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To Pamela, 
who has tolerated my ramblings and restlessness for over forty years, jam sandwich at the ready . . .
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PROLOGUE

SETTING OUT

WHEN I WAS a wee boy, I felt like an outsider. I didn’t fit in anywhere. On Sundays, when my father would take me and my sister to the markets, we’d walk a few miles back home, and on the way I used to go into litter bins by the side of bus stops and fish out the cigarette packets. I would take the silver paper out and roll it together until I had a big ball of it. I was in the Cub Scouts, so I took it to them hoping to get my charity badge by selling my ball as scrap and giving the money to charity. But I never got that badge. The women in charge said: ‘You can’t just make one ball and expect to get your badge. You have to save up a lot of balls.’ I had fallen short again. I thought: ‘I’ll do something else, then.’ I decided to ask people for their broken jewellery so I could make something of it, but I never got round to that either. I was a failure at most things I tried.

My whole life has been like that. As a boy, I could never follow the established rules and paths that could lead to the kind of success other boys achieved. I never joined a cycling club. I never joined a hiking club or a camping club. I knew I wouldn’t fit in. I knew that when I got among other members, I wouldn’t do what you’re supposed to do to get the prizes. I’d be a flop.

The one thing that made me feel less of an outsider was to be alone on the road. I’d leave the house and just start walking. I would go along the main street and see where it led me. I’d see the canal winding ahead, so I’d follow that for a while, wishing I had my fishing rod. I’d pass the Singer sewing machine factory and other places I’d seen before. I felt perfectly comfortable just walking by myself. I was on my own at last, and I felt enormously relieved. I realised that if I fitted in anywhere in the world, it was here, just rambling along to nowhere in particular. I walked in streets, graveyards and parks. I’ve always liked graveyards. I’d read the headstones and wonder who those people were.

Hairy Mary used to say ‘Hello’ to me. She was an old lady I’d often see on the street. When I was coming to her corner, she would say: ‘Weeelll?’ and stand on her hands. Her skirt would fall over her head so you could see her old knickers, but her hat always stayed on. She was a wild woman of the streets, and I was proud that she knew me. She’d say, ‘Hello son!’ I’d say ‘Hello! How you doing, Mary?’ She’d say: ‘I’m not Mary. They just call me Hairy Mary.’ I’d say, ‘Then what’s your real name?’ She’d say, ‘None of your fucking business.’ She was always angry, and I loved her for it. She wandered the streets, same as me. She never said: ‘Aren’t you a bit young to be wandering about on your own?’ like other adults did. I’d say: ‘Where do you live?’ ‘None of your business.’ ‘Okay.’ But it was obvious she lived on the street. She was always complaining about people who’d moved her on. ‘I don’t like that janitor’ . . .

I never worried about getting lost. Nobody’s ever really lost. You just walk until you become unlost. I walked in Kelvingrove Park, and in Victoria Park, where miniature yachts were sailing on the pond. Beautiful things. Huge. They’d set them out to sail, then run round and turn them onto another tack. An owl lived in Victoria Park, in a cave. I’d peer in and look at it and it would stare back. And there were petrified trees from the Stone Age. I would sit there among them, and I felt calm. I never wanted to go home, but when it got near dinner time I’d start heading back, because if I didn’t turn up at dinner time they’d realise I was missing.



——

Then one day I came across a picture that inspired me more than any of the images of heroes or saints or movie stars I’d seen. It was a colourful drawing of a cottage somewhere in the countryside, with a lovely garden and roses growing all round the doorway, and there was a woman standing at the door talking to a tramp. He was wearing a well-worn hat and a coat with rope tied round the waist instead of a belt. He was munching a jam sandwich that the woman had obviously given to him and he looked so happy, thoroughly content and pleased with his life. It seemed like a legitimate, grown-up progression from my boyhood walking habit. I remember thinking, ‘I want to be like him when I’m older . . .’

That feeling has never left me, of wanting to be free and wandering wherever I pleased. I’ve always loved the idea of taking off and living a life where I had no responsibilities, where I could be free to go anywhere in the world, whenever I pleased. When I was in my twenties, I thought it was possible that I could live off my wits and just work when I needed to. I could play music and tell stories – a bit like a medieval troubadour. I imagined that I would meet plenty of people who would be kind to me, give me food and put me up for the night. The call of the road was so strong in me that, even after I was married to my wife Pamela, I once proposed that I should become a full-time hobo – I’d stride out onto the open road and just turn up at home whenever I needed money. I dearly wish that conversation had gone a bit better than it did.

