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To Carl, Jai and Katia




I’m now making myself as scummy as I can. Why? I want to be a poet, and I’m working at turning myself into a seer. You won’t understand any of this, and I’m almost incapable of explaining it to you. The idea is to reach the unknown by the derangement of all the senses. It involves enormous suffering, but one must be strong and be a born poet. It’s really not my fault.

Arthur Rimbaud, Letters of the Seer, 1871 (written aged 16)
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Authors’ Note

Simon and I started talking in March 2021, both in various stages of lockdown. It was the longest interview I’ve ever done by some distance – sixty hours or more during that spring and summer. I’d been clean for over a year, but I was still a little bit fragile, and talking to Simon came to be a welcome routine. I was open with him in a way I’d never been with a journalist before – perhaps too open; I told him everything! Over a year later and I’m still straight, which is a bleeding miracle, but I do wonder if the whole book might be different if we started it now.

There’s an earthy, brute honesty to parts of the book, a naivety, sometimes a delight taken in certain nihilistic incidents in these pages, that seem now to belong to my past, to youth and, dare I say, to drugs – and increasingly I feel adult and sober. Maybe that’s why I find it deeply unnerving, often impossible, to read these conversations written down. I’m amazed Simon’s managed to get everything to work chronologically, but I worry if some careless or unvarnished words might offend people. I have no desire to upset – quite the opposite nowadays. Those closest to me do say, however, they recognise my voice in the telling, and I recognise there is a life to this work that would be impossible now to repeat.

I understand how reading this book was especially difficult for the love of my life, my dear darling wife Katia deVidas Doherty. I said when we first started that it would be great if it was an uplifting and funny book. I do think there’s a lot of comedy involved in my life. There’s sadness and darkness too, often reflected in the songs. When you throw yourself into music, you sometimes have to hold onto the first thing with any meaning, and that can be anger or sorrow, but it’s not like I’m promoting those things. It’s almost as if for the rest of the time, everything’s tickety-boo. You can’t really admit defeat.

Peter Doherty, March 2022

I first approached Jai Stanley, Peter’s manager, about the possibility of doing a book with Peter’s cooperation in 2017. Back then Jai explained how he was not expecting Peter to write his own autobiography, given he used a manual typewriter and tended to flit between literary ideas, but he did say a proper book about Peter was something he’d like to make happen. It was just going to be very difficult. Peter refused to entertain the notion of employing a ghostwriter who would ‘put words in his mouth’, and although he had a wealth of stories was reluctant to dwell on his past to any real extent.

Over the next three years I checked in with Jai sporadically, and we discussed ways in which we might collaborate on a book. Peter’s stance on employing a ghostwriter did not change but, finally, in late 2020, he was persuaded get involved in this work, an authorised biography. I had suggested a minimum of thirty-five hours’ interview time and was prepared for a great deal of fucking around – well, he does have something of a reputation! I was confounded at every turn. He was not only conscientious but patient, gracious and generous, always humble and enthusiastic. ‘Don’t hold back on any subject,’ he said. ‘Anything you want to talk about, I’m happy to discuss. The things you feel you might hold back on are probably the things you should really ask.’

He took endless questions on the most painful of subjects without flinching or reverting to self-pity. His honesty when discussing his personal dissolution was brutal and at times upsetting. On his broader development as an artist and his twenty-year musical career, he was endlessly enjoyable, refreshingly devoid of cynicism or self-regard. His recall was often remarkable, countless stories playfully tumbling out full of mischief and humour – an ability to laugh at himself is one of his most endearing traits. Twelve months on, and many more hours of interviews than he’d initially agreed to, I will miss him and our morning chats. I have written this story in his words, but I haven’t put any in his mouth, simply moved a few around a bit to make the chronology clearer. It is no whitewash of history.

This isn’t the book Peter will surely one day write about his life. I know it’s not the book he thought I’d write about his life, but I hope I have produced something that rings true and does justice to his music, his electric spirit, vast talent, charm, attitude and wit.

