doing stupid speeds out on these country roads leading into Edinburgh. I was chasing up after the other kid, who was a much better rider than me. At one point, he nipped around two cars. I went after him, but I didn’t have enough time to brake going into the bend. I tried powering through the corner, and I lost the back end of the bike – it’s called a highside, I’ve since found out – went into a skid, and ended up sliding across the road backwards into a stone wall.

Most people, when they have a bad accident, are lucky enough not to remember a single bit of it. However, there’s nothing I don’t remember about mine. I actually remember every minute detail, possibly because I was so busy trying to save myself. I was doing everything I could to prevent myself from crashing. Even when I was sliding across the road backwards at high velocity, I remember thinking to myself, ‘I’ve got to hunch up before I hit the wall!’

What saved my life was the rucksack on my back, contain-ing all my going-out gear for that evening’s DJ gig, which acted as a sort of airbag, and took some of the brunt of the impact.

Even so, I still smashed my pelvis in five places, broke all my ribs and punctured my lung. There also was a big hole in the back of my helmet, although it did its job and saved me from any head injury. If it hadn’t been for the rucksack, the accident would have been so much worse. The damage I suffered would’ve been that much more severe, and I possibly would’ve snuffed it.

So I was there lying on this grass verge, and the journalist came back on his bike.

‘Come on, Bez, get up!’ he went, like I’d just tripped over on the pavement or something.

‘Do you think I’m lying here for the fun of it!’ I replied, or at least think that I replied. ‘What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last five minutes?’

I could hardly breathe because of the punctured lung, and there was no way I was getting up on account of the smashed-up pelvis. By the time the ambulance arrived I was going into shock, but I focused all my energy on staying awake until it actually pulled up. As soon as I knew that it had and they’d put me in there and I was safe, I said to the ambulance geezer, ‘Right, I’m getting my head down now, if that’s okay?’ and I went off to sleep.

When I regained consciousness, I was actually in hospital in Edinburgh, and a few of my mates had come up to see me, but the very next day I fell into a coma because I caught the MRSA hospital superbug, a really fucking nasty one, and I stayed in the coma for the next month. While I was in the coma I was having multiple organ failures, heart failures – all sorts of shit was going down. Obviously, they couldn’t operate on me. I was that ill, I was given the last rites, and my next of kin were informed that I had a one in four chance of making it through the night.

Through all my time in this coma, I was having mad dreams. I was aware but not aware, if you know what I mean. I thought I was in some hospital tent deep in the fucking Malaysian jungle, like a scene from M*A*S*H, being looked after by some Chinese-type people. I was aware that loads of friends had come to see me to say goodbye, because they’d been told I was supposed to be dying that night. I was aware of their presence, and who they all were, and I could make out all of their voices, but then I could hear ocean waves crashing on a nearby beach. I could also hear a campfire burning outside what my delirious mind was telling me was this hospital tent in the jungle that I was shacked up in, and then I was also hearing all this tribal music playing, which was apparently actually coming from my friends’ ghetto blaster. I was saying, ‘Fucking hell, I can’t believe you’ve come all this way to visit me!’ because I thought I was in the Malaysian jungle.

Debs, the mother of my two eldest sons, was telling me that I had to piss, because I hadn’t pissed for days, and they said to her, ‘If he doesn’t piss he’s gonna die!’ I started pissing, because I needed to piss, but I was still in a coma, so I don’t know how I knew that this was still going on.

All the doctors and specialists were buzzing in and out to check on me, but none of them seemed to think I was going to pull through. Out of desperation, my mum and Debs called in this woman, who was some kind of New Age healer. She put these crystals all over my head, and started giving it the reiki shit, ‘woo-oo-oo-ooooo!’ up and down my body. The consultant was going to my dad, ‘This fucking woman, I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing!’ and he was explaining everything that they had done for me, and the next minute, I’ve sat bolt upright out of this coma, with all my broken bones and everything, and I was fucking up! This hippie woman had brought me out of the coma.

Obviously, that was a good thing, but then they all started panicking, and they put me back into a medical coma, because the shock of me coming round might have been too much.

You wouldn’t believe how much I was hallucinating. The wildest ones were when I came out of the coma. At that point, I was still too ill to have any operations, because I was having all these organ failures. I was getting rushed about from one hospital to the next. I was having heart failures, I had heart surgery. There was that much of this shit going down, the file they had on me was thicker than the Bible.

For weeks, I was lying there hallucinating, and I can still remember all these visions vividly. That Scottish comedian, Billy Connolly, used to visit me on a regular basis, hanging about at the end of my bed in a wheelchair, doing wheelies in it and all sorts. I used to see him a lot, but I’ve never met him in my life – not before or since – but he was being a proper Billy Connolly, telling jokes and stories, while doing tricks in his wheelchair.

I’d have these mad conversations with him. One time, I’d just had my first drink of water after coming out of the coma – he wasn’t really there, remember, I was just hallucinating that he was! – and Billy was down the end doing his wheelies as usual, and I was telling him how I was never going to drink anything but water ever again, because this water tasted so fucking good after being in a coma that long. It was like the fucking nectar of life going down you, you could feel the magic of it inside you.