There are many different types of migratory folk and all kinds of names for us too, including ‘hobos’, ‘drifters’, ‘vagrants’ and ‘bums’, but you can’t use most of those terms any more. In any case, it doesn’t matter which wandering subset you belong to – whether you have lodgings or not, whether you work, how far you travel, whether you ever leave home or just dream about it – I think any man or woman who’s got a faraway look in their eyes is a Rambling Man.

I’ve known many Rambling Men throughout my life. Some of them travelled, either temporarily or permanently, and some were simply Rambling Men at heart. Those who travelled did so not because they didn’t have a choice, but because in a more settled environment they felt like an outsider. Such people have a deep and painful sense that they don’t belong. They’re in a place where they don’t fit, so they wander off. They meet other people who’ve wandered, and they get great comfort from the fact that someone else feels the same way.

Rambling Men know each other when they meet. They’re the same. You can go into a café, and you look over at a table where a particular person is sitting and you go, ‘How are you doing?’ You can recognise the fellow Rambling Man by certain signs: his denim, demeanour, attitude. A beard used to be a dead giveaway. When I was with my first wife, we’d be walking along Sauchiehall Street in Glasgow and there’d be another guy with a beard approaching, and she’d say: ‘Do you know him?’ I’d go, ‘Hello, Alec.’ ‘Hello, Billy.’ People with beards knew each other. Not like now.

A true Rambling Man is someone who doesn’t owe anything to anybody. He doesn’t owe them money; he doesn’t owe them his time or his talent. He’s a free man. Free to do what he wishes, when he wishes. He may be settled in one place but, in his heart, he doesn’t see it as permanent. A Rambling Man doesn’t want to be tied down to anything for ever, either one job, or one way to travel, or one place; he lives with his desire to move on. He walks, he bums lifts, he buys tickets – he travels in any way he pleases. He lives on his wits, making money by doing whatever he’s good at. He’s talented at practical things, so he can repair houses or help on a farm – do various odds and ends to make a living. He might get a job tidying up people’s gardens, sweeping their premises or walking their dogs. Anything. And some jobs are fucking hard. Traditionally, harvest was a time when there were plenty of jobs for rambling folk, like picking potatoes or apples. A Rambling Man might have exceptional skills he can earn money from. Welding was one; he could make metal signs for people’s houses. Or he might be an artist or musician who can sing songs, recite poetry, paint or play the guitar. People put him up because they like him, and he helps them out in all kinds of ways.

A Rambling Man is often self-educated. The fellow Rambling Men I came across were generally well-read. In the early days, they tended to read poetry by the likes of Allen Ginsberg, but I always preferred the more traditional poems from my schooldays. I liked the simple stuff . . . and Robert Burns, who is anything but simple. You’d memorise a line or two from a particular poem you loved and recite it to a fellow Rambling Man, and even if he didn’t know the poem he’d tell you what he thought of it, then recite one of his own. We all had writing heroes and we shared them with each other. Everybody I met in the sixties and seventies had read On the Road by American writer Jack Kerouac, who’d wandered across America with various friends. Hemingway was popular too – I read him a lot, as well as John Steinbeck’s short novels and stories. My favourite was The Pastures of Heaven. At the heart of all these books was a sense that there was something more to life in a place somewhere beyond where you were; that adventure was on the horizon, you just had to stride out towards it.

When I’m not on the road I don’t long for it at first, but then this feeling begins to creep back and I miss it a lot, because rambling has always been my natural function in life. I think most of the Rambling Men I meet are escaping from something. Sometimes it’s just avoiding boredom. The good job syndrome. People say: ‘You’ve got a good job so why be restless?’ It’s because you knew there was a whole world out there – countries to visit, things to see and adventures to have – that wouldn’t come so easily if you stayed in one place. You just had to put yourself out there and they’d come your way – that was the belief. Exposing yourself to new places and people, and being part of it all, would eternally make them a part of you.



——

A woman can be a Rambling Man. One of the best Rambling Men I ever met was a woman in Texas who lived in a taxi. She was seventy-one and she was brilliant. She looked brilliant too. High cheekbones and a very positive attitude. I think it’s your attitude to life that determines the way you look. If you’re a weary willie and moan all the time and think you’ve been dealt a bad hand, then you’ll probably look trippy-faced. But if you’re open to nice things and wish people well – it shows in your face. If you’re optimistic, people want to be with you. If you’re not, they don’t want to come near you. This taxi-dwelling woman was extremely appealing. Women who are fiercely independent and are living on the edge always have a great look about them. I want to spend time with them. I want them to be my friend. I’ve met a lot of women like that who are great Rambling Men. Buy you a beer. ‘Don’t take shit from no one.’