Simon Spence, March 2022




Timeline

2002

June: ‘What a Waster’, single, The Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 37

September: ‘Up the Bracket’, single, The
Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 29

October: Up the Bracket, album, The
Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 35

2003

January: ‘Time for Heroes’, single, The
Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 20

August: ‘Don’t Look Back into the Sun’, single,
The Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 11

September: I Get Along, EP, The Libertines (Rough Trade) – US only

2004

April: ‘For Lovers’, single, Peter Doherty featuring
Wolfman (Rough Trade) – UK 7

April: ‘Babyshambles’, limited edition single,
Peter Doherty (High Society) – UK 32

August: ‘Can’t Stand Me Now’, single, The
Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 2

August: The Libertines, album, The Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 1

October: ‘What Became of the Likely Lads’, single,
The Libertines (Rough Trade) – UK 9

November: ‘Killamangiro’, single, Babyshambles
(Rough Trade) – UK 8

2005

May: Stalking Pete Doherty, documentary (Channel 4)

August: ‘Fuck Forever’, single, Babyshambles (Rough Trade) – UK 4

August: Who the Fuck Is Pete Doherty?, documentary (Channel 4)

October: ‘Their Way’, single, Little’ans featuring
Peter Doherty (Rough Trade) – UK 22

November: Down in Albion, album,
Babyshambles (Rough Trade) – UK 10

November: ‘Albion’, single, Babyshambles (Rough Trade) – UK 8

2006

September: ‘Prangin’ Out’, single, The Streets
featuring Pete Doherty (XL) – UK 25

October: ‘Janie Jones’, single, Babyshambles
& friends (B-Unique) – UK 17

November: Arena: Pete Doherty, documentary (BBC Four)

December: The Blinding, EP, Babyshambles (Parlophone) – UK 62

2007

May: Bloodworks, art exhibition, Bankrobber Gallery, London

June: The Books of Albion: The Collected
Writings, Peter Doherty (Orion)

September: ‘Delivery’, single, Babyshambles (Parlophone) – UK 6

October: Shotter’s Nation, album, Babyshambles (Parlophone) – UK 5

October: Time for Heroes – Best of The Libertines,
album (Rough Trade) – UK 23

December: ‘You Talk’, single, Babyshambles (Parlophone) – UK 54

2008

April: Art of the Albion, art exhibition, Galerie Chappe, Paris

June: Oh! What a Lovely Tour, album, Babyshambles (Parlophone)

2009

January: Pete Doherty: In 24 Hours, documentary (MTV)

March: ‘Last of the English Roses’, single, Peter
Doherty (Parlophone) – UK 67

March: Grace/Wastelands, album, Peter Doherty (Parlophone) – UK 17

August: ‘Broken Love Song’, single, Peter Doherty (Parlophone)

2011

April: The Libertines: There Are No Innocent Bystanders,
documentary (Pulse Films, directed by Roger Sargent)

2012

February: On Blood: A Portrait of the Artist,
art exhibition, Cob Gallery, London

March: The Kooples, Peter Doherty-designed fashion range

August: Confession of a Child of the Century, film, lead actor
(Les Films du Veyrier, Integral Films, Warp Films)

2013

August: ‘Nothing Comes to Nothing’, single,
Babyshambles (Parlophone)

September: Sequel to the Prequel, album,
Babyshambles (Parlophone) – UK 10

October: ‘Fall from Grace’, single, Babyshambles (Parlophone)

November: Flags of the Old Regime, art exhibition,
Espace Djam, Paris (part of an itinerant exhibition that
also visited Geneva, Barcelona and Moscow)

2014

May: From Albion to Shangri-La: Journals and
Tour Diaries 2008–2013, book, Peter Doherty
and Nina Antonia (Thin Man Press)

2015

March: ‘Flags of the Old Regime’, single, Peter
Doherty (Walk Tall Recordings)