So, Billy was going, ‘Bez, I’m going to bring some water in for you from my loch at the bottom of my garden!’ He came in the next day – I used to think that he was going out with one of the nurses that were looking after me – and he brought me this dirty brown water in a bottle and told me how this was the best fucking water in the whole of Scotland, and he got it from his loch.

Around that time, I’d been getting into ayahuasca, the potent psychoactive brew from South America. It’s meant to be the most potent hallucinogenic on earth. We were calling it Daime Tea, and I got a bottle of Daime off Billy Connolly as well. They had done a healing thing on it, and I was having little cups of it, so on top of everything else I was doing, all that hardcore medication, I was drinking Daime-ayahuasca in the hospital. It might have done some good for me, because there was a placebo effect in knowing that they had done a little healing ceremony on it. I think that helped in my psychological recovery.

Even without that, the doctors couldn’t believe how much I hallucinated. I – was – off – my – fucking – HEAD! They said, ‘We’ve never ever, ever encountered anybody who hallucinates as much as you do.’ On top of the morphine, I was also eating these little ganja cakes that my partner had made for me, because I wanted weed and I couldn’t leave my bed. Plus, I was on the drip, so I was constantly squeezing the little trigger for intravenous morphine – a hundred times a second! The journeys I used to go on inside my own brain …

I was like Michael Gambon in The Singing Detective, with all this shit going on at my bedside. I’ve seen kids climbing on the roof of the hospital, all sorts, climbing up the walls, and I was saying to the nurse, ‘You’ve got to tell them kids!’ I was really concerned for their welfare, but obviously there was nobody there.

Some days, I just didn’t want to believe I was in hospital. In my head, I was having full days out, going on adventures around Salford. I was convinced it was true, but it was all totally fabricated in the mind! I was telling the nurses all about it.

‘I’ve just been out for the day.’

‘You’ve been nowhere, love.’

‘Yes, I fucking have!’

‘Well, get out of bed then!’

‘Aaargh!’

I couldn’t move. I think I was probably a bit of a pest. I used to tell all the nurses they were sadistic bitches, when they used to come and give me bedbaths, because I was in that much pain. The pain was unreal.

Very honestly, I thought I was gonna die, and I got in a panic because I couldn’t remember my Lord’s Prayer, until a mate brought me the Cliff Richard version, and we were singing along, ‘Our Faaaather, who-ooo art in heav’n,’ which was a bit of a comedy moment. After my mate had gone home, I used to play it over and over again in the hossie, hoping I would be able to remember it in my hour of need. So Cliff helped save my life as well.

I was four months in hospital over New Year 1999–2000, so I missed the biggest party of the century, which is unlike me. I don’t think I’d even actually had the chance to line up my itinerary for the big night – the best nights out are the ones you don’t plan.

Truthfully, I’d started to face up to the possibility that I wasn’t going to make it, because I kept getting rushed about from one emergency to the next. On Millennium Eve itself, Debs brought my two sons for a visit, and one of them was saying to my mate Winker, who had also stopped by that day, and who kind of looks and sounds a bit like me, ‘Can’t you just lie in bed and be my dad for the night, and let him come out with us?’ I wished I could’ve swapped places with him, but I couldn’t.

That night, seeing that I was in hospital in Edinburgh, the whole craziness of Hogmanay unfolded on the streets outside: all the fireworks were going off, and I could see them out of the window in real life, and pretty much simultaneously on the telly in the corner of my room. The following morning, New Year’s Day, we got haggis for breakfast and it was the best haggis ever. Haggis is one of my favourite foods anyway – it’s not awful, it’s offal! – and in the circumstances this one tasted unbelievably good to me.

Through all that time, I was getting amazing support, all these letters and phone calls from friends, celebrities and well-wishers. I had Eric Cantona phoning in to talk to me, and that wasn’t a hallucination – that was for real!

One night, the former England football manager Terry Venables phoned me up, and he was on for two hours, maybe more. We’d both just been involved in some TV ads for Admiral sportswear, but I hardly knew the guy really. I was actually in the worst pain I’ve ever been in, I could hardly bear it, and he kept me talking on the phone, told me his whole life story, about all his time with England, and the guy Alan Sugar with the computers who owned Tottenham during his spell in charge there. He was telling me everything. If I was a journalist, and I was in a good state of mind, I would probably have got the best story ever on record. He talked about everything, the Euros, it was fucking amazing, and it totally distracted me from the pain I was in. Looking back, I can’t believe he did that for me.

The funniest one was when Shaun Ryder came to visit. He knew I was in a bad way, and there was quite a strong chance I was gonna die. He’d started this urban myth that I was racing some superbike world champion, and I was just screaming round the final bend to beat the fucker when I totalled my wheels and landed up in hospital.