——

To be a Rambling Man, you don’t have to live your life on the road. It’s more a state of mind. An ideal. A Rambling Man can seem like a perfectly regular person – someone who goes to work every morning, has a family and pays his taxes. He might look conservative and behave in a normal fashion but, deep down, he has the spirit of a Rambling Man. He harbours longing. Maybe he has a half-built Harley-Davidson motorbike in his garage and listens to Bob Dylan while he’s working on it. He has hope inside him – the hope of travel and freedom and of being who he really wants to be; that’s the difference between him and others around him. It’s the opposite of living miserably. Some people stay trapped, paralysed in private despair.

I’ve been a Rambling Man since I was in short trousers, but a Rambling Man can be any age. In fact, having the sensibility of a Rambling Man helps to keep you young. Once I came into my seventies, I noticed it wasn’t considered that old any more – and I’m not just saying that because I’m eighty. The number of times I hear people say, ‘God! He died? But he was so young! Only seventy-four!’ When I was a boy, fifty was old and sixty was ancient. But my fifties were great. I heard about Jeanne Calment, a Frenchwoman who lived to be 122. She was the oldest person who ever lived. She said: ‘I think God forgot me.’ She claimed to have met the painter Vincent van Gogh, whom she thought was a desperately ugly man who smelled of alcohol. Apparently, she began fencing when she was eighty-five and was still riding her bike when she reached 100. ‘I only have one wrinkle,’ she said, ‘and I’m sitting on it.’

A Rambling Man prefers to make a journey for pure pleasure, although sometimes it must be made out of necessity. I’ve had some wonderful trips in my lifetime, but my most recent wasn’t one of them. My back has been giving me gyp, so this one time I had to wake in the middle of the night and let my wife drive me to Miami for an early appointment at a spinal place. Four hours later, I was snoozing loudly in the waiting room when the nurse called me in for a poke, a prod and a series of impertinent questions. Then the doctor came in. ‘Good morning, Mr Connolly. It’s a real honour to meet you! I’m going to shock you with electricity then stick you with needles . . . how does that sound?’

Fucking great.

The drive back home from Miami was the same route in reverse, but it was decidedly more pleasant. There was the same pearlescent sky, jade sea, series of palm-covered islands linked by storm-lashed bridges. The helicopters were still hovering over the Seven Mile Bridge, dangling the brave buggers whose job it is to repair the power lines. The same tiki hut signs welcomed visitors for grouper sandwiches and cracked conch, washed down with ‘bottomless’ margaritas . . . but this time, with all the pricking and prodding behind me and the prospect of a nice cup of tea in my own easy chair, it was nothing short of delightful. The reason for your journey can change how it feels, but it’s all about your state of mind. Many of my past journeys have been made because of work necessity – just a race in the dark to get from one town to the next for my concerts. I wasn’t able to enjoy even the most brilliant landscapes when I knew I’d soon be facing audiences with high expectations. But I’ve also made many journeys that were just for my own pleasure, and a few that were filmed for television. In this book, I’m going to focus on the journeys I’ve truly enjoyed – even if a film crew came along for the ride.



——

I’m a showbiz personality. I read it in the paper. I’ll be on Survivor soon, with a fucking DJ that nobody knows. It’s great being in showbusiness. When you’re a Rambling Man who also happens to be a showbiz personality you get to do extraordinary things, like be one of the few people to climb to the top of the Sydney Opera House, stand on a sacred Māori promontory in New Zealand that is usually forbidden territory for most people, or even drive an Amish man’s buggy. They were one-offs, but I know I’m incredibly lucky to have done those things.

If people recognise you from TV or film, they react to you strangely. They want to show you things. They want to show you the best of things. I once went to play a gig in HM Prison Peterhead. When I arrived, I met the warden, and we had a pie and a cup of tea. They made their own pies there, which were delicious. Then he took me into the kitchen, where they were making dinner. A man was stirring the soup in a huge vat with an oar. He said, ‘How ya doing, Big Yin?’ I said ‘I’m fine. How are you?’ ‘Ah, I’m all right. Life is good.’ He told me he was from the Scottish seaside town of Helensburgh. I said: ‘What did you do to get in here?’ He said: ‘I shot a cunt.’ I said: ‘Did he deserve it?’ He said ‘Yeah, he certainly did.’ It went on like that. The prisoners were nice to me. I’m a boy from Glasgow, so they could relate to me. They brought me their drawings and things they’d made with bits of string – bracelets, for example – as if I had some kind of authority, as if my opinion meant anything. It’s easy to be unappreciative and not take it seriously – I’ve witnessed that before. But pausing during your journey and learning about people’s lives is a precious thing. It’s very touching when people show you what is important to them and who they are. One guy had done some oil paintings. He was very proud of them and wanted to show me, but in order to see them I had to go into his cell. Once they shut the door behind me, it was just me and him. That made it another world altogether, one in which we were equals. It was a privilege to be shown his art, which he kept stashed down the side of the furniture because the walls of the cell were covered with pictures of naked women.