August: ‘Gunga Din’, single, The Libertines (Virgin EMI)

September: Anthems for Doomed Youth, album,
The Libertines (Virgin EMI) – UK 3

October: ‘Glasgow Coma Scale Blues’, single,
The Libertines (Virgin EMI)

2016

January: ‘You’re My Waterloo’, single, The Libertines (Virgin EMI)

April: ‘The Whole World Is Our Playground’,
single, Peter Doherty (Clouds Hill/BMG)

September: ‘I Don’t Love Anyone (But You’re Not Just
Anyone)’, single, Peter Doherty (Clouds Hill/BMG)

December: Hamburg Demonstrations, album, Peter
Doherty (Clouds Hill/BMG) – UK 61

2017

May: ‘Kolly Kibber’, Peter Doherty/‘The Weed Smoker’s Dream’,
Peter Doherty & the Puta Madres, single, (Clouds Hill/BMG)

2019

January: ‘Whose Been Having You Over’, single, Peter
Doherty & the Puta Madres (Strap Originals)

April: ‘Paradise Is Under Your Nose’, single, Peter
Doherty & the Puta Madres (Strap Originals)

April: Peter Doherty & The Puta Madres,
album (Strap Originals) – UK 25

2020

April: All at Sea, documentary film (Strap
Originals, directed by Roger Sargent)

May: ‘Uncle Brian’s Abattoir’, single, Trampolene
& Peter Doherty (Strap Originals)

December: In the Fantasy Life of Poetry and Crime,
art exhibition, Galerie Chappe, Paris

2021

‘The Fantasy Life of Poetry & Crime’, single, Peter
Doherty and Frédéric Lo (Strap Originals)

2022

‘The Epidemiologist’, single, Peter Doherty
and Frédéric Lo (Strap Originals)

The Fantasy Life of Poetry & Crime, album, Peter
Doherty and Frédéric Lo (Strap Originals)

A Likely Lad, book, Peter Doherty with Simon Spence (Little, Brown)




I

Army Brat


1979–1990: growing up on army barracks in Belfast, Cyprus and Germany. Discovering Chas & Dave. The Satanic influence of The Simpsons and Beano according to Mum. Hallucinations in Cyprus. Becoming a Christian. Reading George Orwell. Dad goes to war.



‘I adored my dad, absolutely idolised him. We share the same name, I was always ‘little Peter’ or ‘Peter Jnr’ growing up. He was born in London, grew up in a tight-knit Irish Catholic community. His dad, Ted Doherty, came over to England from Ireland just after the Second World War, in 1946. Ted would sing rebel songs in the pub, so it was quite controversial when Dad joined the British Army. He was an airborne solider, a paratrooper, but he wasn’t in the Paras, the Parachute Regiment. He was in the Royal Corps of Signals who were attached to the Paras, 216 Parachute Signal Squadron.

He was busy as a young soldier in the early ’70s around Aldershot, but he always found time for football, playing for a Saturday and a Sunday team. One time he played in goal for Hounslow Town, a semi-professional football club in west London. When I was growing up he was always coaching football teams. He was very athletic, into boxing and cross-country running.

One of my earliest memories is when I was five and he took me and my sister AmyJo to Madame Tussauds in London at Christmas. There was this big queue and he said, Na, sod this, and took us charging across London to the Serpentine in Hyde Park instead. I can still see him, moustache bristling, stripping off his army pumps and blue tracksuit and diving in the Serpentine. It was freezing cold. Some bloke came out in a rowing boat with one of those old-fashioned Beano-style megaphones, telling him to get out. It was great – me and AmyJo stood holding hands, really proud of our dad.