The whole hospital knew he was coming, and all the nurses were getting really excited. I was saying, because I know what he’s like, ‘Fucking hell, that’s if he comes …’ He did actually turn up but, like I predicted, it wasn’t within the stipulated visiting hours. He actually materialised at four o’clock in the morning, like a bat at the window – you know, with the little ears! Like a vampire! I’ll always remember seeing his head appear at the door, like fucking Dark Lord Morgoth. For some reason he brought me all these VHS cassettes, so we sat there watching them through into the morning, some really good films like The Matrix and that vampire movie From Dusk Till Dawn. We had a right laugh about it, because I knew that if he was going to come, there’s no way he’d take the regular route.

Like I said, all told I was in the hospital for about four months. Eventually I got discharged, and went back to my home in Glossop, on the outskirts of Manchester, to recuperate. I got myself back up on my feet as quickly as I could, but not without a struggle and a whole load of physiotherapy. I used to have dreams about walking. In one of them, there was a boat out at sea, and I had to walk across a platform that was wobbling – mad walking dreams about impossible situations on platforms over wobbly, wavy seas. I was that determined, though, I was up on my feet within two weeks of the final operation I had, and they said they’d never seen that before. There are those who still haven’t even got up after a month or two, after the kind of ordeal I’d been through. But I forced myself.

However, it wasn’t over yet, as I ended up with a really bad addiction problem. People might not believe it, but I’m really good at giving things up. It’s one of my strong points! But this was without question the toughest test I’ve ever faced on that front, because when I got discharged from hospital, they basically packed me off with a load of morphine. Very quickly, I got addicted to Oramorph, Gabapentin and other painkillers and morphine-based tablets. With the Oramorph, at the beginning when I was in physical agony, I could open the packaging, put the dispenser in my mouth, pop the thing and drink it – I had this whole little technique of getting my morphine down me. At first I might’ve needed it, but by the end there it became something else.

It was fucking double-strong stuff. I had medicine bottles of it, so much really strong medical morphine. I was giving bits of my stash to Shaun, who at the time was a heavy heroin addict, and it was even knocking him right out.

The worst thing about it was, it didn’t make me feel good in the least. I was angry, frustrated, sleeping constantly. I was grouchy, being really horrible to all the people around me who I loved, none of which was ‘me’ at all. It was actually Joe Strummer from The Clash, who’d become a friend during Black Grape days, who flagged up to me that I wasn’t my usual self.

It took me a while to realise that I was properly addicted to the morph. I was looking at myself, and I decided – this is fucking not me, I’ve got to give it up, and I just went cold turkey on everything – gabapentin, Oramorph, and this long list of fucking tablets, which I’d been left addicted to after the accident. I gave them all up at once. I’ve since read that you shouldn’t do it that way, that it could be dangerous giving everything up in one go, and certainly from that moment of giving them all up, I didn’t sleep for a whole month. Proper insomnia. It was driving me crazy, a month of sheer hell, but I was determined to get all that shit out of my life.

One night, Debs got an aromatherapist massage woman to come around. I was really losing the plot, not able to cope, and she gave me this aromatherapy full-body massage, because I was still in pain as well as not sleeping, and I didn’t even remember this woman leaving. I fell asleep and woke up two days later. Two days’ sleep after a month of being awake!

From there, the journey went on. The first time I went onstage with the Mondays again was in July 2000, not too long after I’d cut all that shit out and started walking again. I’d only just got rid of my crutches, and I was back giving it loads with my maracas supporting Oasis at Wembley Stadium. I remember thinking to myself, ‘How the fuck am I going to get through this?’ – after all, I could hardly stand upright – but I managed to do it while experiencing a world of pain, and hiding my grimaces behind this rather cool goggle mask.

After that, going on tour and gigging was like physiotherapy for me, because by the end of that tour I had danced myself back into action, from being almost a cripple to being able to have full movement again. So my actual physio was being on Es and off my nut onstage! That was actually very beneficial for me, as a form of physiotherapy, and I kind of forced myself better very quickly through doing it.

The accident was definitely a turning point in my whole journey on this planet. It taught me one thing: you have to live your life to the fullest every day, because you never know when you’ll take your last breath. So it was a funny time, but it was a good time as well, because I never took life for granted ever again.

Now, every time I walk out the door and speak to anyone who means anything to me, I always tell those people that I love them, because the biggest worry for me out of the whole experience was all the people I hadn’t told that I loved them before the accident happened. I could’ve gone off without them ever knowing. So that’s what I took from it: I always tell everyone I love them now, little things like that.

In the first hours and days after I came out of the coma, I didn’t think I’d be able to walk again, and now I live a full active life. A lot of people tend not to be so active after such a life-changing event, but I’ve forced myself to do it. I’m doing things constantly. I do training, ice skating, snowboarding, boxing, bike riding – all these activities – because I know if I stop, I’m just going to seize up.

Even twenty-plus years later, I have still got the effects of that accident. I live in constant pain with it, and my legs and my pelvis have never worked as well as they used to. I don’t feel like I can run. I force myself to do things that my body is trying to tell me not to do.

The surgeons who put me back together again were amazing. One of them actually got in touch recently because he sees everything that I’m up to, all the Mondays tours and reality shows on TV, and he can hardly believe what he’s seeing. He said, ‘I’ve done too good of a fucking job putting you back together again, mate, haven’t I!’
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