——

Travelling can be very challenging, but I realised a while ago that if I was going to be one of those guys who said, ‘I don’t like travelling,’ then I was doomed. The audience weren’t going to come and sit in my house. I decided that, if I found travelling tiring or boring, or if I suffered from jetlag, I just had to find ways to beat it. I’ve had to learn to get myself into a mental state of either sleep or wakefulness, depending on what I need at the time. For me, meditation has been quite useful for that. It refreshes my mind. Walking helps too.

Walking is your basic, essential Rambling Man way to travel. In my ultimate fantasy of the Rambling Man, walking – and occasionally jumping into the car of a moving train – is what he does. He slings his guitar or banjo over his shoulder and strides out along the road to the next town. There he plays a few songs at a local gig and meets a beautiful woman who feeds him and puts him up. That to me is a wonderful life. A million miles better than sitting on your couch watching reality TV. People sitting in their houses watching other people sitting in a house. Get a fucking life!

A Rambling Man believes travel – of any kind – is necessary and good for you. If you don’t travel, you don’t know how the rest of the world lives and thinks. And you get to know people much better by speaking directly to them than by listening to others speaking for them on TV. If you travel through places like Africa or India, you’ll meet people who tell you what they would like is a bicycle, or to get the hole fixed in the roof of their house. They’re not impressed by all the stuff you’ve got. They are content, and that’s an enviable thing. I’ve learned a lot from them. I’ve found that when living is hard the spiritual value is often very high, like it is in India. Their spiritual world promises: ‘Take it easy. Everything will be all right eventually.’ Call me old-fashioned, but in my way of thinking that’s quite a step up from the threat of roasting in hellfire for touching your willy.

In India I met a man who’d stuck a spike through his face. He was a devotee of the Hindu festival of Thaipusam that commemorates the day the god Lord Murugan used his spear to vanquish an evil demon who threatened the whole of humanity. I said: ‘How does that feel?’ He turned that question back on me: ‘How do you feel?’ I said, ‘I feel great.’ He smiled: ‘I feel great too.’ It was normal to him. I was very impressed by him. Many other pilgrims had skewers and sharp hooks embedded in their bodies, and they claimed to feel no pain, having fasted and entered trances before the piercings. The religion is part of their being. It’s not something they just do on a Sunday. Sometimes I think they’re slaves to it and it’s not such a great idea, but in other ways I was deeply impressed by it and by their devotion. When you’re in India you see things that make your heart sing. You’ll go along the road, and you’ll come to a river and there’ll be a man playing a flute next to a temple. You’ll think: ‘There’s something right about this. Something they’ve got that we don’t have.’ You don’t know what it is, but THEY know.



——

People say, ‘Travel broadens the mind’ blah blah blah . . . well, they’re right, but I think my mind was pretty wide before I ever went anywhere because I grew up reading books about travellers and explorers. A lot of my travel has related back to my childhood – and to a yearning for places that seemed wildly romantic. Tibet, for example, where I’ve still never been. All the books I read about the Yukon, with the dogsleds and the howling wolves, made it so much more meaningful when I finally travelled there and discovered those things for myself. See, I was never much interested in the learning offered to me at school, but my journeys have given me the best kind of education – lessons learned in a way that made them unforgettable. This is a stark contrast to my early classroom days, where a teacher would come in: ‘Today we’re going to learn Pythagoras’ Theorem . . . Connolly! Go out and count the railings, there’s a good chap.’

Travelling for its own sake as Rambling Men mainly do will always lead you to adventure or something of interest. But sometimes I do like the kind of travel that has a particular point to it. For example, I’ve often journeyed with the sole purpose of fly-fishing and, if I’m intent on catching a wee fishy, I don’t notice much else. When I came back home from fishing near Tulum on the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, my wife was excited to quiz me about what I’d seen. ‘Did you visit those amazing pre-Columbian Mayan ruins?’ I must have looked blank. ‘Billy! Please tell me you at least saw El Castillo?’ ‘Nope. But let me tell you about last Thursday, the day I caught the “Holy Trinity”– a tarpon, a bonefish and a permit . . .!’