His mum, Doris, had abandoned him when he was a kid. She was English, from Kilburn, her maiden name was Ford. She had three kids with Ted then had some sort of breakdown when Dad was nine and his brother was about five, and she left Ted in Shepherd’s Bush with these two boys. She only went around the corner at first and then moved to Stonebridge Park, a high-rise estate in Brent, northwest London, so it wasn’t really that far away, but she wasn’t around for Dad and that set his mood for life – emotionally fucked up, I think.

My mum, Jacqueline, did her best to try and forge something more loving from this broken relationship. I’m glad she did, because I’m still close to Nanny Doll; she’s in her nineties now. If there’s ever a family get-together, we’ll sit there singing old music-hall songs and everyone else will sit there rolling their eyes. We did that ever since I was a young kid. I learned the songs from a Chas & Dave record, Christmas Jamboree Bag. It was one of the records my mum and dad owned that I loved, that and The Beatles/1962–1966 and The Beatles/1967–1970, the red and blue albums, plus a Cilla Black record or two. As soon I could work the record player I listened to that Chas & Dave record again and again. My mum and dad didn’t really know the lyrics, I don’t think they really had time for music, but my Nanny Doll knew them all – songs like ‘We’re Going to Hang out the Washing on the Siegfried Line’. Her sister Vera was a singer. Nanny Doll was strong stuff. For decades, up until she was seventy-five, she worked for some Jewish ladies in Golders Green. I wrote the song ‘1939 Returning’ on my first solo album Grace/Wastelands for her.

Growing up, I was fascinated by Dad’s childhood. Ted tried really hard but he couldn’t cope. Eventually, he called Doris and Dad went back to his mother when he was about fifteen. He was out of control. He left school to work in a travelling funfair. He felt the family disowned him, he wanted out of London. I said to him once, What would happen if the fifteen-year-old me met the fifteen-year-old you? He said, I’d break your nose and take your watch. The big shift in his life happened when he joined the army. He’d say the happiest days of his life were when he was a young recruit. He spent time in Canada and Africa. He’d tell stories about how he was hard as nails as a soldier – he wanted to join the SAS and did some preliminary training but the Royal Corps of Signals wouldn’t let him go.

The army became his family. He took his O levels in his mid-twenties and slowly worked his way up through the ranks to eventually become a major. Discipline was his thing. He didn’t want me showing him up in any way when I was little. I never got battered – in fact, I never saw Dad swing a punch at anyone. He only hit me once – it was just bend over the bed and get a spanking. Mum says that incident upset Dad more than it did me. He told her afterwards he would never hit a child again. She says that deep down he’s even more sensitive than me, that in many ways we’re like peas in a pod. But he would put the fear of God in me as a kid. He didn’t need to use his hand, he just used his eyes – and, as kids, we knew how to behave.

We were brought up to understand how lucky we were. Dad would say he only got a tangerine for Christmas when he was young, and how hard both he and Mum had worked to get out of their working-class environments in London and Liverpool, respectively. The whole concept of answering back was completely foreign to me and AmyJo as kids. When we were told to get dressed and we were going to go and do something, whether you wanted to in your heart or not, you did it. We jumped when my dad said. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I’d stood up to him? Maybe if I’d been a bit broader or just a bit more into fighting, but I wasn’t. I liked him. I wanted his love.

There were times when he was in a black mood and just wouldn’t talk to anyone in the house. It was really dark, really weird. He was holding it all in. I don’t know what it was about. When I was little, I thought it was what was going on in the army, but I’m not sure. He was a sergeant major when we were in Belfast, but we never talked about his army life at all.

Being in Belfast with him when he was stationed there in the early ’80s is the first strong memory I have of living anywhere. I’d been born in Hexham, Northumberland, not far from Newcastle. At the time, Dad was posted to a Signals station, a former Royal Air Force station, in Ouston in Northumberland. After Ouston we went to Catterick Garrison, North Yorkshire, and then Krefeld, in what was then West Germany, when I was three.

Belfast was one of the few times during my childhood when we didn’t live on a barracks. I suppose living in a Protestant community, in army-provided housing, in Belfast was the equivalent of being on a barracks. The kids at the primary school I went to would say, Hey, we love your daddy, he kills Catholics. We looked under the car every morning for car bombs.