I’ve learned that people respond to places in different ways depending on how they’re wired. Some people are visually attuned, so they respond to colours and shapes and architecture – the beauty or the ugliness, however they view it. Other people are very kinaesthetic; they respond to the feeling of the earth beneath their feet or notice how it feels to brush through tree branches, sit on the grass or touch an ancient marble statue. Some people respond auditorily, so they notice the sounds of the wind, a rustle of the trees or music played on local instruments. Many people respond to the taste of a place. They remember the textures and flavours of the food they had there, and the taste that lingered in their mouth after they breathed in the air. Or it could be the smell – the scent of the soil, the hedges or a river. Me? I’m more of a visual person. I’ll never forget going into Monument Valley. All those sculptural sandstone structures – that was the highlight for me. It was like every cowboy movie I’ve ever seen. I stood gazing at the vast landscape with a Morricone soundtrack playing in my head. But the Native American guy who showed me around Monument Valley brought me right down to earth. He said: ‘You should come in September when the tarantulas are moving. They come to mate, and the ground is alive with them.’ I said: ‘I think I’ll give that a miss.’



——

Overall the most important thing that I learned, and frequently tell myself, about travelling is that it’s vital to have the right attitude. The perfect Rambling Man mindset is this: Don’t go to a place thinking you know all about it. Let it take you by surprise. It might be something as simple as a door handle or a floor mat that will tickle you. Make you go: ‘Oh God!’ Or it might be a wall monument to one of the builders who died during the erection of a building. You often just chance upon these things: the human side of monuments. I’ve walked into famous old houses where the heights of the children who grew up there are marked on the sides of the doorways. I love that. The house answers you back. It’s a very good thing. And I’ve loved touches like a circular wall in a turret with a high window where people used to climb up and look out. It’s wonderful to see structures that are created out of whimsy. It’s a very good thing, whimsy. Without it everything is beige. Some offices are so square and cold. They have no soul. The people who built them should be fucked and burned.

I don’t think I’ve ever had a bad trip. Well, apart from in the 1970s, but that’s a whole other story. No, the only thing that would stop me enjoying a journey would be ordinariness. Something without any special features. Plain, I suppose. Though sometimes I do like ordinariness; simple things can be interesting and often very funny. I remember two women looking at raincoats in a shop window on a Sunday afternoon in New Zealand. One said to the other: ‘The beige one would be very practical.’ I wanted to shout: ‘Get the YELLOW!’

A Rambling Man takes the bad along with the good. Sometimes a journey is awful, but that can be a good thing too. In my very early folk-singer days, I was with Frank Lynch, a former manager, on a plane flying to the USA and I was drunk. I was crazed and I was shouting: ‘Take me back to Earth! I am an Earthling! I don’t belong up here!!’ The main cabin was jam-packed and people were complaining. Frank was no use; he was rolled up in a ball laughing. So, the flight attendants threw me into First Class. Well, a female flight attendant came up and said: ‘Come with me. I’ve got a special place for you.’ I spent the rest of the journey in comfort where there were hardly any passengers. Once I got up front, I decided to stop making a nuisance of myself; I just settled down and mused about what a good idea it had been to misbehave.

Awfulness can be good.



——

I’ve travelled by foot, bike, ship, plane, sleigh, even piggy-backed, to get all over the world; I’ve danced around naked in snow, wind and fire; I’ve played my banjo on boats and under trees; I’ve slept in bus stations, under bridges, on strangers’ floors, and thumbed a ride through Europe and America, ever hoping some mad bugger would let me clamber into their car; I’ve travelled alone, with great companions and with film crews; I’ve thrown myself off buildings and into canyons bungee-jumping – and, in my opinion, there’s no better way to live and feel alive. Being a Rambling Man was what I wanted to be, to live the way I damn well pleased and fuck the begrudgers! Along the way, I’ve met the weirdest and most wonderful people who walk the Earth, seen the most bizarre and the most fantastic sights – and I’ve rarely come across something I couldn’t get a laugh at. It’s just the mediocre I don’t enjoy, so there won’t be any of that in this book. What there will be is tales of the loveliness and the awfulness of my many journeys. I’ll try to leave out anything that’s plain or practical – or fucking beige . . .
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