I was in Lambeg County Primary School, and I vividly remember coming home one day singing a song I’d picked up but didn’t really understand. It was a corruption of the children’s counting rhyme ‘Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, catch a nigger by the toe’, and my dad got really angry with me. I was upset and scared. My Nanny Doll was visiting, and she said, Oh leave him alone, he’s just a kid. And my dad went, No, he’s got to understand this, and he sat me down and said, Right, how many people does Wembley Stadium hold? And I knew at the time it was a hundred thousand, and he said, Right, now times that by sixty, quite a complicated sum for a six year old, but I said, Six million. He said, Right, that’s how many people died in Nazi Germany because of songs like that. I used to repeat that to people. I was on holiday, years later, and some kid at a swimming pool said something to a Chinese kid and I said, Oi, how many people does Wembley Stadium hold?

Certain cartoons became a big deal around then: Cockleshell Bay was a favourite, about the adventures of a little boy and girl, Robin and Rosie, in stripy T-shirts in a north seaside town – that was me and AmyJo. Dad had a whistle he used to do, that when we heard it, we knew we had to come back from wherever we were on our little adventures. AmyJo was my best friend growing up. We both had these wonky fringes because Mum would always cut our hair. It looked as if she’d just put a bowl on our heads, cut around that and then tried to do a side-parting. AmyJo was born with a hole in her heart, and when we were in Belfast, she had an operation to fix it, and it was a success. She was told before she went into the hospital, which was right on the Falls Road, if anyone asks you what your dad does, you tell them he works for the Post Office. It was only a few months after that, in 1986, my mum went to hospital again in Belfast and came back with my little sister Emily.

Sport Billy was another favourite cartoon, where he’d kick a football in the opening credits and it went into space. That was my nickname. My dad would call me Sport Billy, which became Billy Bilo. He just used to go, Billy, Billy, Billy, Billy Bilo. Some people still call me Bilo or Billy Bilo now. Dad had other names for me: he’d call me Big Ears or Dog Breath. There was an aspect to his sense of humour that could be quite cruel. He invented this character called Big Otto who me and AmyJo genuinely believed existed. Whenever he saw a fat bloke in the street, he’d go, Look, there’s Big Otto, and he’d make me and AmyJo go up to them and ask a question – we’d be told to piss off or just get an odd, quizzical look, but we fell for it every time. He could be crude too: I was out with him one time and there was a girl jogging past and she had quite big breasts and he said, She’s going to have a couple of black eyes in the morning. I didn’t get it – must have been eight. I said, Why, because the husband is going to beat her up? And he went, No, and did a gesture with his hands. I was really shocked.

We moved to Cyprus when I was nine and stayed for a couple of years. Dad had been newly promoted to regimental sergeant major and the Royal Signals were providing telecommunications infrastructure. I think it was all about intercepting satellite messages, to and fro, from wherever – the civil war between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots had long died down. There were people there from GCHQ (Government Communications Headquarters), the army, navy and air force. Cyprus seemed to me very open, but when I think back to the giant golf balls, the signal stations, in the mountains and recall the weird strain on my dad at the time, more black moods, perhaps it wasn’t for him. He was never out of uniform. Dad got his MBE for his work in Cyprus. I’m not sure exactly what it was for. We don’t talk about it.

We were in Ayios Nikolaos, the smallest of the island bases, a tourist hub now but in the mid- to late ’80s it was post-battle ground, just a desert. The school was in a tin shed out the back of our barrack house. There were loads of kids there, aged from four to eleven. Different ages were put in the same class doing the same stuff. There was about fifteen in my class, and we would only do from eight o’clock until one o’clock because it was so hot in the afternoons.

The freedom was amazing – we were always out swimming in the sea or running around the bondu, the desert. I’d never been swimming before and then the next minute I’m running round Cyprus in my trunks, swimming like a fish. We’d go out snake hunting and climbing into the old lookout towers and bunkers – it was proper little Lord of the Flies vibe. To join the local gang of army kids I had to kiss this lizard they had.

It was in Cyprus I started to get the feeling that I was a bit of a let-down to Dad because I couldn’t crack it on the athletics field. There’s a photo from that time where I’m coming across a finishing line in vest and shorts, looking really fucked. I look at my face now and think, Yeah, you’re not really enjoying that. AmyJo was a better athlete. She started to smash it with her cross-country running. For years to come she used to run cross-country for the county, wherever we lived. This is when me and AmyJo started with this rivalry, where I’d say, Dad likes you better, Mum likes me better. We never used to fight about it. We had this entente cordiale, this understanding. That’s the way it was.

I still got a lot from sport as a kid, especially playing football – loved it. I wanted to be a professional footballer, really, but Dad said I’d never make it, not least because I didn’t even clean my boots. I remember playing football for some Sunday-league team, and one time I scored a hat-trick and was really pleased with myself. Dad arrived towards the end of the game and missed my goals but was in time to see me miss a sitter. I came off and I was like, Ah, Dad you missed it, I scored three goals. He could see I was really happy, but he was absolutely fuming about the miss, and in front of everyone he made me do shuttle runs on the road from kerb to kerb by the side of the pitch.

I was never aggressive as a kid, but you have to form a character quite quickly at a young age when you’re bouncing around the world as part of the army community – you’ve got to have a certain presence, otherwise you go proper off the rails. There was an incredible eclectic mix of kids from all over the UK on the barracks, often pretty rough. AmyJo and I weren’t brats, but that’s what we were all called, Army Brats. We rarely got to know the officers’ kids because when they got to eleven or twelve they usually went to private school in England. Alistair Brown was an exception. He was the coolest kid in our school in Cyprus because his dad was a major. I got my first taste of what life might be like on the other side of the tracks when his older brother came over for the summer with a mate of his from their private school. His mate tried to take me off somewhere and pull my trunks down. I remember thinking, No, this ain’t right, not right at all. Fuck you, and having to leg it.

Ali and me spent the summer of 1988 listening to the Bullet from a Gun album by Derek B, a British hip-hop artist who had these mad, sexual lyrics the like of which I’d never heard in my life. I’ve still got the songs down. It’s weird, I’ve never been into hip-hop, but I can recite Derek B because the songs seemed like fairy stories. I would probably have a lot of Def Leppard down too, but my mum took one look at the picture on the front of the Hysteria cassette and said, No, that’s anti-Christian, it’s Satanic.

My mum was a Christian and quite strict about it. She’d been an army nurse when she met my dad (they married in 1976) but now looked after us kids. She used to put out her own poetry collections: Time for a Rhyme with Jackie Doherty. That was her thing: coffee mornings, bible studies. In Cyprus I remember the army newsletter would always have a poem from my mum. Her poems were more like comic rhymes, religious, funny, everyday and homespun.

She could be more heavy-handed with the discipline than Dad, especially later when he was away a lot. She wouldn’t let me go to youth clubs or hang out on the street. Around the time we were in Cyprus, The Simpsons came out and I was not allowed to watch it because Mum reckoned it wasn’t appropriate. I’ve since become a major fan of The Simpsons – watch it all the time. I have fond memories of reading the Beano as a kid, but I was never allowed to join the fan club. I’d say, Look, you just send off 20p and you get a Gnasher badge, and my mum was like, No, it’s not educational. She was always sticking up stuff on our toilet wall – religious stuff, psalms, or pictures of a sunset with the epithet ‘God Is Love’. The Rudyard Kipling poem ‘If’ was on the toilet wall too.

We’d go to church every Sunday in Cyprus and throughout my childhood. My mum always had a special place for padres, vicars and fathers, people of goodness and trust. They were deity-like figures to me growing up. In church my dad would whisper in my ear when my mum wasn’t listening, God please let my horse come in tomorrow and I’ll love you for ever, amen. Even though Dad had an Irish Catholic background, neither his mum or dad were really religious. He only went to church because he thought it would be good for us. Sometimes I’d sit with him while he read the newspaper at the back of the church.

I got confirmed when I was twelve, after we left Cyprus and moved to Krefeld, Germany – just after the Berlin Wall came down. I was not pressured into doing it. My mum said you don’t do this unless you really believe, and I really did feel the presence of God. I took the vows, the oath – you ask Jesus and the Holy Spirit into your heart, and I remember really feeling it strongly. Years later, when I wasn’t a committed Christian and didn’t feel the presence of Jesus in my heart very often, I still remembered a time when I did, and I’d feel genuinely safe in that knowledge. Evangelical is the wrong word, but that’s the closest word I can think of to describe feeling the presence of God or presence of the spirit.

I was in the choir for about a year: there’s a wicked photo of me in my page-boy outfit. The padre made this appeal for more choir members and I got out of the pew there and then and went down the front. Everybody was bemused. The padre asked me what I wanted, and I said, I’ve come to join the choir. Everyone started laughing. He said, Come to practice next Thursday. They used to put me right at the back of the choir though, because I was so horribly out of tune. In fact, the first time I saw myself singing live was on a family home video, singing at a wedding as a kid, karaoke, doing a Beatles song, and it was so out of tune, it was awful. Among the family, it was always AmyJo who was recognised as the musical one.

Dalton Middle School in Ratingen, near Dusseldorf, was for ten to fourteen year olds, black and red tie. It was an hour on the bus every morning for us to get there from Krefeld. One of my strongest memories from that school involved myself and another lad. We were both twelve, and we’d get taken to the music room at lunchtime by some girls in our year who had all developed a lot faster than us. They took our trousers down, and we were at the mercy of these five or six girls. The headmaster called us into his office one day, secretly, and said, We’re worried about the guys in the higher years doing stuff with the younger girls in your year in the music room, and he expected me to tell them what was going on. I didn’t know anything about that. I just knew that the girls used to take me and the other lad in there and put their hands down our trousers and make us put our hands down their trousers.

One summer, I went back to Cyprus on my own to visit a kid called Cedric Grandjean for a holiday. Cedric had been the only kid we’d known in Cyprus whose dad wasn’t in the army. He was a French businessman who went to work in Russia. Cedric and I became friends because we had a shared love of Fawlty Towers. On the barracks we’d always get TV shows three weeks later, if at all, on the British Forces Broadcasting Services, so my Nanny Doll would VHS stuff from the telly in England and send it to wherever we were. She’d record Fawlty Towers, Only Fools and Horses, Rising Damp, Steptoe and Son or Last of the Summer Wine, all of which my dad loved. I’d always get up early and watch them repeatedly. They were 360-minute VHS tapes. I’d watch them obsessively.

The holiday with Cedric was a disaster. We were jumping off Roman ruins that had been overwhelmed by the sea and something fell on my head from an old wall, and I remember being under a boat not being able to get out and then just hallucinating. I was flying back the next day, and when I got back to England, my Uncle Liam could see something was wrong. He took me to hospital in Watford for a brain scan because I was continuing to have these hallucinations. I was screaming in the street, shouting about how I was being chased by a ball of string. Uncle Liam had moved out of London to Watford with his wife, my dad’s sister Christine, and my cousin Adam, who I started a QPR fanzine with later.

I’d actually had these hallucinations before; I had them for a lot of years. I called them the Christmas hallucinations, because I’d maybe get them once a year. I’d start seeing things that weren’t there and trying to escape them, trying to escape these digits that were coming down a wire into my brain, shitloads of digits falling from the sky into my face and mouth – I could taste them. And there was this sense that there was rain coming up from the ground, so you’d feel it coming up through your legs, through your body, with an overwhelming sound of static. The first time I injected ketamine I got exactly the same sensation but more in control.

The bang on the head in Cyprus was more about the ball of string, but the taste in the mouth was the same. I think the Christmas hallucinations was just standard fever stuff, when your mind is fevered. It wouldn’t last more than a couple of days. It wasn’t permanent, like epilepsy – I’ve read that also involves a lot of digits, tastes and fevers. Occasionally, I’ll still get little flashes of that taste.

One of the few times I saw my dad really happy was when we went down in the car to Bavaria: me, Dad and AmyJo. We were walking through the forest, and he was singing ‘Meet Me on the Corner’ by Lindisfarne. It’s such a beautiful song, a bouncier version of the ‘Streets of London’ but just as melancholic and poetic. I remember saying, What’s that? Years later – after my dad had publicly disowned me because of my drug use – I heard the song at random and it just destroyed me. It was so beautiful, and I had such a strong image of us all being happy with my dad walking through this forest.

If Dad took you anywhere or did anything with us, it was always a big deal. While we were in Krefeld, he was away for about six months in Iraq just after the Gulf War. I watched the early US strikes on the telly and then, bang, my dad was gone. I was old enough to understand the narrative, but I was always being told he wasn’t fighting; he was just clearing up the mess. I’d write to him, and I remember feeling closer to him than I ever had. I’d tell him things I’d done at school, goals I’d scored, even amazing goals I’d scored on the playground against some of the bigger boys, and a month later I’d get a letter back and he’d tell me how he was clearing up the mess and how the British soldiers would be off to a beheading on a Friday. Hearing about his life made me feel really connected with him – more than I felt when he was at home.

Every Saturday night while Dad was away, we used to dress up – my mum, little Emily, AmyJo and me – and go out to a restaurant in Krefeld town centre. It gave us something to look forward to. We took it in turns to choose where we wanted to go. Emily always chose McDonald’s. I liked the posh pizza parlour – it was like a little luxury to have pizza out. I don’t know if 1990 was a particular glamorous time for pizza, but to us it was. It must have been hard for Mum, but we were buzzing really that my dad had got close to war – that’s what we thought it was about, really. The family vibe was very much an army gang mentality. After the Gulf War, Dad had a few trips away in Bosnia.

My dad always had lots of war books in the house. We had The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich and Lyn MacDonald’s Somme, a famous book about the First World War. There were also anthologies of George Orwell’s fiction. I ploughed through them quite early. When you’ve got a limited library, you really get stuck into the books you do have. They hold great power. Everyone in the family knew and read Animal Farm. I think my dad even read it aloud to me when I was a kid. I can also remember him reading Lord of the Rings to me and being completely sucked in by that. Bilbo Baggins got me early on too.

There was also war poetry in the house, and those poems struck such a deep chord. Dad would recite them to me sometimes. They were these incredibly realistic descriptions of the absolute misery in the trenches. When I first met Carl Barât, we forged a really strong bond over ‘Suicide in the Trenches’ by Siegfried Sassoon. I loved that poem from when Dad first introduced me to it, and I couldn’t believe he’d actually put it to music. There’s a Libertines song called ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, about how ‘they wish you luck and hand you a gun’. We took the title from the famous Wilfred Owen war poem that I read as a kid. Dad would talk to me about the First World War quite a lot, saying how a generation of young men were killed for half a mile of mud. He had this epic, tragic, overwhelming sense of the futility of it all but was still somehow attached to this romantic idea that there will always be in some foreign field a little piece of earth called England.

I always thought I’d join the army and go to war somewhere. That’s what I thought was in store for me. I’d become a soldier and die in a foreign land. It seemed somehow heroic. It was the flag and the idea of being English that was ever present for all us army brats. I suppose it was just this longing to be English, to be in England, this longing for an identity.’
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